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Short Abstract
By addressing the research question—What is the doctrinal location of eschatology in Vos’s
theology?—this study contributes to Vosian studies by retrieving, systematizing, critiquing,
and developing Geerhardus Vos’s eschatological thought. It demonstrates that eschatology is
not merely one doctrinal locus among others in Vos’s theology but is foundational and
distributive, permeating protology, Old Testament typology, Christology, and pneumatology,
while also being integrally related to his supralapsarianism.

Central to Vos’s eschatology is consummated Spiritual communion with God, which
serves as the ultimate goal of creation. This framework follows a natural-Spiritual trajectory,
where sin is an obstruction to, but not the origin of, eschatology. Consequently, soteriology is
inherently eschatological, realized through Old Testament symbols and types that signify
restored communion with God. Vos’s construal of eschatology as the philosophy of
redemptive history and revelation further clarifies the redemptive efficacy of symbols and
types. Additionally, the Mosaic theocracy holds typological significance as a symbolic
representation of God’s eschatological kingdom rather than a means of salvation.

As the fulfillment of Old Testament types, Christ’s priestly ascension inaugurates the
consummated eschatological order, marking the transition from the natural to the Spiritual.
The Spirit, as the eschatological substratum, defines both Christ’s resurrection and Christian
soteriology. However, while Vos’s supralapsarianism undergirds the distributive nature of
eschatology in redemptive history, it does not fully account for its theological shape. This
study addresses this gap by developing Vos’s eschatology so that it is not only grounded in
redemptive history but also in theology proper, explaining it through the dynamic relationship
between divine attributes and decrees.

Although Vos’s eschatology offers a strong corrective to aspects of Reformed

theology, this study recognizes that eschatology as a distributed doctrine is not entirely



unique to Vos, as seen in recent studies of Herman Bavinck. Nevertheless, Vos’s
supralapsarian eschatology provides a distinctive model that integrates eschatology into the
fabric of Reformed theology more comprehensively than traditionally acknowledged. Finally,
this thesis gestures toward the broader relevance of Vos’s theological eschatology, raising
questions about its potential contribution to contemporary eschatological debates, including

those in other theological traditions.
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Long Abstract

Background
Having grown up in the old-Seceder pietism context, walked closely with Abraham Kuyper
(1837-1920) and Herman Bavinck (1854—1921) in the Dutch neo-Calvinist movement, and
developed an arguably unique Reformed biblical theology at Princeton Theological Seminary,
Geerhardus Vos (1862—-1949) deserves more attention than he currently receives. Danny E.
Olinger’s Geerhardus Vos: Reformed Biblical Theologian, Confessional Presbyterian (2018)
is the first monograph dedicated to the theology and life of Vos. It was not until eight years
later that the second book-length study on Vos’s theology appeared—Revelation and History:
A Study of Geerhardus Vos as a Theologian between Two Worlds—a PhD dissertation by
Heng Li Chiong at The University of Edinburgh. Beyond these two works, all other academic
secondary sources on Vos’s theology are brief, consisting of introductions in his collected
writings, journal articles, essays in anthologies, and occasional mentions in certain sections of
books.

In addition to the scarcity of academic work on Vos’s life and theology, it is even
more striking that, although some Vos scholars, such as James T. Dennison and Danny E.
Olinger, realized the primacy of eschatology in Vos’s theology, very few have studied his
eschatology comprehensively. Both Dennison and Olinger engage with eschatology not as a
distinct doctrinal /ocus, but only insofar as it fits within Vos’s biblical theology.
Consequently, their discussions on the topic are quite limited, each spanning only about
twenty pages. The chapter that Chiong dedicates to Vos’s eschatology in his thesis remains
the most detailed scholarly work on the subject to date. In it, Chiong convincingly argues that
Vos construes eschatology as the bridge between the covenant of works and the covenant of
grace, thereby giving it a broad doctrinal location in his theology. Yet, due to the nature of

Chiong’s thesis, that is, to demonstrate the enduring presence of neo-Calvinist elements in
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Vos’s theology and to propose him as the father of neo-Calvinist Reformed biblical theology,
he does not carry out a more comprehensive study on Vos’s eschatology. Thus, a systematic
study of Vos’s eschatology in its own right remains a significant lacuna.
Research Question
The above observation leads to this research question: What is the doctrinal location of
eschatology in Vos’s theology?
Thesis Statement
This thesis addresses this research question by retrieving, systematizing, critiquing, and
developing Vos’s eschatological thought. It constructs a Vosian theological eschatology that is
grounded in theology proper and distributive across doctrinal /oci, including protology, Old
Testament symbolism and typology, Christology, and pneumatology.
The Structure of Argument
The argument consists of three sections and six chapters. The three sections are categorized
according to theologia ectypa secundum quid in subiectis (doctrines in the economy on the
historical level, such as protology, typology, Christology, and pneumatology, etc.), theologia
ectypa secundum quid in se (doctrines in the economy on the decretal level, such as the
doctrine of predestination), and theologia ectypa simpliciter (doctrines in theology regarding
divine nature, such as divine attributes). The significance of the distinctions is that they
provide clear conceptual categories to maintain divine aseity on the one hand and facilitate
the examination of the extent and nature of the distributiveness of eschatology on the other.
All chapters in Part I study Vos’s eschatology within the first category. This section
does not go beyond Vos’s eschatology but presents it systematically. Beginning with
protology, the chapters unfold in a redemptive-historical manner, showing how eschatology is
distributive across other doctrinal /oci in Vos’s theology. Given the distributive nature of

eschatology presented in Part I, Parts II and III expand beyond Vos’s eschatology while
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remaining within the bounds of his theology to construct a theological eschatology.
Specifically, the chapter in Part II expounds on the relationship between eschatology and
supralapsarianism in Vos’s theology. The chapter in Part III attempts to construct the
dynamics between theologia ectypa simpliciter and the shape of Vos’s eschatology.
Chapters and Primary Findings

Part I: Eschatology in the Category of Theologia Ectypa Secundum Quid in Subiectis
Chapter One: Eschatology in the Pre-fall State

This chapter establishes the foundation of Vos’s eschatology, demonstrating its intrinsic
embedding in protology. It argues that Vos’s eschatology precedes soteriology and follows a
trajectory from the natural to the Spiritual, independent of sin and redemption. Vos’s
understanding of religion as inherently oriented toward communion with God necessitates
special revelation. The covenant of works embodies this pre-redemptive special revelation,
with its Sabbatical principle representing potential eschatological advancement. Vos’s
exegesis of 1 Corinthians 15:42—49 further supports this natural to Spiritual trajectory. The
chapter concludes that Vos’s pre-redemptive eschatology provides a framework for
understanding creation’s relationship to eschatological fulfillment.

Chapter Two: Eschatology in the Post-fall Old Testament Era

Building on the pre-fall foundation, this chapter explores how eschatology adapts in the post-
fall era. It argues that Vos viewed eschatology as intrinsically embedded in God’s original
purpose, present from creation and woven into the covenant of works. Sin disrupts the
trajectory toward Spiritual communion, but eschatology continues to shape Old Testament
soteriology. Vos sees Old Testament soteriology as containing a microcosmic eschatology
through symbols and types in the sacrificial system. He develops eschatology as a philosophy
of redemptive history and revelation, linked to the pactum salutis. The Mosaic theocracy is

portrayed as a symbolic representation of God’s eschatological kingdom. The chapter



concludes that Vos’s Old Testament eschatology encompasses both redemptive and non-
redemptive aspects, permeating soteriology while retaining distinct theological significance.
Chapter Three: The Ascended Christ as the High Priest: The Eschatological Forerunner

This chapter examines Christ’s priestly ascension as the fulfillment of Old Testament types
and the inauguration of the eschaton in its fullest sense. It argues that Vos sees Christ’s
ascension as a crucial advancement in the eschatological trajectory established since creation.
Christ’s priesthood is central to the covenant, focusing on bringing believers near to God for
communion. His ascension represents a judicial, ontological, and psychical inauguration of
eschatological reality. Judicially, it declares Christ’s righteousness and the acceptance of His
mediatorial work. Ontologically, Christ’s resurrected and ascended body is the first instance
of humanity experiencing perfect eschatological communion with God. Psychically, the
ascension initiates a new form of consciousness and relational experience with the divine.
The chapter concludes that Vos’s Christology presents Christ’s ascension as a comprehensive
inauguration of eschatological reality, which fundamentally changes the divine-human
relationship.

Chapter Four: Pneumatology, the Ordo Salutis, and Eschatology

Building on Christ’s ascension as the initiation of eschatological communion, this chapter
explores how the Spirit applies and extends this eschatological reality to believers by
analyzing Vos’s pneumatology and its relation to soteriology and eschatology. It argues that
Vos’s later eschatological conception of the Spirit provides a framework for understanding
the ordo salutis and resolving tensions in his earlier soteriology. Vos views the Spirit as the
eschatological substratum, transforming all that enters the eschatological realm. The
believer’s soteriological life is interpreted as an eschatological phenomenon, grounded in
Christ’s historical work. The chapter identifies tensions in Vos’s earlier ordo salutis and

proposes a revision that aligns with his eschatological pneumatology. It concludes that Vos’s



eschatological conception of the Spirit provides a more coherent framework for
understanding the relationship between soteriology and eschatology in his theology.

Part II: Eschatology in the Category of Theologia Ectypa Secundum Quid in Se

Chapter Five: Eschatology and Supralapsarianism

This chapter elevates the discussion to the decretal level, examining the relationship between
Vos’s supralapsarianism and his eschatological framework. It argues that while Vos’s
supralapsarianism generally supports the distributive nature of eschatology in his theology, it
falls short of fully explaining the shape of his eschatology. Vos’s unique understanding of
divine foreknowledge as eternal, fatherly love provides a foundation for a non-redemptive
eschatology. His supralapsarianism emphasizes the personal-distinguishing character of
predestination, extending to the decrees of creation and fall. Unlike infralapsarianism, Vos’s
approach allows for a conceptual distinction between eschatology and soteriology. However,
it does not sufficiently explain the rationale for a natural creation with the potential for
advancement rather than an immediate Spiritual creation. The chapter concludes that
incorporating the covenant of works into Vos’s supralapsarian framework may offer a more
robust theological explanation for the shape of his eschatology.

Part I1I: Eschatology in Theologia Ectypa Simpliciter

Chapter Six: Divine Attributes and Divine Decrees: How Theologia Ectypa Simpliciter
Determines the Shape of Vos’s Eschatology

This chapter culminates the argument by grounding Vos’s eschatology in theology proper. It
explores how divine attributes shape the trajectory of Vos’s theological eschatology, arguing
that the interplay between divine attributes and decrees provides a framework for
understanding the natural-Spiritual progression. Divine foreknowledge, shaped by God’s
trinitarian nature, forms the foundation for Vos’s eschatological vision. The interaction
between divine holiness and foreknowledge necessitates the covenant of works, while divine

wisdom permits the fall, and justice and grace lead to the pactum salutis. This dynamic
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interaction establishes a causal nexus between supralapsarianism and the pactum salutis,
which Vos hinted at but never fully developed. The chapter concludes that this framework
offers a theologically robust explanation for the shape of Vos’s eschatology, grounding it in
the nature of God and providing a comprehensive understanding of the relationship between
divine decrees and the unfolding of redemptive history.

Thesis Conclusion and Contribution

As the first systematic study on Vos’s eschatology, the conclusion, which is also the primary
contribution of this thesis, is the demonstration of a Vosian theological eschatology that is
both grounded in theology proper and distributive across various doctrinal /oci. In this
process of demonstration, this thesis proposes several potential refinements to develop a more
coherent Vosian eschatology. For example, Vos’s bifurcation of the covenant of works into
natural and positive aspects should be softened, Vos’s early doctrine of the ordo salutis needs
revision in light of his later eschatological conception of the Spirit, and the covenant of works
needs to be incorporated into his supralapsarianism. Each of these refinements deserves
further critical study.

In addition to its major contribution to Vosian studies, this thesis also strongly
suggests that Vos’s eschatology, formulated in his supralapsarian framework, offers a more
consistent presentation of the eschatological outlook of the covenant of works, which is a
significant theological theme in Reformed theology. More comparative studies can and
should be done in this regard. For example, Israel José¢ Guerrero Leiva argues that the
doctrinal /ocus of beatific vision in Herman Bavinck’s theology is beyond an eschatological
construal. Unlike the argument in this thesis, Guerrero’s understanding of eschatology is
limited to the study of the last things. However, in line with this thesis, Guerrero construes
the eschatological conception of the beatific vision as a distributive doctrine in Bavinck’s

theology. In many ways, Guerrero’s thesis and this one are groundbreaking studies that could
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facilitate further studies on the doctrinal location of eschatology or eschatological elements in
Reformed theology or, more specifically, neo-Calvinism.

Last but not least, this work could potentially contribute to the broader field of
eschatology. That said, much work remains to be done for this to be fully realized. For
example, could Vos’s theological eschatology serve as a remedy to the eschatological
theology of Wolthart Pannenberg and Jiirgen Moltmann, which, to some extent, eschatologize
even God’s being or nature? Would the late John Webster agree with this Vosian theological
eschatology if he had had time to construct his own theological eschatology? In light of these
questions, this thesis is but a preliminary contribution to further theological reflections on

eschatology.
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Introduction

This thesis is a study of Geerhardus Vos’s eschatology. As will be shown, eschatology is
central to Vos’s theology in that it is a distributive doctrine in his theology that can be traced
from Adam’s pre-fall state to the Old Testament symbolism and typology to Christology and
pneumatological soteriology in the New Testament. As the exploration moves on to the
decretal level, it will become evident that Vos’s eschatology is in fact closely related to his
supralapsarianism, which could potentially provide a more coherent framework in explaining
the shape of the eschatological outlook from the natural to the Spiritual than
infralapsarianism could explain. However, Vos falls short in construing the connection
between his supralapsarianism and eschatology. Therefore, this thesis does not stop at
systematically presenting his eschatology, but further develops his eschatology into a
theological eschatology by grounding his eschatology in theology proper. The following
introduction will justify the need for this study, present the argument briefly, and explain its
significance.

1. Recent Studies on Geerhardus Vos
“Geerhardus Vos (1862—1949) was a complex man, and his writings are no different,” wrote
Danny E. Olinger in his introduction to 4 Geerhardus Vos Anthology.! The complexity of Vos
as a man can be traced back to his life journey from the old-Seceder world to the Dutch
immigrant community in Grand Rapids, Michigan, to his study at Princeton Theological
Seminary, to his further study in Germany, to his return to Grand Rapids as a young
professor, and eventually to his settlement at Princeton as the first professor of biblical
theology. Correspondingly, his theology is conditioned by the old-Seceder pietism, critical

interaction with American pragmatism, Old Princeton theology, critical reflection upon

! Danny E. Olinger, “Introduction: The Writings of Geerhardus Vos,” in A Geerhardus Vos Anthology:
Biblical and Theological Insights Alphabetically Arranged, ed. Danny E. Olinger (Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R
Publishing, 2005), 6.



German liberal theology, struggle with settling back in the narrow-minded old-Seceder Grand
Rapids after absorbing other theological ideas, and a deep commitment to biblical theology
fashioned by Reformed covenant theology.?

One significant element of Vos’s theology that makes it even more complex, yet
which Olinger basically ignored, is neo-Calvinism. Documenting Vos’s interactions with
Abraham Kuyper (1837-1920) and Herman Bavinck (1854—1921), two defining figures of
the movement of Dutch neo-Calvinism in the late nineteenth to early twentieth centuries,
Olinger does not seem to appreciate the influence of neo-Calvinism on Vos’s construction of
his theology. Instead, in mentioning George Harinck’s observation on Vos’s reaction to
Kuyper’s Stone Lectures on neo-Calvinism—that “even the mild Vos doubted the
possibilities for Neo-Calvinism in the new world”—Olinger draws a clear line based on
Kuyper’s Stone Lectures in 1898 between the neo-Calvinist Vos and the Presbyterian Vos.?
After Kuyper’s Stone lectures,

Vos concentrated on his own writings, no longer spending the countless hours

translating Kuyper’s (or Bavinck’s) Dutch works into English. Vos’s writings also

reflected an increased focus upon biblical-theological themes... and less of a focus
upon the themes raised by Kuyper’s Neo-Calvinism. If the life and thought of the
nineteenth-century Vos was dominated by his Dutch Reformed upbringing, in the

twentieth-century, his friendships and the focus on his scholarly works would be
connected to Princeton, Presbyterianism, and Reformed biblical theology.*

Apparently, according to Olinger, Vos’s relationship with neo-Calvinism can be evaluated
based on the surface level—whether Vos participates directly in Kuyper and Bavinck’s
academic world.

However, assuming Harinck is correct that Vos doubted whether neo-Calvinism had a

future in America, does this entail Olinger’s conclusion of Vos’s detachment from neo-

2 See Danny E. Olinger, Geerhardus Vos: Reformed Biblical Theologian, Confessional Presbyterian
(Philadelphia, PA: Reformed Forum, 2018) for further introduction.

3 George Harinck, “Vos as an Introducer of Kuyper in America,” in The Dutch-American Experience:
Essays in Honor of Robert P. Swierenga, ed. Hans Krabbendam and Larry J. Wagenaar (Amsterdam: VU
Uitgeverij, 2000), 257; Olinger, Geerhardus Vos, 95.

4 Olinger, Geerhardus Vos, 96.



Calvinism after Kuyper’s Stone Lectures? There seems to be evidence supporting Olinger’s
conclusion. Although there were occasional correspondences between Vos and Bavinck after
Kuyper’s Stone Lectures, Vos’s correspondence with Kuyper never resumed after the
lectures. Curiously, Vos also stopped correspondence with Bavinck in 1909, after Bavinck’s
Stone Lectures at Princeton in 1908.5 Hence, commenting on Vos’s Princeton years up to
1912, when the school had its centennial celebration and Vos contributed his significant
article EAP, Olinger remarks that “Vos’s reputation after nineteen years at Princeton was
arguably more tied to Presbyterianism than to his Dutch Reformed upbringing.”®

The problem with Olinger’s conclusion, however, is that he neglected the possibility
that Vos could continue his theological construction with the theological elements of neo-
Calvinism in the Presbyterian context. Heng Li Chiong’s PhD dissertation at the University of
Edinburgh demonstrates that the neo-Calvinist elements, such as the organic way of thinking,
theology as science, and the Reformed principle, are traceable throughout Vos’s theological
career.” Echoing his supervisor James Eglinton’s one-Bavinck model, which is now the
dominant model in Bavink studies, Chiong convincingly presents his one-Vos model,

according to which Vos can neither be reduced to “the father of Reformed biblical theology”

5 The ceased correspondence with Kuyper and Bavinck is one of the many enigmas James T. Dennison
Jr. mentioned in James T. Dennison Jr., “Introduction: The Life of Geerhardus Vos,” in The Letters of
Geerhardus Vos, ed. James T. Dennison Jr. (Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R Publishing, 2005), 64—74.

6 Olinger, Geerhardus Vos, 163.

" The neo-Calvinist elements in Vos’s theology are observed by a few scholars before Chiong. For
example, James D. Bratt, Dutch Calvinism in Modern America: A History of a Conservative Subculture (Grand
Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1984), 244; John Halsey Wood, “Dutch Neo-Calvinism at Old Princeton: Geerhardus
Vos and The Rise of Biblical Theology at Princeton Seminary,” in Zeitschrift fiir neuere Theologiegeschichte 13,
no. 1 (2006):1-22. However, Chiong is the first one to present a systematic argumentation in demonstrating the
significance of neo-Calvinist elements in Vos’s theology throughout his academic career.

Furthermore, the fact that Vos’s name does not appear in Mark A. Noll, The Princeton Theology 1812—
1921: Scripture, Science, and Theological Method from Archibald Alexander to Benjamin Warfield (Grand
Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 1983) tells a lot about the features of Vos’s theology, though indirectly. For
example, while the Old Princeton theologians also had a scientific view of theology, it is primarily about
assuming “the Bible as a compendium of data that could be treated scientifically” based on a mechanical
Newtonian worldview and Francis Bacon’s empirical and inductive method accordingly. See Ibid., 31-39.

In contrast, Vos’s idea of theology as science, especially biblical theology as science, is based on an
organic understanding of the world and divine revelation. Instead of a static compendium of data that is waiting
to be studied scientifically, the Bible corresponds to the revealing activity of God himself and thus, is inevitably
historical and organic. Consequently, biblical theology must let itself be shaped by this reality. See IBT/SW, 4-6.
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nor to “the American Bavinck,” but is “the father of neo-Calvinist Reformed biblical
theology.”® Chiong builds up his argument by tracing the neo-Calvinist elements in Vos’s
concepts of revelation and history from his early to later works, demonstrating the
cohesiveness of the theological concepts of revelation, history, and covenant across Vos’s
works. Therefore, the Princeton Vos is the Grand Rapids Vos, the Presbyterian Vos is the neo-
Calvinist Vos, and Vos the biblical theologian is Vos the dogmatic theologian. It is in this
sense Chiong suggests that Vos’s BT is a reinterpretation of his GD.°

While underscoring the continuity between the early and later Vos, Chiong cautiously
elaborates that “the elevation of Vos’s biblical theological works with eschatology in
Princeton seems to posit dissimilarities to his theology in Grand Rapids.”1? The seeming
dissimilarities observed by Chiong refer to “an elevation of [Vos’s] understanding of
revelation and history to the realm of eschatology, revealing a broader scope of his
theological exploration.”! That is to say, the early Vos already developed “[an] embryonic
form of redemptive history, rooted in his formulation of covenant theology in his RD.”!?
Grounded upon his early formulation of the covenants of works and grace, the later Vos
elevated “his understanding of revelation and history to the realm of eschatology... as he
perceives eschatology as a bridge connecting the covenant of works to the covenant of

grace.”3 Therefore, the so-called dissimilarities are due to Vos’s development of his

8 For Eglinton’s work, see James Eglinton, Trinity and Organism: Towards a New Reading of Herman
Bavinck's Organic Motif (London: Bloomsbury T&T Clark, 2012). For the title “the father of Reformed biblical
theology,” see Richard B. Gaffin Jr., “Introduction,” in Redemptive History and Biblical Interpretation: The
Shorter Writings of Geerhardus Vos, edited by Richard B. Gaffin Jr. (Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R Publishing, 1980),
xiv. For the title “the American Bavinck,” see George Harinck, “Herman Bavinck and Geerhardus Vos,” Calvin
Theological Journal 33, no. 2 (1998): 27. For the title “the father of neo-Calvinist Reformed theology,” see
Heng Li Chiong, “Revelation and History: A Study of Geerhardus Vos as a Theologian Between Two Worlds”
(PhD diss., The University of Edinburgh, 2024), 6. Emphasis original.

% Chiong, “Revelation and History,” 218.

10 Tbid., 219. Emphasis added.

1 1bid., 215.

2 bid., 218.

13 1bid., 215-216.



eschatology as a bridge between the two covenants, thus expanding his view of revelation
and history accordingly.

2. Studies on Vos’s Eschatology
Evidently, by describing eschatology as the bridge between the covenants of works and grace,
Chiong suggests that eschatology is, in some way, an architectonic doctrine in the later Vos’s
theology. Dedicating a chapter to presenting Vos’s eschatology, particularly its function as the
bridge between the two covenants, Chiong does not hesitate to argue that the chapter titled
“The Realization of the Eschatological Redemptive Reality in the ‘New World’” is “a
comprehensive overview of Vos’s revelation and history” in his later theology.'* According to
Chiong, Vos’s conception of the covenant of works as pre-redemptive revelation entails a
path from the perfect created state to the higher world. Hence, the covenant of grace as
redemptive revelation must be a means to eschatological perfection in that Christ, as the
second Adam, fulfilled what the first Adam failed to do in the Garden of Eden. Throughout
redemptive history, in the forms of symbols and types, the heavenly, transcendental reality—
or, put differently, the eschatological reality—is never absent from the history of the visible
world, until Christ’s eternal substance truly manifests the heavenly reality.!® In short, the
study of Vos’s later theology is by and large a study of his eschatology.

This primacy of eschatology in Vos’s theology is observed by other Vos scholars as
well.1® For example, Olinger remarks that “Vos saw the Bible as leading with eschatology, he
saw Jesus Christ leading with eschatology, and he believed that the Christian should lead with
eschatology.... Failure to grasp the primacy of eschatology to Vos leads to a failure to

understand Vos fully.”!” Similarly, Dennison indicates that “Vos eschatologizes revelation....

1 Ibid., 181.

15 See Ibid., 181-216.

16 As we will see, the concept of the primacy of eschatology could be misleading. Later, we will replace
this term with the distributiveness of eschatology in Vos’s theology for reasons that will be shown. For now, the
term is retained for its intuitive clarity.

17 Olinger, “Introduction,” 15.



Vos teaches us that eschatology is prior to soteriology, even as heaven is prior to Adam’s
fall.... And to begin with God is to begin with the eschatological arena. Every word from
God is a summons to that heavenly arena.”8 Therefore, one expects to see studies of Vos’s
eschatology proportionate to its primacy in Vos’s theology.

Surprisingly, despite the recognized importance of eschatology in Vos’s theology,
comprehensive studies on this theme remain scarce. Chiong’s chapter on Vos’s eschatology is
the lengthiest study on this topic available in Vosian studies to date. This is partly due to the
overall paucity of Vosian studies.!® Thus far, there are only two book-length studies on Vos,
by Olinger and Chiong. Olinger’s Geerhardus Vos is primarily a biographical study rather
than a dedicated monograph on his theology. In this sense, Chiong’s work stands out not only
because he proposes a new reading of Vos’s theology, but also because it is the first

systematic study of Vos’s theology. Another possible reason why Vos scholars, despite

18 Dennison, “Introduction,” 50-51.

19 For short introductions to Vos, see, for example, James T. Dennison Jr., “Geerhardus Vos: Life
Between Two Worlds,” Kerux: The Journal of Northwest Theological Seminary 14, no. 2 (1999): 18-31; James
T. Dennison Jr., “The Life of Geerhardus Vos,” in The Letters of Geerhardus Vos, ed. James T. Dennison Jr
(Philipsburg, NJ: P&R Publishing, 2005), 13—85; Richard B. Gaffin, Introduction to Redemptive History and
Biblical Interpretation: The Shorter Writings of Geerhardus Vos, ed. Richard B. Gaffin Jr. (Phillipsburg: P&R,
1980), iv—xxiii. For a more comprehensive historical study on Vos and his theology, see Danny E. Olinger,
Geerhardus Vos: Reformed Biblical Theologian, Confessional Presbyterian (Philadelphia, PA: Reformed
Forum, 2018).

For the neo-Calvinist aspect of Vos’s theology, see Heng Li Chiong, “Revelation and History: A Study
on Geerhardus Vos as a Theologian between Two Worlds” (PhD diss., University of Edinburgh, 2024). For Vos’s
neo-Calvinist background and his biblical theology, see John Halsey Wood, Jr., “Dutch Neo-Calvinism at Old
Princeton: Geerhardus Vos and The Rise of Biblical Theology at Princeton Seminary,” Zeitschrift fiir neuere
Theologiegeschichte 13, no. 1 (2006): 1-22.

For studies on Vos’s biblical theology, see Peter J. Wallace, “The Foundations of Reformed Biblical
Theology: The Development of Old Testament Theology at Old Princeton, 1812-1932, The Westminster
Theological Journal 59, no. 1 (Spring 1997): 41-69; Ricard C. Barcellos, The Family Tree of Reformed Biblical
Theology: Geerhardus Vos and John Owen—Their Methods of and Contributions to the Articulation of
Redemptive History (Owensboro: RBAP, 2010). For the correlation between covenant theology and biblical
theology in Vos’s theology, see Jeffrey Arnold Fisher, “The covenant-idea as the heart of Hebrews and biblical
theology: an original contribution of Old Princeton in the teaching of Geerhardus Vos,” Calvin Theological
Journal 48, no. 2 (November 2013): 270-289.

For an exploration on the Thomistic elements in Vos’s theology, see J. V. Fesko, “The Scholastic
Epistemology of Geerhardus Vos,” Reformed Faith & Practice 3, no. 3 (2018): 21-45; J. V. Fesko, “Geerhardus
Vos’s Thomistic Doctrine of Creation,” Reformed Faith & Practice 4, no. 3 (Summer 2019): 63—79; and J.V.
Fesko, “Who Lurks Behind Geerhardus Vos? Sources and Predecessors,” Reformed Faith Practice 6, no. 2
(2021): 3-9.

For a Master’s thesis on Vos’s natural theology, see A. Veuger, “Geerhardus Vos en zijn bijdrage aan de
gereformeerde theologie in Amerika: Tekst en context van Vos' colleges over natuurlijke theologie” (Master’s
thesis, Theologische Universiteit Apeldoorn, 2019).



recognizing the primacy of Vos’s eschatology, have yet to present a systematic study on this
Vosian doctrine is that eschatology is buried within Vos’s biblical theology. For example,
Dennison titled the section introducing Vos’s theology “The Biblical-Theological Legacy,”
though the content primarily deals with eschatology.?’ Olinger, in the section titled
“Theological Writings” in his introduction to Vos, begins with this overarching interpretative
paradigm, “as [ Vos] matured as a biblical theologian, he in some ways—not in every way, but
in some ways—Ieft the classical grid behind.”?! Like Dennison’s construal, Olinger’s
presentation of Vos’s theological contribution centers on eschatology, yet under the umbrella
of biblical theology.

Furthermore, even within these rare studies on Vos’s eschatology, there are various
inaccuracies. For example, for Dennison, Vos’s words “eschatology becomes the mother of
theology and that first of all theology in the form of a philosophy of redemptive history”
means that “the progress of the history of revelation (historia revelationis) is, for Vos, the
outworking of this protological/eschatological pattern.”?? However, as we will examine in
Chapters One and Two, the pattern Dennison mentions, which we will call the natural-
Spiritual trajectory or shape of Vos’s eschatology, is strictly non-redemptive, while Vos’s
construal of eschatology as a philosophy of redemptive history is an essentially redemptive
notion. To equate these two themes of Vosian eschatology is an unfortunate categorical
confusion.

Chiong also makes some ambiguous statements at times. For example, he suggests
that “Vos makes a clear distinction between pre-redemptive and redemptive eschatology,
arguing that ‘pre-redemptive eschatology aims at consummation rather than restoration.””?3

Chiong emphasizes “the distinction between the eschatological reality of the pre-redemptive

20 Dennison, “Introduction,” 49-59.

21 Olinger, “Introduction,” 11-22.

22 Dennison, “Introduction,” 51; c¢f. HED/SW, 193.

23 Chiong, “Revelation and History,” 187; cf. ESOT, 74.



and redemptive stage.”* The purpose is to highlight a theme in Vos’s eschatology, namely
that eschatology precedes soteriology.?® In line with this principle, Chiong states that,
according to Vos, “eschatology is not the goal of God’s saving activity.”26 However, in ESOT,
Vos’s original wording is: “there was something in the pre-redemptive eschatology that was
not eliminated but reincorporated in the redemptive program. Eschatology aims at
consummation rather than restoration.”?’ Evidently, for Vos, pre-redemptive and redemptive
eschatology are essentially the same. The former was not abandoned in God’s redemption but
integrated into it. Both pre-redemptive and redemptive eschatology aim at consummation.
Hence, “to this original eschatology is now added a soteric force. It retained its original
purpose, but now has a soteric form.”?8 In other words, contrary to Chiong’s point,
eschatology is the goal of God’s saving activity.

Vos’s real comparison in the context is soteriology, which is the form of redemptive
eschatology before the consummation, and eschatology as the eventual consummation. To
quote,

Redemptive eschatology must be restorative and consummative. Every act of

salvation must be medical and supernaturalizing whereby man is not made merely

normal, but is prepared for the supernormal. It is at this point that we find the great
difference between soteriology and eschatology. It is a goal unreachable by the pure
spiritual element. The supernaturalizing aspect suggests this thought, for the goal
demands radical change in the physical and spiritual. The nature-elements are not

antireligious. The prophets were biblical in holding that the absolute goal could not be
attained without the nature-elements.?®

It is worth noting that ESOT is edited lecture notes of Vos’s course “Old Testament
Eschatology,” which he began to teach at Princeton in 1917. Five years ago, in EAP/SW, Vos

already developed an eschatological understanding of soteriology based on an eschatological

24 Chiong, “Revelation and History,” 186.

5 Ibid., 187.
%6 Tbid.
21 ESOT, 74.
28 Tbid.

29 Tbid. Emphasis added.



conception of the Holy Spirit. Therefore, it is crucial to note that Vos’s comparison here
between soteriology and eschatology focuses on the so-called nature-elements in eschatology,
which obviously means the ultimate consummation when the universe will be renewed. In
short, soteriology as redemptive eschatology is just the pre-redemptive eschatology
incorporated in a soteriological program that aims at the same consummation.3

Another ambiguous claim in Chiong’s chapter is his conception of the superiority of
Christ’s obedience and the eschatological perfection entailed by it over Adam’s. According to
Chiong, “Redemptive eschatology aims to elevate humanity to a higher, transcendental state,
rather than restore it to the original state. This distinction arises from the fact that the
obedience of the last Adam, Christ, and His accomplishment of redemption surpass the
obedience of the first Adam. As a result, Christ’s obedience leads to a more magnificent
eschatological perfection.”® This claim is confusing when compared to a previous point in
his thesis, “the perfect Adam has the potentiality of attaining eschatological life. As such, one
could argue that there is an eschatological element preprogrammed into the very nature of the
Garden of Eden.”®? As will be clearly shown in this project, for Vos, the value of the would-
be obedience of Adam and the obedience of Christ are the same; the eschatological perfection
that Adam could achieve is of no difference from that realized by Christ.

Despite the above pitfalls, Chiong’s chapter on Vos’s eschatology is inspiring. If

eschatology is the bridge between the covenants of works and grace, and if covenant theology

30 Nonetheless, it is fair to say that Vos’s wording here is not as clear as he could be. Later in Chapter
Four, we will argue that according to Vos’s eschatology, the neo-Calvinist motif grace restores and perfects
nature can be modified because in grace, the eschatological Spirit advances the believer to the heavenly,
eschatological reality. Hence, redemptive eschatology is not restorative but advancing. In other words,
sanctification is an eschatological phenomenon.

31 Chiong, “Revelation and History,” 191. Interestingly, this statement is in tension with the
problematic statement discussed in the previous two paragraphs. Is eschatology the goal of God’s saving
activity? Do pre-redemptive eschatology and redemptive eschatology have the same goal? Most likely, Chiong
does not make a mistake here; rather, it seems to be an oversight of the intricate dynamic between pre-
redemptive eschatology, redemptive eschatology, and soteriology as presented by Vos, rather than a
misunderstanding.

32 Tbid., 66.



is the backbone of Vos’s early dogmatic theology and later biblical theology, as Chiong
suggests, then Vos’s eschatology deserves a more comprehensive examination on its own
terms rather than being construed merely as a chapter that serves the overall argument as a
means to an end. If Chiong’s argument is correct, one would expect to find that eschatology is
a distributive doctrine in Vos’s theology.3 That is, the doctrinal locus of eschatology is not
limited to the study of the last things after other doctrinal /oci. Rather, it should permeate
other doctrinal /oci and serve as a key doctrine for articulating Vos’s theology as a whole.

3. The Research Question and the Central Argument
The above critical survey justifies the need for a systematic study of Vos’s eschatology,
particularly the dynamic between eschatology and other doctrines in Vos’s theology. This
leads to our research question: What is the doctrinal location of eschatology in Vos’s
theology?34

In addressing this question, several aspects of Vos’s eschatology and theology come

into consideration. First, Vos wrote extensively on eschatology yet did not systematically
present the various aspects of his eschatology related to other doctrinal /oci in a way that
clearly demonstrates its doctrinal location. Second, he admitted that he could not find the
causal nexus between supralapsarianism and the pactum salutis, indicating that he fell short
in construing a more comprehensive doctrinal location of eschatology in divine decrees.
Third, he mentioned that the rationale of divine decrees lies in divine attributes but did not
develop this significant idea, which could potentially provide a backward reference to

theology proper for any doctrine, eschatology included.

33 Distributive doctrine is a concept formulated by John Webster. If a doctrine is distributive, it means
that it permeates other doctrinal loci. More on this later.

34 Webster’s notion of doctrinal location explores the appropriate context within which a particular
doctrine should be studied. This notion is closely related to concept of distributive doctrine mentioned above. If
the context of studying a doctrine is broad in the sense that it permeates other doctrines, then the doctrine is
distributive. More on this later.
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In short, Vos’s eschatology, on the one hand, provides substantial material for
scholarly engagement; on the other hand, it invites further critical interaction. Hence, by
retrieving, systematizing, critiquing, and developing Vos’s eschatological thought, this thesis
aims to construct a Vosian theological eschatology that is grounded in theology proper and
distributive across doctrinal /oci, including protology, Old Testament symbolism and
typology, Christology, and pneumatology.3®

4. Theological Theology and Theological Eschatology
In this regard, John Webster’s concept of theological theology provides a useful conceptual

framework to facilitate the argument.36 On the one hand, it emphasizes the need to ground all

35 Tt is worth indicating that while explorations of Vos’s interaction with other forms of eschatological
discourse might enrich the argument of this thesis, they are not essential and, for that reason, are not included.
The foundational shape of Vos’s eschatology—namely, from the natural to the Spiritual—is not a common topic
in other eschatologies during Vos’s period. Instead, it is the result of his doctrine of the covenant of works, his
eschatological interpretation of the Sabbath, and his theological interpretation of 1 Cor 15:42—49, as will be seen
in Chapter One.

Similarly, as Chapter Two will argue, Vos’s construction of the pactum salutis as an eschatological
concept that organically connects the old and new covenants derives from his exegesis of the book of Hebrews
and his covenant theology, which, again, do not fall within any traditional eschatological discourse.

Furthermore, Chapter Five explicates the relation between Vos’s supralapsarianism and the
distributiveness of his eschatology and underscores the pitfall of his less coherent interpretation of the covenant
of works based on his supralapsarianism. Chapter Six attempts to offer one possible solution by correlating his
eschatology with theology proper and thus developing a Vosian theological eschatology. Neither of these two
chapters overlaps with Vos’s interaction with other eschatologies.

What could be relevant to this thesis are, for example, Vos’s critiques of Albert Schweitzer’s
thoroughgoing eschatology and H. A. A. Kennedy’s interpretation of Pauline eschatology. Regarding the former,
Vos remarks that Schweitzer’s thoroughgoing eschatology is “not quite thorough enough, in that, e.g., it does not
carry back the deliberate purpose to suffer and die an atoning death to the beginning of Jesus’ ministry.” See
Geerhardus Vos, “Review of The Quest of the Historical Jesus by Albert Schweitzer, trans. W. Montgomery,” in
The Collected Reviews of Geerhardus Vos (Bellingham, WA: Lexham Press, 2014), in Logos Bible Software. In
contrast, Vos argues for an early presence of the eschatologically oriented Messianic consciousness in Jesus.

Regarding Kennedy’s view on the place of eschatology in Paul’s thought, Vos underscores that “the
question is not so much whether the doctrines of justification and possession of the Spirit and union with Christ
carry with themselves an outlook into the future, but rather whether those acts and states to which these
doctrines refer are not from the outset eschatological acts and states.” See Geerhardus Vos, “Review of St. Paul’s
Conception of the Last Things by H. A. A. Kennedy,” in The Collected Reviews of Geerhardus Vos (Bellingham,
WA: Lexham Press, 2014), in Logos Bible Software. As we will see in Chapter Four, Vos’s construal of the
eschatological aspect of the Pauline conception of the Spirit certainly addresses this issue.

However, surveys like these will not affect the argument of this thesis in any significant way since the
main contribution of the thesis is presenting the distributiveness of eschatology in Vos’s theological thinking,
correlating his eschatology to his supralapsarianism, and constructing a Vosian theological eschatology with
backward reference to the attributes of God.

36 Webster’s theological theology is a multi-dimensional concept. It is more like a cluster of ideas than
a single point. However, this thesis will focus on the most mature aspect of his theological theology. For
reference on the topic, see Theological Theology: Essays in Hornour of John Webster, ed. R. David Nelson,
Darren Sarisky, and Justin Stratis (London: T&T Clark, 2015).

11



doctrinal inquiries, including eschatology, in theology proper, ensuring that theology is not
overshadowed by non-theological methods or considerations. On the other hand, in light of
the metaphysical primacy of the doctrine of God, it provides the rationale for exploring the
doctrinal location of eschatology.

To elaborate, Webster’s concept of theological theology provides a helpful framework
for this thesis because it insists that theological doctrines must be grounded in God and God’s
self-revelation. To understand the rationale behind Webster’s concept of theological theology,
it is helpful first to consider his concerns. It is fair to say that Webster’s theological theology
addresses modern theology’s “steady alienation from its own subject matter and
procedures.”” Modern theology assimilated too many non-theological concepts or methods
into theological inquiry.® The result is “the disorder within Christian dogmatics,” for
example, the doctrine of revelation often overshadows the doctrine of God, and “the decline
of the invocation of theological doctrine in talking about what theology is,” for example, the
theological curriculum is determined not by “specifically theological considerations but by
neighbouring disciplines.””® In contrast, theological theology insists on theology’s right to be
exclusively theological.*% This means that theological theology invokes God ““as agent in the
intellectual practice of theology.”*! More specifically, it means that the ontological principle
of theology is God, and the epistemological principle is the word of God.42

To unfold, in theological theology, “the first material object of systematic theology is

God considered in himself.”*3 Webster calls this material order “the metaphysical-dogmatic

87 John Webster, Confessing God: Essays in Christian Dogmatics I (London: Bloomsbury T&T Clark,
2016), 17.

38 See Ibid., 19-22.

39 Tbid., 18 and 22.

40 Ibid., 24.

41 Ibid., 25.

42 Ibid., 25-26. For the development of Webster’s concept of theological theology, see Jordan Senner,
John Webster: The Shape and Development of His Theology, T&T Clark Studies in English Theology (London:
Bloomsbury T&T Clark, 2022).

43 John Webster, The Domain of the Word: Scripture and Theological Reason (London: T&T Clark,
2012), 143.
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priority of God.”* Therefore, “only in their backward reference to God’s perfect life and
counsel can the external works of God be perceived.”*® In an essay on theological theology,
Webster remarks that although God in himself is first in material order and has the greatest
material proportion, the temptation is to pass on quickly to other things, such as the works of
God in the economy, or creatures. The solution is “the conversio ad rem,” the backward
reference to God.*® Only then, “theology becomes theological.”*

One significant aspect of theological theology is the notion of doctrinal location. In
discussing the arrangement of doctrines, Webster argues that because “the first material
object of systematic theology is God considered in himself,” “a systematic theology cannot
be arranged simply as a string of topics; rather... the question of the relation of all these
topics to the doctrine of God must determine the arrangement.”® In this regard, Webster calls
the doctrine of the Trinity a distributive doctrine that is “not one doctrine among others [but]
foundational and pervasive.”* Furthermore, the doctrine of creation is also distributive
because it emerges “throughout theology’s treatment of the economy with varying degrees of
explicitness.”®® Another doctrine that Webster describes as distributive is Christology, as it is
not restricted to theology proper or economy but encompasses both.>! In addition, “no part of
Christian teaching is unrelated to soteriology, whether immediately or indirectly.”>? The latter
three are derivative doctrines that “may [not] occupy the material place which is properly

reserved for the Christian doctrine of God.”®? Therefore, when studying the doctrinal

44 1bid., 142.

45 Ibid., 143. Emphasis added.

46 John Webster, God without Measure: Working Papers in Christian Theology, vol. 1, God and the
Works of God (London: T&T Clark, 2016), 215.

47 Ibid. Emphasis orginal.

48 Webster, The Domain, 143 and 145.

49 Webster, God without Measure, 159.

50 Tbid., 99.

51 Ibid., 47.

52 Ibid., 144.

53 Tbid.
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location, or distributiveness, of a doctrine, the first task is to examine its relationship to the
doctrine of God, and then to study its location as a derivative doctrine.

The relevance of this approach to Vos’s eschatology becomes clear when we consider
the task of interpreting eschatology from theology proper. For Webster, the arrangement of
theological doctrines must prioritize the doctrine of God, which serves as the foundation for
all other doctrines. This priority determines the doctrinal location of eschatology:
eschatology, like any other doctrine, must first be considered in its relationship to the doctrine
of God. Once this relationship is established, its distributiveness—how it permeates other
doctrines—can be explored.>*

Nonetheless, why did Webster not develop a theological eschatology? While
providing a sufficient answer is not the task of this introduction, it is worth noting two
aspects. First, Webster’s three essays on eschatology appeared before he developed the notion
of doctrinal location and began constructing theological doctrines in the mid-2000s.5°
Additionally, the focus of his essays is not primarily doctrinal. Second, eschatology, for
Webster, lacks the nature to be distributive. In 2009, Webster wrote that “some topics will be
especially associated with particular stages in the history of God’s works (.... for example,
topics in eschatology).”®® No one knows whether Webster would have developed a
theological eschatology if he had had time to finish his book on systematic theology. Yet, he
does provide some significant insights on how to develop such a doctrine: namely, by
studying its relationship with the doctrine of God and examining its doctrinal location as a

derivative doctrine.

54 This order of significance is logical. We do not have to establish the relationship between
eschatology and theology proper first and then move on to explore the doctrinal location of eschatology.

55 John Webster, “Eschatology, Ontology, and Human Action,” in Toronto Journal of Theology 7, no. 1
(Spring 1991):4—18; “Postmodern Eschatology,” in Toronto Journal of Theology 15, no. 2 (Fall 1999):167-181;
“Eschatology, Anthropology, and Postmodernity,” in International Journal of Systematic Theology 2, no. 1
(March 2000):13-28.

56 Webster, The Domain, 146.
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5. On the Structure of the Argument
In structuring this study, we draw upon a foundational distinction between archetypal and
ectypal theology in Reformed scholastic thought.®” This distinction, further elucidated
through Willem J. van Asselt’s interpretation of Junius’s works, allows us to differentiate
finely between theologia ectypa secundum quid, theologia ectypa simpliciter, and theologia
archetypa 58 For the purposes of this thesis, we adapt these categories slightly, dividing
theologia ectypa secundum quid into two sub-categories: theologia ectypa in se and theologia
ectypa in subiectis.

To clarify, theologia archetypa is beyond the scope of Christian doctrine, as it pertains
exclusively to God’s intrinsic wisdom. In contrast, theologia ectypa simpliciter, such as the
doctrine of God or theology proper, represents our understanding of God, informed by divine
revelation. The doctrine of predestination falls under theologia ectypa secundum quid in se,
as it relates to God’s internal decrees. Meanwhile, doctrines like protology, Old Testament
typology, Christology, and pneumatology are categorized under theologia ectypa secundum
quid in subiectis, denoting wisdom about God’s creation as revealed to us by God.

The significance of this categorization lies in its provision of a clear structure, which
serves as a foundation for further elaboration on the doctrinal location of eschatology and its
backward reference to God. With this conceptual and structural distinction in place, this
thesis argues, through a detailed exposition of Vos’s eschatology under the three categories,
that in Vos’s theology, eschatology functions as a distributive doctrine that permeates
theologia ectypa secundum quid in subiectis. However, Vos falls short in developing the

doctrinal location of eschatology within theologia ectypa secundum quid in se and its

57 Vos’s theological framework, while not explicitly articulating the Reformed scholastic distinction
between archetypal and ectypal theology, inherently upholds and resonates with this classical dichotomy. The
argument of each chapter will demonstrate this point convincingly.

58 See Willem J. van Asselt, “The Fundamental Meaning of Theology: Archetypal and Ectypal
Theology in Seventeenth-Century Reformed Thought,” Westminster Theological Journal 64, no. 2 (2002): 319—
335.
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backward reference to theologia ectypa simpliciter. Therefore, this project constructively
attempts to integrate eschatology into Vos’s supralapsarianism through the doctrine of the
covenant of works, filling the logical gap between supralapsarianism and the pactum
salutis—a gap Vos perceived but never fully elaborated. Additionally, by applying Vos’s
doctrinal insight that “only insofar as God’s attributes come into contact with things is one
decree tied to another or involved in the other,”® this thesis builds upon and extends beyond
Vos’s framework, arguing that theologia ectypa simpliciter, particularly God’s triune being
and divine attributes, ultimately determines the shape of his eschatology.

Based on the above conceptual structure, three sections and six chapters constitute the
argument. The three sections are categorized according to theologia ectypa secundum quid in
subiectis, theologia ectypa secundum quid in se, and theologia ectypa simpliciter. All
chapters in section one study Vos’s eschatology within the first category. Beginning with
protology, the chapters unfold in a redemptive-historical manner, showing how eschatology
indispensably permeates other doctrinal /oci in Vos’s theology, such as Old Testament
typology, Christology, and pneumatology. The chapter in section two focuses on expounding
and constructing the relationship between eschatology and supralapsarianism in Vos’s
theology. The chapter in section three attempts to construct the dynamics between theologia
ectypa simpliciter and the shape of Vos’s eschatology.

6. Contributions
Overall, this thesis makes a significant contribution to Vosian studies by presenting the
distributiveness of eschatology in his theological thinking, correlating his eschatology to his
supralapsarianism, and constructing a Vosian theological eschatology with backward
reference to the attributes of God. Furthermore, this thesis proposes several potential

refinements to develop a more coherent Vosian eschatology. Some issues that will be

5 GDI:79; RD 1:82.
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addressed in this thesis include the ambiguity of Vos’s bifurcation of the covenant of works
into natural and positive aspects, the incompatibility between his early doctrine of the ordo
salutis and his later eschatological conception of the Spirit, and his failure to incorporate the
covenant of works into his supralapsarianism.

In addition to the above contribution to Vosian studies, this thesis also proposes that
Vos’s supralapsarianism likely aligns more consistently with the Reformed doctrine of the
covenant of works, its embedded eschatological outlook, and the distributive nature of
eschatology that flows from both. However, one could argue that Vos is not unique in this
regard, and further comparative studies may therefore be needed.5°

Finally, by demonstrating a Vosian theological eschatology, this thesis may contribute
to the broader field of eschatology. Nonetheless, much more work remains to be done for this

to be fully realized.

60 For example, in tracing the concept of piety in Herman Bavinck’s theology, Israel José Guerrero
Leiva argues that the doctrine of the beatific vision “cannot be fully understood if it is only considered in the
locus of eschatology; it must be found in different degrees elsewhere.” See Guerrero, “Piety in the Theology of
Herman Bavinck: Trinitarian, Covenantal and Holistic” (PhD diss., The University of Edinburgh, 2023), 123. In
other words, Guerrero observes that beatific vision as a theocentric concept functions as a kind of distributive
doctrine in Bavinck’s theology.

However, Guerrero still treats eschatology as the study of the last things. This is evident from the
following quote: “In sum, Bavinck’s theology, from the beginning (prolegomena) to the end (eschatology), is
grounded in heaven because the object of faith and vision is the triune God.” See Ibid., 129.

Therefore, an interesting comparative study could examine the distributive nature of eschatology in
Vos’s theology alongside the distributive nature of piety in Bavinck’s theology. It seems that Vos and Bavinck
are expressing similar ideas, albeit in different languages and from different perspectives.

Furthermore, as we will see in the second section in Chapter Five, while the distributiveness of
eschatology is probably not a uniquely Vosian construal, the logical connection between his supralapsarianism
and the distributiveness of eschatology is probably still unique, in the sense that supralapsarianism is more
consistent with the eschatological outlook of the covenant of works.
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Part I: Eschatology in the Category of Theologia Ectypa Secundum Quid in Subiectis

As outlined in the introduction, this thesis examines Vos’s theology to identify the distributive
doctrinal location of eschatology and to develop its backward reference to God. The
distributiveness of eschatology means that the essence of this doctrine permeates various
other doctrinal /oci, while the backward reference indicates that this distributiveness is firmly
grounded in theology proper.

Part I exposits how this God-referring eschatology takes shape in theologia ectypa
secundum quid in subiectis. This theological category refers to how the revealed truth
regarding God’s historically arranged works takes shape in various doctrines as they are
known and systematized by us. For example, doctrines such as protology, anthropology,
hamartiology, Christology, soteriology, pneumatology, and ecclesiology all belong to
theologia ectypa secundum quid in subiectis 5!

Following the historical arrangement, therefore, Part I naturally begins with
investigating how Vos construes the relationship between eschatology and protology. The
argument is that Vos’s eschatology has a specific trajectory that moves from the natural to the
Spiritual with the teleologic goal of communion with God.8? This eschatological goal is not
discarded but recharged with redemptive elements after the fall. Vos construes the
eschatology with redemptive elements in the Old Testament (hereafter, OT) era as a
philosophy of redemptive history and revelation. This philosophy charges OT typology with

redemptive elements that secure communion with God before Christ’s redemptive work.

61 Christology and pneumatology inevitably relate to theologia ectypa secundum quid in se, as long as
divine decrees regarding the work of Christ and the Spirit are concerned, or even to theologia ectypa simpliciter,
concerning the divine nature of Christ and the personality and divinity of the Spirit. Yet they undeniably belong
to the category of in subiectis regarding the accomplishment and application of redemption.

62 This thesis uses “Spiritual” instead of spiritual to make a theological point, specifically when
discussing Vos’s theology. According to Vos, the consummated state is a realm of the Spirit. Furthermore, the so-
called Christian spiritual life is essentially a manifestation of the work of the Spirit as the eschatological
substratum. Unlike “Christological,” which has clear denotation, “spiritual” is unclearly defined. Hence, the use
of “Spiritual” has the advantage of reminding the Spirit’s role in redemptive work and thus, by implication, the
eschatological nature of Christian life. More on this topic in Chapter Four.
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Given this redemptive dimension of OT eschatology, the Mosaic theocracy provides another
perspective to OT eschatology—theocracy as an appropriate expression of the eschatological
ideal.

We will argue that this pattern of eschatology in the OT—as a philosophy of
redemptive history and revelation on the one hand, and an appropriate expression of the
eschatological ideal on the other—signifies eschatology in Christology and pneumatology,
respectively. The ascension of Christ proffers another perspective on eschatology by
inaugurating the eschatological era through a judicial, ontological, and psychical change that
instantiates the first case of an eschatological communion with God. Vos’s construal of
pneumatology further enriches the concept of eschatology by emphasizing that the Spirit’s
soteriological work expresses the nature of the eschatological substratum. Put differently, it is
more accurate to interpret soteriology retrospectively from the perspective of eschatology
than via a chronological move from soteriology to eschatology.5?

The exposition in Part I does not expound on Vos’s eschatology as the study of the last
things in an independent chapter. The rationale of this deliberate limitation in scope goes
deeper than the fact that eschatology as the study of the last things has limited contribution to
a study on the doctrinal location of eschatology with a historical sensitivity regarding the
variegated dimensions of eschatology by constructing a theological eschatology. Vos’s study
on traditional themes in eschatology includes the intermediate state, the resurrection of the
flesh, the Parousia, the millennium, and heaven and hell.®* Among these themes, only the
eternal beatitude in heaven is indispensably related to other doctrinal /oci in constructing a

theological eschatology because other themes are not essentially related to the material core

63 In Chapter Two, the function of the law in the Mosaic theocracy is to be interpreted from the same
perspective; that is, eschatological instead of soteriological.

64 For Vos’s treatment of these topics, see, primarily, chapters six and seven in GD V, “Eschatology of
the New Testament,” and PE.
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of Vos’s eschatology, namely, the Spiritual, eschatological communion with God, which we
will exposit in Chapter One.

Unlike other themes, the essence of the heavenly beatitude is consistently defined as
communion with God throughout Vos’s theological writings—from GD in his early Grand
Rapids days to PE in his late Princeton days. For example, in GD V, Vos remarks that “the
enjoyment of heaven in fellowship with God is eternal life in all its fullness.”® In an article
published in 1900, Vos identifies the state of communion with God with the eschatological
kingdom of God.% In an encyclopedia entry written in 1915, Vos indicates that the heavenly,
eternal life ultimately depends on “communion with God.”%” By implication, the outward
consummate glory is “a vehicle of revelation, an exponent of the inward state of acceptance
with God.”® In short, the final, eschatological, consummate state is a state of “immediate
vision of and perfect communion with God and Christ.”6

Therefore, by highlighting the essence of Vos’s eschatology proper—the
consummated, Spiritual communion with God, the chapters in Part I present a distributive,
theological construal of Vos’s eschatology, according to which other doctrinal /oci can be
interpreted eschatologically. Unfolding through the line of redemptive history, eschatology

proper is never off the radar.

65 GD V:60; RD 5:309.

66 KOG/SW, 315.

57 ENT/SW, 55.

%8 Tbid.

69 Tbid. According to Vos, communion with God is basically tantamount to the beatific vision. See, for
example, GD V:60. Hence, this project will adopt the term communion with God, which Vos uses the most
instead of the beatific vision. In addition, Vos also uses the fellowship with God interchangeably with
communion with God. See, for example, Vos uses both fellowship and communion in PE, 293, to express the
idea that the core of eternal life is communion with God. Interestingly, the English translation of Vos’s GD
translates gemeenschap into both fellowship and communion interchangeably. Yet, for the sake of clarity, this
project will stick to the expression communion with God.
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Chapter One: Eschatology in the Pre-fall State
Introduction

In Vos’s interpretation, eschatology in the pre-fall state implies that the goal of creation is not
merely a perpetual extension but involves the potential for advancement, as eschatology is
intrinsically embedded in protology. Rather than being paradoxical, starting with creation
already points to the distributiveness of eschatology because the doctrine of creation is
distributive. He notes, “A whole chapter of eschatology is written before sin. Thus, it is not
merely an omission to ignore the pre-redemptive eschatology; it is to place the sequel in the
wrong place. There is an absolute end posited for the universe before and apart from sin. The
universe, as created, was only a beginning, the meaning of which was not perpetuation, but
attainment.” In other words, within the order of natural creation, the supernatural and
Spiritual reality—equivalent to the eschatological in Vos’s theology—is already envisaged.
Although Adam was created in a state of perfection, his existence was within the natural
order, as opposed to the Spiritual and eschatological realm. Therefore, studying eschatology
in the pre-fall state is about articulating the rationale for this embeddedness and showing the
trajectory from the natural to the Spiritual and eschatological.?

Three sections from the perspectives of religion and revelation, the covenant of
works, and Vos’s exegesis on 1 Cor 15:42—49 serve the above purpose. These three aspects
are selected because each demonstrates the shape of an eschatological advancement from the
natural to the Spiritual. Furthermore, the three aspects are logically connected. The section on
religion and revelation, by expounding on Vos’s opinions on the origin of religion as a
phenomenon of natural revelation, the essence of religion as communion with God, and the
necessity of non-redemptive special revelation for an ideal concept of religion, provides the

rationale for the covenant of works. The second section elaborates on the concept that the

LESOT, 73.
2 As will be shown, by natural Vos does not mean anything related to naturalism.
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covenant of works represents a non-redemptive special revelation. In addition, this section
also discusses the covenant of works as an embodiment of the Sabbatical principle. The
contention in each subsection is that the covenant of works demonstrates the shape of Vos’s
eschatology—from the natural to the Spiritual. The last section is on Vos’s theological
exegesis of 1 Cor 15:42—49, a biblical justification of the covenant of works. Special attention
will be paid to the development of Vos’s exegesis from his early career as a lecturer in
dogmatic theology to his later professorship in biblical theology. This development
underscores the contours of his mature eschatology, which, in Vos’s earlier works, exists
embryonically yet without adequate emphasis.

1. Religion, Natural Revelation, and Special Revelation

Religion is one of the most notoriously ambiguous concepts that one can think. Michael
Stausberg and Mark Q. Gardiner plainly state that “there are innumerable attempts at defining
‘religion,” both in various branches of the academy and beyond.”® Consequently, scholars of
religious studies not only struggle with a definition of religion but also dispute whether a
definition is necessary or whether “some loosely commonsensical conceptualization of
religion is sufficient to allow us to get on with our primary purpose of exploring its
sociologically interesting features.” Among standard definitions of religion, some keywords
are duties, beliefs, practices, ultimate concerns, symbols, experience, community, institution,
culture, myths, and rituals.®

In this case, one might question whether it is practical to begin studying Vos’s
eschatology with his concept of religion. Is this approach unnecessarily complicating

matters? However, examining Vos’s distinction between the functions of natural and special

3 Michael Stuasberg and Mark Q. Gardiner, “Definition,” in The Oxford Handbook of the Study of
Religion, ed. Michael Stausberg and Steven Engler (Oxford: University of Oxford Press, 2016), 10.

4 Steve Bruce, “Defining Religion: A Practical Response,” International Review of Sociology 21 (1):
118, DOI: 10.1080/03906701.2011.544190.

5 See, for example, Michael Stausberg and Mark Q. Gardiner, “Definition,” 27-29.
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revelation in religion, along with his theocentric definition of religion, would alleviate this
concern. This examination would show that starting with Vos’s understanding of religion
naturally leads to arguments regarding the covenant of works and his exegesis of 1
Corinthians 15:42-49. Specifically, it highlights how the progression from a natural
revelation-based understanding of religion to the necessity for special, non-redemptive
revelation lays the foundation for comprehending the covenant of works. This progression
underlines the transition from natural to Spiritual, thereby shaping the theological context
within which the covenant of works and the exegesis of 1 Cor 15:42—49 are to be understood.
Vos’s approach, by emphasizing the inherent orientation of religion towards God from its
inception, sets the stage for a coherent interpretation of these critical theological concepts,
thereby seamlessly connecting the eschatological advancement from the natural to the
Spiritual, as evidenced in his detailed analysis of the covenant of works and the scriptural
passage.

A. The Rise of Religion: Natural Revelation and the Image of God

Although the concept of religion frequently appears in Vos’s writings, its appearance is
scattered. Vos elaborates on the concept of religion in only two places. One is his lecture
notes on natural theology, which “might have served as an introduction or part of an
introduction” to Vos’s GD.® The other is the second volume of his GD. In the former, under
the title “The Systems of Religion,” Vos offers a historical overview of the different systems
of religion, a critical overview of the theories that seek to explain the rise and development of
religion, and discussions on various arguments for the existence of God.” Only the critical
overview is pertinent to this study because Vos examines the natural and special revelation in

relation to the origin of religion.

6 Richard A. Muller, “Foreward,” in Vos, NT, viii.
" NT, 19-87.
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In the overview, Vos attempts to answer the question regarding the rise of the concept
of God among human beings. He enumerates four possible theories for this phenomenon: the
theories of development, revelation, inference, and intuition.8 Then Vos moves on
apologetically in rebutting the first three theories and arguing for the fourth. In our interest,
we shall further narrow our examination to the theories of revelation and intuition without
elaborating on the rest because they directly relate to Vos’s doctrine of revelation, which is
significant to a proper understanding of the covenant of works as pre-redemptive special
revelation and the shape of Vos’s eschatology, as we shall investigate later in this chapter.

In order to disprove the idea that theism came from revelation, Vos clarifies that the
question is about how the first faith in God came to be in the human race and the role
revelation originally had in the rise of theism.® Put differently, the question is “whether one
must ascribe the rise of the first theism to revelation.”19 Vos’s answer is negative. Without
presenting Vos’s rebuttal or evaluating his argument, we note that the concept of revelation in
the theory of revelation, as presented and rebutted by Vos, is strictly special revelation.! In
contrast to natural revelation, revelation “in the narrower sense as God’s special intervention
whereby He in a direct way and through special means gives people a knowledge of Himself
that they cannot obtain from nature as their only source” is called special revelation.!? Vos
concludes that the rise of religion cannot be ascribed to God’s special revelation of the
knowledge of himself to human beings.

Alternatively, Vos justifies the theory of intuition by arguing that the rise of religion
must be attributed to “a principle for knowledge of God innate to the human mind.”13 This

innateness means that religion rests on an intuition that “precedes all revelation and

8 Ibid., 37.

9Ibid., 41.

10 Thid.

11 For Vos’s argument in detail, see Ibid., 41-42.
12 Tbid.,, 5.

13 Tbid., 43.
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reasoning.”* Yet intuition could mean several things. Vos rejects taking intuition as “an
immediate knowledge of God in a pantheistic sense” or “an in itself clear and logically
formulated judgment.”®® Instead, intuition in religion is “an innate inclination of our mind to
come to faith in God..., a kind of principle or predisposition to faith in God.”1® More
specifically, it is “an immediate testimony which God has given in us of His own
existence.”” This testimony is produced by the common grace of the Holy Spirit.!® In order
to prevent a thorough interiorization and subjectification of the objectively generated
principle or predisposition to faith in God, Vos prudently qualifies that “this idea is only ‘a
principle’ of knowledge of God requiring contact with the outer world and all kinds of
inference in order to develop to actual knowledge of God.”*? In short, for Vos, the rise of
religion is a phenomenon in which human beings are driven towards communion with God
by the dynamics of an innate Spirit-wrought inclination to believe in God and an outer world
that the innate principle works upon in generating actual knowledge of God. Both the innate
inclination and the outer world belong to the category of natural revelation.

From a different perspective, Vos, in GD II, argues for the same idea that human
beings in their naturally created state, that is, without any special revelation, are already
religiously inclined to have communion with God. For Vos, “in the idea that one forms of the
image is reflected one’s idea of the religious state of man and of the essence of religion
itself.”?0 In other words, one’s interpretation of the image of God is indicative of one’s

understanding of the essence of religion. Arguing against the Roman Catholic concept of

14 Tbid. This echos John Calvin’s concept of sensus divinitatis that exists in human beings as natural
instinct. See John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, ed. John T. McNeil, tran. Ford Lewis Battles,
(Philadelphia, PA: Westminster Press, 1960), 1.3.1.

15 Tbid., 44.

16 Tbid. This description of the theory of intuition conforms to Vos’s exposition of Adam’s natural
knowledge of God

17 Ibid., 45.

18 Tbid.

19 Ibid.

20 GDI1I:15; RD 2:12.
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donum superadditum, which emphasizes a superadded gift from God to human nature that
elevates humans to a state of original justice and makes possible a more intimate relationship
with God, Vos underscores the Reformed view that the image of God above all means that
“[man] is disposed for communion with God.”?! More focally, this disposition for
communion with God is “the nature of man.”?? Therefore, religion is integral to human
nature. According to Vos, “there is no sphere of life that lies outside his relationship to God
and in which religion would not be the ruling principle.”?® In other words, instead of
compartmentalized or added on top of natural human existence, the religious relationship
with God rules human life as a whole.

Overall, Vos’s claim is clear that the rise of religion is a general phenomenon
embedded in human nature because the image of God is a predisposition toward faith in God
that works cooperatively with God’s revelation in nature in generating actual knowledge of
God. This dynamic shows the formal aspect of religion, namely the inherent inclination of
unfallen human beings toward God and the mechanism by which they gain knowledge of
God through natural revelation. What needs elaboration is the material aspect of religion—the
essence of it.

B. The Essence of Religion: Communion with God in Intellect, Will, and Affection

According to Vos, the essence of religion is, materially speaking, communion with God.?*
For example, in his early work GD, initially composed as class lecture notes in the late 1880s

at the Theological School in Grand Rapids, Vos describes “the core of religion” as “the

2L GD11:16; RD 2:13.

22 Tbid.

23 Tbid. Vos refers to this dynamic, natural disposition toward God as “the deeper Protestant principle,”
distinguishing it from the Roman Catholic understanding of the image of God. This principle is considered
“deeper” due to its profound theological implications. For instance, the impact of sin is seen as comprehensive,
affecting human life at a fundamental level.

In Chapter Two, we will further explore the nature of sin, focusing specifically on Adam’s
transgression as a willful violation of the ultimate principle revealed by God, and also upheld by natural law: to
love God and maintain communion with him. Consequently, sin synchronically permeates every aspect of
human life, just as religion does.

24 See, for example, BT, 22; KGC, 25; PE, 58, 63.
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relationship between God and humans.”? In BT, a monograph on Vos’s lecture material at
Princeton Theological Seminary as a Professor of Biblical Theology from 1894 to 1932, he
remarks that “religion means personal intercourse between God and man.”? In his later
theological writing PE in 1930, he indicates that “it is inherent in religion to seek the highest
and closest approach to God” and that the “convergence upon and final arrival of life at the
centre of satisfaction in God” is “inextricably interwoven with the fundamental texture of
religion.”?” What is evident is that religion for Vos is a concept that addresses the relationship
between God and human beings as communion and the approach to this communion.?8

However, communion with God is a general concept that needs elaboration. Vos
emphasizes that one’s disposition for communion with God means that “all the capacities of
his soul can act in a way that corresponds to their destiny only if they rest in God.”?° Hence, a
religious communion between God and human beings, from a human perspective, means at
least directing all the capacities of one’s soul toward God and finding rest in him. By all the
capacities, Vos means the entire person, including “intellect, will and affections.”®® This
combination is tantamount to God’s commandment to love him with all the heart, soul,
strength, and mind.3! Therefore, the perfect communion with God in intellect, will, and
affections would be the ideal of religion in the highest sense realized.3?

Assuming Vos’s construal of religion in this intimate and ideal form, one wonders

whether this concept of religion is achievable through natural revelation alone. If the religious

25 GD1V:b, 12; RD 4:141.

26 BT, 22.

7 PE, 63, 309.

28 The investigation of the relationship between Christology and eschatology in Chapter Three focuses
on the approach to communion with God. Significantly, this approach results in an eschatological inauguration
of communion, rather than a restoration of an Edenic type of natural communion. This trajectory aligns with the
progression outlined in this chapter, moving from the natural to the Spiritual.

2 GD1I:16; RD 2:13.

30 KGC, 172. In the context, Vos argues that repentance engages the entire person rather than any single
faculty of the mind. Hence the quote serves the purpose here well because Vos remarks that repentance “covers
man’s entire religious as well as his moral relation to God.” See Ibid.

3! Ibid., 87.

32 Tbid.

27



relationship between God and human beings is limited to the Spirit’s internal testimony and
its dynamic with the outer world, then it is difficult to conceive the concept of communion
with God as the ideal of religion. On the one hand, the Spirit’s testimony is subconscious to
the extent that Vos categorizes it as natural revelation. On the other hand, the religious
relationship in this construal is indirectly mediated through God’s creation. A religious
communion requires more than subconsciousness and indirectness, as one experiences from
natural revelation.

C. The Necessity of a Pre-redemptive Special Revelation

Hence, besides natural revelation, Vos argues that a pre-redemptive special revelation is
necessary for a proper concept of religion. To clarify, Vos never demotes the significance of
supernatural, special revelation for redemption.3® What interests us here, however, is his
remark that “supernaturalism in revelation, though its need was greatly accentuated by sin,
did not first originate from the fact of sin.”®* In Vos’s doctrine of revelation, special revelation
plays an essential role in the pre-fall state by adding a content of knowledge that nature could
not produce.

This essential role is twofold. The first is about the essence of religion. The second,
with the essence of religion in view, explores its historical shape. According to Vos, if
“religion means personal intercourse between God and man,” then “it might be a priori
expected that God would not be satisfied, and would not allow man to be satisfied with an
acquaintance based on indirection, but would crown the process of religion with the
establishment of face-to-face communion, as [a] friend holds fellowship with [a] friend.”3>
This supernatural aspect of religious revelation complements the natural aspect in the way

that the latter generates a religious disposition in human beings to have faith in God through

33 For example, see BT, 20-22.
34 Ibid., 20.
3 Tbid., 22.
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the collaboration of the Spirit’s testimony and the outer world, and the former completes it in
the most direct, personal, and intimate way.

However, the second role of pre-redemptive special revelation needs elaboration.
Doctrinally, this aspect is called the covenant of works.36 Properly understood, it embodies
the whole structure of Vos’s eschatology. It has the material aspect and the historical shape of
religion—the former the communion with God in the highest bliss and the latter the
advancement from the natural to the Spiritual. The significance of the covenant of works
deserves an independent section for elaboration.

D. Conclusion

This section commenced with Vos’s perspective that the rise of religion is fundamentally a
natural phenomenon intricately woven into human nature. Vos’s primary focus is not on
humanity’s natural capacity to conceive of God without divine revelation. Instead, he
emphasizes the innately religious character of human beings, shaped by the interplay between
the Spirit’s internal testimony and the external world, fostering an inclination towards faith in
God. However, Vos contends that this natural revelation, while fundamental, is insufficient
for facilitating a direct, face-to-face communion between God and humans. This limitation
underscores the necessity of special revelation, not merely as a supplementary aspect but as a
vital component for achieving a complete, personal communion with God. Beyond
addressing the material need for a pre-redemptive special revelation, Vos also points to a
structural requirement within the religious framework, which outlines the intended shape of
communion with God. It is this structure that Vos elaborates upon, demonstrating how
religion, rooted in natural revelation, evolves through special revelation to reach its ultimate

eschatological fulfillment. As we proceed, the focus shifts to a deeper exploration of these

36 Tbid.
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themes, particularly the covenant of works and its implications for understanding the
comprehensive structure of Vos’s eschatology.

2. The Covenant of Works as an Eschatological Concept in Vos’s Theology

This section does not aim to provide a comprehensive survey of the doctrine of the covenant
of works within the Reformed tradition, nor does it offer a general study of this doctrine
within Vos’s theology.?” Instead, with an assumption of the doctrine’s content and legitimacy,
our focus here is primarily on its role in Vos’s eschatological framework. To lay the
groundwork for the ensuing discussion, a brief overview of Vos’s interpretation of this
doctrine is necessary.

Vos elaborates on the covenant of works extensively in three primary sources: GD I,
the rectoral address DCRT/SW at the Theological School of the Christian Reformed Church
in Grand Rapids, Michigan, and BT. This section will explore how the covenant of works
relates to eschatology, primarily drawing from Vos’s treatment in B7. It is important to note
that Vos’s examination of the covenant of works in relation to the Reformed principle, as
detailed in DCRT, will be deferred to Chapter Six. This is due to the significant redemptive
aspects present in Vos’s argument in DCRT, which diverges from the primary theme of this
chapter, namely, the transition from the natural to the Spiritual, excluding considerations of
sin.38 Consequently, the introductory focus here will center on Vos’s depiction of the covenant

of works in GD.

37 For a recent study of the doctrine of the covenant of works, see Fesko, The Covenant of Works.

38 Postponing the discussion of this complex issue to a later chapter is not a result of selectively
shaping our argument for convenience. Rather, it stems from the nature of Vos’s argument itself. In DCRT, he
not only incorporates redemptive elements, but also delves into more profound theological themes compared to
those in GD and BT. Essentially, Vos’s assertion in DCRT can be seen as an embryonic version of the thesis
presented in Chapter Six. However, its full development requires another theological insight that Vos offers in
GD 1, specifically regarding the dynamic between divine attributes and decrees.

Moreover, the presence of redemptive elements in Vos’s earlier work on the covenant of works, as seen
in DCRT, indicates that his mature conception of eschatology had not yet fully developed at that stage. This
conclusion is further supported by an analysis of his exegetical treatment of 1 Corinthians 15:42—49 later in this
chapter.
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According to Vos, the relationship between Adam and God can be categorized broadly
into the natural and positive, or covenantal, aspects.®® Within the natural aspect, Vos
emphasizes three points: “Adam by nature was obliged to obey God, without thereby having
any right to a reward; God has created him mutable, and he also possessed no right to an
immutable state; and his natural relationship to God already included that he, if sinning, must
be punished by God.”0 If Adam were only in this natural relationship with God, there would
be neither reward nor any natural knowledge of reward for Adam’s obedience because he was
obliged to obey God by nature. In contrast, Adam naturally knew that disobedience entails
punishment because obedience is a natural, fundamental obligation. A pure natural
relationship, therefore, carries no possibility of advancement, only the possibility of
punishment.

For the human race to enjoy communion with God on a higher Spiritual level, as
mentioned in the previous section, some positive elements—pre-redemptive revelation—
besides the natural ones are necessary. These positive elements constitute the covenant of
works. First, there is “an element of representation.”*! Adam is not only an individual person
but also a public person who represents all his posterity according to God’s ordination.*? The
second element is “probation with limited duration.”*® This limited duration secures the sole
federal identity assigned to Adam and intensifies the significance of the covenant of works.
Third, “an element of reward by covenant” highlights the nature of divine free favour in
contrast to a natural, legal entailment in rewarding Adam’s right to eternal life if he obeyed

the covenant of works.4

39 By positive aspects, Vos means aspects that were added to Adam’s natural state by God’s covenantal
arrangement. These elements are not intrinsic to Adam’s existence but are additional provisions or stipulations
established by God in the covenant of works.

40 GD11:34; RD 2:31.

41 GD11:34; RD 2:31.

42 In Chapter Six, we will venture into a theological interpretation of Adam’s representability by
referring to the Triune nature of God.

43 Ibid.

4 GD11:34; RD 2:32.
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This sharp distinction between the natural and the positive generates a question: what
is the relation between the two? The answer to this question would reflect one’s opinion on
the role of natural theology. By this reflection, we do not mean the debate on the role of
human reason, regenerated or not, in constructing doctrines or what specific doctrines reason
can induce from nature. The reflection is on the structural role of natural theology in a
doctrinal organism. Furthermore, the answer to this question would also reflect one’s overall
doctrinal structure—infralapsarianism or supralapsarianism—and understanding of several
doctrines, such as Christ’s obedience and justification. While this thesis will address the
Christological question in Chapter Three, the topic of natural theology falls outside the scope
of the present study.

With this brief introduction in mind, we now turn to three subsections—the covenant
of works as pre-redemptive special revelation and as an embodiment of the sabbatical
principle—to argue that the covenant of works is the shape of Vos’s eschatology in a nutshell.

A. The Covenant of Works as Eschatological, Pre-redemptive Special Revelation
While Vos’s first argument for the necessity of pre-redemptive special revelation focuses on
the nature of religion—specifically, a direct, face-to-face communion between God and
human beings—his second argument addresses teleology, emphasizing the insufficiency of
nature to fulfill this ultimate purpose. Together, these two elements—the teleological focus
and the limitations of natural revelation—necessitate a special revelation that precedes the
fall and is inherently eschatological, thus forming the foundation of pre-redemptive special
revelation.

Admitting that human beings had been created perfectly good in a moral sense, Vos
observes that they could be “raised to a still higher level of perfection.” There is no

contradiction between the two perfect states because the advancement is “from unconfirmed

45 BT, 22.
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to confirmed goodness and blessedness; to the confirmed state in which these possessions
could no longer be lost, a state in which man could no longer sin, and hence could no longer
become subject to the consequences of sin.”*6 In short, “man’s original state was a state of
indefinite probation.”*’” The definite purpose of “[the] first form of supernaturalism” is to
subject Adam to “an intensified, concentrated probation,” in which, if Adam remained
standing, his state would be advanced to a higher one.*8

Nonetheless, why does this advancement to a higher, confirmed state of blessedness
require special revelation? Vos’s argument is straightforward. The overarching principle is
that the provision of this higher state is God’s favour and that he is not “bound on the
principle of justice to extend it to man.”*® The meaning of this principle is twofold, one
general and the other specific. Generally, “God owes nothing to man.”*® Humans have no
right to earn anything from God in a proper Creator-creature relationship. Specifically, Vos
argues that “there was nothing in the nature of man nor of his creation, which by manner of
implication could entitle man such a favour from God.” In other words, even if Adam obeyed
God perfectly during his probation, his obedience would not entail any reward from God
according to natural jurisprudence. This perspective highlights the insufficiency of Adam’s
natural knowledge regarding the provision of this prospective higher state. According to Vos,
if Adam’s original state involved any title to this higher state, then “the knowledge
concerning it would probably have formed part of man’s original endowment.”! Yet “no
innate knowledge of its possibility could be expected.”®? Consequently, with no innate

knowledge of the provision of a higher state and given “the nature of an intensified and

46 Tbid.
47 Tbid.
48 Tbid.
49 Tbid.
%0 Tbid.
51 Tbid., 23.
52 Ibid.
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concentrated probation,” human beings should be informed of the probation and its terms in
the form of special revelation.>?

Vos did not explain why there is no innate knowledge of a potential higher state. As
someone whom Abraham Kuyper invited to teach OT theology at the Free University in
Amsterdam and who possessed the professorship of biblical theology at Princeton
Theological Seminary for almost forty years, Vos probably knew that there was no direct
biblical support for his assertion.>* This lack of biblical evidence makes the possibility of the
innate knowledge of a potential higher state a doctrinal choice according to one’s theological
system. For example, Meredith G. Kline (1922-2007), who regarded himself as a proponent
of Vos’s teachings and an exponent of biblical and covenant theology, posited that the
eschatological vision was inherently “in-created,” which implies that Adam, from the
moment of his creation, had an innate or inherent understanding of the eschatological
prospect. This suggests that the knowledge of a higher state of blessedness and communion
with God was not something externally added through special revelation, but rather, it was
intrinsically part of Adam’s created nature.>® Building on Kline’s premises, David VanDrunen
advocates for a prominent role of natural law within the Adamic covenant of works and the
Mosaic law, a stance that markedly deviates from Vos’s interpretation of eschatological
covenant theology.5®

Kline’s and VanDrunen’s deviation from Vos on this topic is not a minor issue. An
exposition of this matter will help highlight the characteristics of Vos’s eschatology and

examine the consistency, or lack thereof, in Vos’s theological structure. Leaving the

53 Tbid.

54 The only pertinent verse could be Eccl 3:11, where we see that God has put eternity into human
beings’ hearts. Yet, whether this eternity refers to innate knowledge of potential higher state is unclear.

5 Meredith G. Kline, Kingdom Prologue: Genesis Foundations for a Covenantal Worldview (Eugene,
OR: Wipf & Stock, 2006), 92.

5 David VanDrunen, “Natural Law and the Works Principle under Adam and Moses,” in The Law is
Not of Faith: Essays on Works and Grace in the Mosaic Covenant, ed. Bryan D. Estelle, J. V. Fesko, and David
VanDrunen (Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R Publishing Co., 2009), 283-314.
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elaboration to Chapter Five, suffice it to say here that Vos’s construal emphasizes the
discretionary nature of divine condescension in offering human beings the future
advancement to a higher state at the expense of too sharp a distinction between the natural
and the covenantal. On the contrary, Kline’s formation secured a tight correlation between the
natural and the covenantal, almost to the extent of equivalence, thus demoting the voluntary
nature of divine condescension. VanDrunen’s argument goes as far as constructing a doctrinal
correlation between natural law and the Mosaic law and subsequent interpretation of the
function of the Mosaic law, which essentially differs from Vos’s stance on the issue.
Nonetheless, VanDrunen’s endeavour also demonstrates what would happen if Vos were
consistent on an infralapsarian separation between the natural and the covenantal, a topic we
shall revisit in Chapter Five.

To conclude, Vos’s concept of the covenant of works as eschatological and pre-
redemptive special revelation is pivotal in understanding the shape of his eschatology. Vos
argues that the advancement of humanity from unconfirmed goodness to a confirmed state of
blessedness necessitates special revelation from God. This is because such an advancement is
not inherently entitled or known through natural means or human reason. Vos emphasizes that
this advancement to a higher state is not a right owed by God to humanity but an act of divine
discretion. Therefore, in Vos’s theology, the covenant of works stands as a foundational
element, delineating the trajectory of humanity’s relationship with God from creation through

history and towards eschatological fulfillment, independent of post-lapsarian concepts.>’

57 However, Vos’s doctrine of covenant of works as pre-redemptive, speicial revelation does not explain
but takes for granted God’s creation in the natural form with the potentiality of an advancement into the
Spiritual. In other words, explaning the essence of religion and assuming a natural creation, Vos explained why
the covenant of works is necessary for a trajectory of advancement. What lacks clarification is the reason for a
natural creation if, on the one hand, the essence of religion requires a Spiritual communion; and on the other
hand, the trajectory indeed leads to a Spiritual communion. Put straightforwardly, why did God not create a
Spiritual creation without the need of advancement from the outset?

Vos has an explanation for the above question in his elaboration on the covenant of works as
demonstration of the Reformed principle in the God-human relationship. We will return to this point in Chapter
Five with a critical examination. In Chapter Six, we will propose a more theological interpretation of the
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B. The Covenant of Works as an Embodiment of the Sabbatical Principle
This subsection articulates how Vos construes the covenant of works as an embodiment of the
eschatological Sabbatical principle. We will begin by critically examining Vos’s description
of the Sabbath as a sacrament. The neglected pitfall of choosing this term is that it could
potentially introduce redemptive elements into Vos’s pre-redemptive and eschatological
interpretation of the Sabbath, thereby diminishing Vos’s overall presentation of the trajectory
of eschatology from the natural to the Spiritual, without sin in view. Then, we introduce Vos’s
work-rest pattern to substantiate his argument that the covenant of works embodies the
Sabbatical principle, within which we again observe the natural-Spiritual contour. Yet,
whether this anthropological interpretation of the Sabbatical principle is sufficient will be
examined in Chapter Six, where we explain the shape of Vos’s eschatology from the
perspective of theologia ectypa simpliciter; in other words, a theological eschatology.

In BT, Vos calls the Sabbath “the most living of all the sacramental realities of our
religion.”®® By the most living, Vos means that the Sabbath accompanies God’s people
through the ages.® Yet, by calling the Sabbath a sacramental reality of the Christian religion,
Vos uses the term sacrament loosely, which is incompatible with his definition of sacrament
in GD.

He defines the concept of the sacrament as “holy, visible signs and seals instituted by
God, by which the grace of God in Christ is signified and sealed to the participants in the
covenant of grace, and they, in turn, attest their faith and obedience toward God.”%° Two
aspects of this definition challenges Vos’s statement that the Sabbath is a sacramental reality.

The first is that in the concept of a sacrament, Vos argues, the thing signified and the sign

natural-Spiritual trajectory by incorporating the covenant of works into Vos’s supralapsarianism through
articulating the dynamic between divine decrees and attributes.

58 BT, 139.

59 Tbid.

60 GD V: “De Genademiddelen,” 19; RD 5:94.
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shall not be identical but sharply distinguished.6! This distinction is difficult to maintain for
the Sabbath because “although it is in a certain sense the image of higher rest and heavenly
bliss, it was at the same time a foretaste of that rest and insofar the signified thing itself.”62
What Vos means is that the correct way for God’s people to observe the Sabbath as the sign
of higher rest and heavenly bliss is not clearly distinguishable from the ultimate enjoyment of
the eternal rest and bliss. Hence, simply by definition, the Sabbath cannot be a sacrament. But
what is the correct way to observe the Sabbath?

The answer to this question relates to the second aspect of the definition of a
sacrament, which is incompatible with calling the Sabbath a sacramental reality. This aspect
is that sacraments signify and seal “the grace of God in Christ.”%3 Put differently, the defining
element of sacraments is redemption. That is why Vos discusses baptism and the Lord’s
Supper under the title “the means of grace,” which means the administration of the covenant
of grace in the church.%* If the Sabbath belongs to sacraments properly and strictly, then its
observation must reflect the person and work of Christ in some way and to some extent.
However, admitting necessary modifications to the manner of observing the Sabbath, Vos
argues that the essence of the practice, compared to the initial intention, is intact in the post-
fall state.®® That is, the person and work of Christ enriches the observation of the Sabbath by
adding more elements to it but does not change the essence of the Sabbath, which is its

“eternity-typifying value.”%6

61 GD 11, 49; RD 2:47.

62 GD 11, 49-50; RD 2:47.

63 GD V: “De Genademiddelen,” 19; RD 5:94.

64 GD V: “De Genademiddelen,” 1; RD 5:75.

65 In BT, 142-43, we find a discussion of the necessary modifications for understanding the Sabbath. A
significant change highlighted is the sequence of observing the Sabbath. In the OT era, the Sabbath, following
the work-rest pattern or, by implication, the natural-Spiritual pattern as discussed in this chapter, is observed as
the last day of the week. However, after Christ’s redemptive work, the Lord’s Day has succeeds the Sabbath and
is now observed as the first day of the week. This shift reflects a transition from the work-rest pattern relying
upon human being’s work to a pattern relying upon the work of the finished work of Christ, which is applied as
the Spirit-charged new creation. In other words, the post-Christ pattern is characterized by eschatology
preceding soteriology, a theme we will explore in Chapter Four.

% Tbid., 141.
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It could be contended that Vos had not fully developed his mature biblical theology
while composing GD, leading to the absence of a critical structural element: symbolism and
typology. This omission limited Vos’s ability to argue for the sacramental, typological nature
of the Sabbath in GD as he did in BT, where he characterizes OT tokens, including the
Sabbath, as typological, describing them as “sacramental prefigurations that convey
assurance about the future realization of the symbolized entities.”®” This interpretation of
sacraments diverges notably from the one presented in GD, where sacraments are defined as
symbolic conveyors of future assurance, specifically through the lens of Christ’s completed
work. Conversely, the BT perspective distinctively highlights the non-redemptive symbolic
significance of the Sabbath.

This evolution in Vos’s theological perspective offers a richer understanding of
sacraments but also risks causing confusion about the foundational aspects of his eschatology.
The dual definition of sacraments in Vos’s works, with a non-redemptive interpretation of the
Sabbath in BT contrasting the redemptive perspective in GD, may lead to unnecessary
confusion in understanding his theological framework. Therefore, this chapter suggests that
refraining from labelling the Sabbath as a sacrament is advisable to prevent any unnecessary
confusion about the primary structure of Vos’s eschatological framework.

According to Vos, the non-redemptive principle underlying the Sabbath is that “man
must copy God in his course of life.”® The prototype in God—six days of creative work
followed by a day of rest—regulates human beings’ “collective capacity through a large
historic movement.”8® Furthermore, because God’s rest represents the consummation of
accomplished work and the consequent joy and satisfaction, for human beings, too, “a great

task waits to be accomplished, and at its close beckons a rest of joy and satisfaction that shall

67 Ibid., 27.
68 Thid., 139.
69 Thid., 140.
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copy the rest of God.””® This great task is the covenant of works because “had its probation
been successful, then the sacramental Sabbath would have passed over into the reality it
typified.”’”* Therefore, “the so-called ‘Covenant of Works’ was nothing but an embodiment of
the Sabbatical principle.””?

To conclude, Vos’s argument is valid that because of the work-rest pattern, “the
Sabbath is an expression of the eschatological principle on which the life of humanity has
been constructed.”’® It symbolizes and typifies “the eschatological structure of history.”’*
This symbolization and typification remind humans that a goal lies beyond this life. Most
importantly, “this was true before, and apart from, redemption.””® In other words, “the
eschatological is an older strand in revelation than the soteric.”’6 What interests us the most is
that Vos indicates that “the so-called ‘Covenant of Works’ was nothing but an embodiment of
the Sabbatical principle.”’’ This is significant because it shows that Vos views the covenant
of works as more than a legal structure; it reflects a deeper eschatological reality embedded in
creation. This point reinforces the teleological aspect of his theology, which emphasizes the
natural-Spiritual shape.

Interpreting the covenant of works in this way aligns with naming the pre-redemptive
special revelation the covenant of works.”® Being special revelation emphasizes the epistemic
aspect of the covenant of works, and being the embodiment of the Sabbatical principle

highlights the teleological aspect. The work assigned to Adam in the embodiment of the

70 Tbid.

1 Tbid.

2 Tbid. In Chapter Six, we will reexamine the basis of Vos’s Sabbatical principle in the context of
theologia ectypa simpliciter, exploring whether there is a deeper theological rationale beyond the apparent
emulation of God’s work-rest pattern in human life. This inquiry is crucial to understanding whether Vos’s
proposition of the work-rest pattern extends beyond a simple mimicry, thereby offering a more robust
theological underpinning for this aspect of his eschatology.
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Sabbatical principle is an intensified and concentrated probation in the form of special
revelation. The would-be-confirmed goodness and blessedness in the higher state are resting
in the joy of communion with God should Adam pass the probation successfully. Therefore,
the covenant of works embodies the Sabbatical principle in that it reflects its essence—the
eschatological work-rest pattern—in a nutshell.

C. Conclusion
In conclusion, this section has critically explored Vos’s interpretation of the covenant of
works within the framework of pre-redemptive eschatology. By elucidating the covenant of
works as an eschatological, pre-redemptive special revelation and its embodiment of the
Sabbatical principle, Vos offers a profound perspective on the pre-fall relationship between
God and humanity. His theological approach emphasizes the necessity of divine initiation in
humanity’s progression towards a higher Spiritual state, a journey not inherent in human
nature but facilitated through God’s special revelation. This perspective aligns the covenant
of works with the eschatological work-rest pattern, underscoring the theme of a pre-
redemptive, natural-to-Spiritual transition devoid of sin. Additionally, Vos’s nuanced
interpretation of sacramental language, particularly concerning the Sabbath, enriches our
understanding of this pre-redemptive framework while highlighting the importance of
precision to maintain clarity in his eschatological constructs. Overall, Vos’s contributions in
this area provide significant insights into the dynamics of the divine-human relationship in
the context of a pre-redemptive eschatological plan.
3. Eschatology and Protology in 1 Corinthians 15:42—49
In addition to his doctrinal exposition on pre-fall eschatology, Vos offers an exegetical
analysis of 1 Corinthians 15:42—49, asserting that eschatology is inherently embedded in
protology and, in this regard, precedes soteriology. His interpretations of this passage are

detailed in GD 111, EAP/SW, and PE. These expositions, which appear across this chapter and
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others on Christology and pneumatology, each carry distinct emphases. In Christology, we
focus on the ontological aspects of the resurrected Spiritual body, whereas in pneumatology,
we delve into the pneumatic nature as the enduring foundation of the eschatological state.
This section specifically concentrates on the intrinsic, logical relationship between the natural
and the Spiritual realms.”®

A. Ei&otw odpo yoywov, Eotv kai [Tvevpaticov: The Structure of Vos’s Mature
Eschatology

In his early work, GD 111, Vos does not emphasize the principle that “if there is natural, there
is also Spiritual.” During this phase of his scholarship, his exposition of 1 Cor 15:42—49
overlooks verse 44b, which is pivotal for understanding the relationship between the natural
and the Spiritual. Rather, Vos focuses on “The Nature of the Resurrection Body of the Lord,”
where the direct linkage between the natural and the Spiritual is not central to his
discussion.?? Consequently, while understandable, his omission of verse 44b misses an
important aspect.

Furthermore, Vos’s interpretation in GD III, where he describes the relationship
between 10 odpo yuykov and 10 odua Tvevpatikoy as an antithesis (tegenstelling), does not
fully capture the intricacy of their connection. He suggests that the adjectives used by Paul
(pBopd., dtig, dobeveiq) pertain to the body at burial, indicating a fleshly body subject to
decay, dishonour, and weakness due to sin. 8! However, Vos notes a shift in verse 44b, where

the focus moves from the fleshly body to a contrast between the natural and Spiritual bodies,

9 Greek text is cited from Nestle-Aland, Novum Testamentum Graece, 28th ed. All other New
Testament Greek Scripture citations will also be taken from this edition, excpet those quoted from Vos’s texts.

Vos likely used one of the critical editions of the Greek New Testament that were emerging during his
time, such as those by Constantin von Tischendorf (1815—1874) or Brooke Foss Westcott (1825-1901) and
Fenton John Antony Hort (1828—1892). These editions were based on older and more reliable manuscripts,
offering a more accurate Greek text. While the specific critical edition Vos used might differ slightly from the
modern Nestle-Aland 28 text, there are no significant theological differences between these texts that would
affect the core interpretations or theological conclusions derived from them.

80 GD1I1:241; RD 3:225.

81 Tbid.
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with the natural body originating in creation, devoid of sin.82 This nuanced change, alongside
Paul’s allusion to Genesis 2:7 in verse 45, suggests a deeper interpretative connection.
However, Vos’s distinction between the fleshly and the natural body does not clearly justify
why the contrast between 10 o®po Yyoykov and T0 cdpa Tvevpatikdy is as stark as that
between the fleshly and the Spiritual body.

More significantly, construing the relationship between 10 cdpa yoywdv and to
o®po Tvevpatikdv as an antithesis poses a contradiction to his following argument in GD and
deviates from his mature eschatology. Elaborating on v46, Vos emphasizes the implanted
order from 10 yuywov to 0 mvevpotikov. He indicates that “in the order of God, the body
that could still be corrupted comes first and then only secondly follows the body that is no
longer vulnerable to corruption.”®? That is to say that God ordains the order from o yoyudv
to 10 mvevpatikdv to the extent that “although created completely right..., [Adam] still
awaited the confirmation and completion of his beatitude”.8* Described in a word with the
meaning of direct opposition, the continuity between 10 yvykdv and 10 nvevpatikdv
becomes discontinuity with diametrical contrast, which weakens Vos’s argument that in the
order of God 10 yuywov precedes and expects t0 mvevpatikdv. Hence, one wonders whether
antithesis accurately expresses the relation between Adam’s created state and the
confirmation and completion of his beatitude. The lack of attention to a significant verse—
v44b—and the unfortunate use of tegenstelling demonstrate that Vos had yet to develop his
mature eschatology.

Unlike the one in GD 111, Vos’s later, mature interpretation of the contrast in v44b
precisely demonstrates the shape of his eschatology as has been argued thus far in this

chapter, though not without problem. Vos’s expositions of 1 Cor 15:42-49 in EAP (1912) and

82 GD 111:241-242; RD 3:226.

83 GD 111:243; RD 3:227.

84 Ibid. “Although created completely right..., [Adam] still awaited the confirmation and completion of
his beatitude.”
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PE (1930) are identical. Given the basic identicalness between the two, it is reasonable to say
that Vos duplicated the early publication in PE. In addition to some grammatical changes for
the sake of clarity, one significant change is worth examining here before we elaborate on
Vos’s argument.8°

One notable refinement Vos makes in his later works, as observed in the first
significant change to his exposition of 1 Corinthians 15:42—49, is the adjustment from
nvevpatikov to [vevpotwkdv. This nuanced capitalization is more than a mere lexical shift; it
serves as a critical marker delineating the broader theological implications Vos argues. He
cautions against common misinterpretations of Tvevpatikdv, which could lead one to think of
immateriality or ethereality, devoid of physical substance.® In contrast, [Tveopoticov
underscores “the resurrection-state as the state in which the Pneuma rules.”®’ This distinction
is pivotal for understanding the c®dpa [Tvevpatikov as not just any spiritual body but as the
eschatological body governed by the Spirit.

With this change in mind, we proceed to examine Vos’s argument on the relationship
between 10 odpo yuywkov and 10 oduo [Tvevpoticov and how it relates to eschatology in the
pre-fall state. In both sources, Vos admits that the change in Paul’s comparison—from
between the sinful and resurrected body to the natural and resurrected body—is difficult to
explain.88 What Paul does not mean, according to Vos, is that “the creation-body and the body

of sin are qualitatively identical” to the extent that the previous predicates, i.e., Bopd., dtipiq,

85 The next subsection will examine another significant change, suggesting Vos’s transition from a
dogmatic theologian to a biblical theologian.

In addition to the changes, it is unfortunate to see that Vos, in both sources, still calls the contrast
between 10 odua yoykov and 10 odpa [vevpatikdv an antithesis. See EAP/SW, 106; PE, 167. Given the fact
that Vos already developed a mature construal of the logical correlation between the natural and the Spiritual, it
is reasonable to guess that Vos’s use of antithesis in describing the relation between the two is probably due to
his negligence of the primary denotation of the word, namely direct opposition.

86 PF, 166.

87 Ibid., 167. Emphasis is original.

88 EAP, 106; PE, 169.
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and doBeveiq, apply to the creation-body because Paul’s teachings elsewhere show that sin

causes these problems.? Instead, Vos argues that
the Apostle was intent upon showing that in the plan of God from the outset provision
was made for a higher kind of body (as pertaining to a higher state of existence
generally). From the abnormal body of sin no inference could be drawn as to that
effect. The abnormal and the eschatological are not so logically correlated that the one
can be postulated from the other. But the world of creation and the world to come are
thus correlated, the one pointing forward to the other; on the principle of typology the
first Adam prefigures the last Adam, the psychical body the pneumatic body (cp. Rom

5:14). The statement of vs. 44b is not meant as an apodictic assertion, but as an
argument: if there exists one kind of body, there exists the other kind also.%

Vos’s point here aligns precisely with his understanding of the covenant of works as pre-
redemptive special revelation and as the embodiment of the Sabbatical principle.®! In each
aspect, eschatology is embedded in protology without soteriology in view. The relation
between 10 odpo yuykov and 10 odpa [vevpaticov is not antithetical but typological. The
direct correlation between protology and eschatology in the pre-fall state demonstrates the
overall shape of Vos’s eschatology. Accordingly, instead of an antithesis, it is more accurate
to say that the relation between 10 cdpo yoyikdv and 10 odpa Ivevpatikdv is a typological
contrast. In short, if there is natural, there is Spiritual.

B. From 10 o®uo Wyoyikov/to 6o Tveuotikoy to o yoyikov/to Ivevpatikov: A
Development in the Cosmical Dimension of Vos’s Pre-redemptive Eschatology

89 PE, 169.

9 Tbid., 169. Emphasis original. It is important to reconsider Vos’s use of Romans 5:14 in his argument.
In contrast to 1 Corinthians 15, which concentrates on resurrection and eschatology, Romans 5 primarily
addresses soteriology. This difference in contexts makes the typological principles in these passages distinct.
Regarding 1 Corinthians 15, Vos posits that the “the ‘psychical’ as such is typical of the pneumatic, the first
creation of the second, the world that now is (if conceived without sin) of the acon to come.” However, in
Romans 5, the typology suggests that a fallen Adam prefigures Christ as a mediator to rectify Adam’s fall. This
structure in Romans 5 introduces a typological necessity that a fallen Adam implies a redeeming Christ, which
seems at odds with Vos’s eschatological framework presented so far.

Delving deeper into this discrepancy is beyond the scope of this chapter. It is pertinent to note that the
typology in Romans 5:14 introduces a decretal aspect, different from the historical perspective in 1 Cor 15. The
apparent contradiction between the typology in Romans 5:14 and that in 1 Corinthians 15 can be reconciled by
examining eschatology and soteriology within the context of the divine decree. This complex discussion is
reserved for Chapters Five and Six, where Vos’s eschatology will be further examined in the categories of
theologia ectypa secundum quid in se and theologia ectypa simpliciter. Despite this complexity, the fundamental
message of this subsection remains: the natural existence heralds a corresponding Spiritual reality.

91 This connection between exegesis and theology is central to Vos’s approach overall; his theological
constructs consistently emerge from careful biblical exegesis, illustrating that eschatology is not merely a
doctrinal add-on but is embedded within the biblical narrative itself.
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Along with the refinement in the logical correlation between 10 c®dpa yoyuov and 10 cdpo
[Tvevpaticdv is a development in the cosmical dimension of Vos’s eschatology. Even though
the Greek text of 1 Cor 15:46 contains no c®dpa in presenting the chronological order from to
YuyIKoV to 10 Tvevpatikdv, Vos, expounding this verse in GD 111, narrowly focuses on the
comparison between 10 o®po yoxwov and t0 cdpa tvevpotikdév. Immediately following a
quote from v46, Vos argues that “in the order of God, the body that could still be corrupted
comes first and then only secondly follows the body that is no longer vulnerable to
corruption.”? The focus of the comparison is on the body.

However, in EAP, Vos forthrightly argues that

in verses 45, 46 the Apostle generalizes the antithesis so that it no longer concerns the

body exclusively, but the whole state of man.... To nTvevpatucdv and t6 yoywov in

verse 46 are generalizing expressions, after which it would be a mistake to supply

oaua; they designate the successive reign of two comprehensive principles in history,

two successive world-orders, a first and a second creation, beginning each with an

Adam of its own. Even apart from sin these two stand related to each other, as the
natural and the supernatural %

Possibly for conciseness, Vos summarized the above quote in one sentence in PE, “in vs. 46
the representation widens out to a far more general, indeed a cosmical one.”®* Disregarding
why Vos changed the expression, the point is evident in both later sources; Vos argues for a
comprehensive comparison between the natural and the Spiritual. The significance of c®pa is
not the exclusivity of its transformation because the whole world order will be transformed.
Instead, the significance of oo in the context is its representativity of its appropriate world
order, which leads us to Vos’s interpretation of v47.

Due to the narrow focus on oc®pa, the early Vos’s presentation of the comparison

between the gk yT|g of Adam and the €€ ovpavod of Christ lacks the feature of representativity

92 GD 111:243; RD 3:227. Emphasis added.
93 EAP/SW, 106. Emphasis added.
% PE, 167.
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and, by implication, the natural-Spiritual contour is not as distinct as it could be.?® In GD, Vos
argues that Adam is called €k yfjc because Adam’s body was taken “from the earth” and
shared in “the attributes of earthly materials.” In like manner, Christ is & ovpavod since
incorruptibility has a heavenly source because “a heavenly power, the power of the Spirit, has
affected it.”®” Moreover, incorruptibility is a heavenly property because “heaven is the realm
of immutable, immovable things.”® Hence, in GD III, Adam’s éx yfic and Christ’s §&
ovpavod mean two things. First, each has his source from earth or heaven; second, each
carries the properties of his source. Given this construal, what is remarked is not that Adam
and Christ each represent a different order but that each comes from different sources.

Vos developed his articulation of v47 in his later writings, highlighting the cosmical
dimension of his eschatology and the representative role of Adam and Christ. In both later
sources, Vos argues that Christ’s £€§ oOpovod

has nothing to do with the original provenience of Christ from heaven; the “from

heaven” does not necessarily imply a “coming from heaven,” any more than the

opposite “from earth” implies a coming of Adam from the earth at the first creation.

To refer “from heaven” to the coming of Christ out of the state of preexistence at his

incarnation would make Paul contradict himself, for it would reverse the order
insisted upon in vs. 46; not the “Pneumatic” is first, but the “psychical.””®®

Evidently, for Vos, Christ’s €€ ovpavod cannot mean a coming from heaven in the context for
the plain reason that the psychical precedes the Pneumatic. Christ’s heavenly pre-existence is
out of the picture here.

However, Vos seems to negate his interpretation in GD III that Adam’s &k yfjg means

that his body was taken from the earth. The logic in his later argument is that just as €k y1\g

9 Tt is important to note that the mentioning of Christ does not entail redemptive element in Vos’s
construal of the natural-Spiritual contour. He is indisputably clear that had Adam sustained probation in the form
of the covenant of works, “he would have become the first and second Adam in one person.” See GD 111:243;
RD 3:227. That is to say that redemptive elements, including the resurrected Christ, does not necessarily
constitute the natural-Spiritual contour.

% GD111:243; RD 3:227.

9 Tbid.

% Ibid. Even in GD, Vos did not interpret Christ’s ££ ovpavod as the pre-existence of Christ. Yet he
only articulated the theological significance of a correct interpretation of Christ’s €€ o0pavod in his later works.

9 PE, 168; also see EAP/SW, 106-107.
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does not entail Adam’s coming from the earth, &£ ovpavod does not entail Christ’s coming
from heaven. The emphasis on the source of Adam and Christ is diminished. Vos did not
explain further what he means by Adam’s €k yfic. Yet his explanation of Christ’s ¢ oOpavod
would shed light on the case of Adam. Vos remarks that
the phrase “from heaven” simply expresses that Christ after a supernatural fashion
became the Second Man at the point marked by &nerta. A “becoming” is affirmed of
both Adams, the second as well as the first, for the verb éyéveto in vs. 45 belongs to
both clauses. How far in either case the subject of which this is affirmed existed
before in a different condition is not reflected upon. The whole tenor of the argument

(for such it actually is) compels us to think of the resurrection as the moment at which
10 Ivevpatikov entered. 100

What Vos means is that Christ, who can be appropriately described as €& ovpavod, was only
entitled so with an actual historical becoming. In like manner, Adam’s &k yt|g was a historical
becoming, the meaning of which cannot be fully exhausted by his coming from the earth.
God’s breath of life into Adam’s nostrils does not come from the earth. Yet the whole Adam
with the breath of life (from God) and the body (from the earth) is ék yf|g. Therefore, in Vos’s
revised construal, Adam’s €k yfic does not emphasize that the earth is Adam’s source and
defines Adam’s attributes. Instead, it underlines that Adam represents the natural order of
things upon his creation. Being made from dust constitutes Adam’s ék yfjg necessarily but
does not explain it sufficiently. The counterpart of the natural is the Spiritual, with a different
representative head. Here, Vos’s articulation of v. 47 not only underlines his cosmical
comprehensiveness of pre-redemptive eschatology but also distinguishes the representative
roles of Adam and Christ in the natural and Spiritual, respectively. Consequently, the theme
of the natural-Spiritual contour argued in this chapter is highlighted.

Before concluding this subsection, however, one of the changes Vos made in PE
compared to EAP is worth careful examination because it will illuminate the previous

investigation more. In addition to his critique that interpreting £ ovpavod as Christ’s pre-

100 PE 168. Emphasis original.
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existent state would cause a contradiction in Paul’s argument, Vos presented another
shortcoming of the interpretation. He argues that “it would make the pneumatic the
constitutive principle of the Person of Christ before the incarnation, of which there is no trace
elsewhere in Paul.”1%? However, in PE, Vos changed the reason in the following way, “it
would make the Pneumatic the constituent principle of the human nature in Christ before the
resurrection, of which there is no trace elsewhere with Paul.”102 Each statement is worth a
separate examination.

First, what does Vos mean that the pneumatic would become the constitutive principle
of the Person of Christ before the incarnation? Prima facie, it seems that taking £ ovpavod as
Christ’s heavenly state has nothing to do with the pneumatic principle because it is about the
pre-existent person of Christ as the second person of the Trinity. However, when read in
context and assuming Vos’s cosmical view of the natural and the Spiritual, his concern is
legitimate. If Christ’s becoming of a life-giving Spirit happens not at the historical moment of
resurrection, but in his pre-existent state, then the pneumatic would indeed become the
constitutive principle of the person of Christ. That would confuse theologia archetypa and
theologia ectypa secundum quid in subiectis.

Second, what does Vos mean that the Pneumatic would become the constituent
principle of the human nature of Christ before the resurrection? Vos changed not only the
period from before incarnation to before resurrection but also the subject from the Person of
Christ to the human nature of Christ. These two changes are concomitant. However, did Vos
first think of changing the subject or the period, or does this question matter? It is fair to say
that the answer to this question reflects Vos’s refinement of his earlier argument as a more

mature biblical theologian. Within the context of PE, Vos emphasizes that the resurrection is

101 EAP/SW, 107.
102 pE 168.

48



the moment at which 10 ITvevpotikov entered.19 Therefore, it is reasonable to deduce that in
revising the statement, Vos probably identified the indifference of the moment of incarnation
in the flow of his argument where the centre of gravity is on the resurrection. In short, Vos’s
refinement follows the line of biblical theology more than dogmatic theology. If the early
Vos’s concern regarding this issue is doctrinal, securing the distinction of the three persons of
the Trinity and of theologia archetypa and theologia ectypa secundum quid in subiectis, the
later Vos’s concern is more redemptive-historical, highlighting the significance of the
moment of the resurrection when 10 ITvevpatikdv entered. The latter is a subset of the former
with a sharper focus on the shape of Vos’s eschatology.

C. Conclusion

By critically examining Vos’s theological exegesis of 1 Cor 15:42—49 and the changes in his
interpretation over his career, this subsection presents his crucial doctrinal insight that in
God’s plan, there is a logical correlation between the natural and the Spiritual in the broadest
cosmical dimension. This correlation, emphasized in Vos’s reading of the passage,
underscores his argument for the necessity of special revelation and the eschatological
orientation of the Sabbatical principle.

Chapter Conclusion

From the perspectives of religion and revelation, the covenant of works, and Vos’s theological
exegesis on 1 Cor 15:42-49, this chapter demonstrates a distinctive feature of Vos’s
eschatology: its pre-redemptive aspect. The ideal concept of religion entails an advancement
of religion from its natural origin. This advancement requires special revelation in the form of
the covenant of works, which embodies the Sabbatical principle in that it leads to the

heavenly, confirmed rest through a principle of work. Together, these expositions distinguish

103 Tbid.
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the pre-redemptive aspect of Vos’s eschatology. Furthermore, by characterizing this feature,
this chapter also argues the shape of this eschatology—from the natural to the Spiritual.
However, how would sin affect the shape of this eschatology? In almost all systematic
theology textbooks, eschatology is located after hamartiology and soteriology as almost an
appendix, with the result that hamartiology and soteriology determine eschatology. If,
according to Vos, the eschatological goal was “not only previous to sin, but irrespective of
sin,” then the introduction of sin would not change this goal essentially.1% Nevertheless, how
can one incorporate sin and redemption into Vosian eschatology without diminishing the
gravity of eschatology while giving due credit to the significant effect of sin? Chapters Two,
Three, and Four address this question from the lens of different stages of redemptive history

after the fall, the first of which is the OT era, to which we now turn.

104 ESOT, 74.
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Chapter Two: Eschatology in the Post-fall Old Testament Era
Introduction
Bill T. Arnold’s approach to OT eschatology, as presented in The Oxford Handbook of
Eschatology, exemplifies the traditional method of studying eschatology within the OT.! This
method emphasizes the progressive unfolding of eschatological themes within Israel’s
historical and theological context, viewing eschatology primarily as a future-oriented
expectation that gradually emerges from Israel’s narrative and prophetic literature. While
Vos’s approach shares some common ground with this view, particularly in recognizing the
role of eschatology in redemptive history, his perspective diverges by treating eschatology as
an intrinsic part of God’s original purpose, present from the outset of creation and woven into
the fabric of the covenant of works.

In contrast to the traditional focus on the historical development of eschatological
themes, this chapter adopts a different approach to constructing OT eschatology, grounded in
Vos’s theological framework. As explored in the previous chapter, Vos argues that while the
origin of religion is based on natural revelation, the essence of religion—communion with
God—requires special revelation to advance this communion to a confirmed, consummated
Spiritual state. Vos identifies the covenant of works as this special revelation designed to
advance humanity’s natural communion with God toward an eschatological fulfillment. After
the fall, eschatology necessarily incorporates soteriological elements, as soteriology aims to
restore humanity to the trajectory of Spiritual communion with God.? Therefore, studying OT
post-fall eschatology involves a significant investigation of OT soteriology, reflecting the

close correlation between the two in Vos’s thought.?

L Bill T. Arnold, “Old Testament Eschatology and the Rise of Apocalypticism,” in The Oxford
Handbook of Eschatology, 23-39.

2 Notably, according to Vos, soteriology is not about restoring humanity to the Edenic life for a simple
reason that the trajectory, instead of an everlasting natural, is from the natural to the Spiritual.

3 The redemptive work of Christ, especially the resurrection of Christ, is another watershed in
redemptive history that generates a specific dimension of eschatology. Following the pre-redemptive
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However, a solid interpretation of soteriology prerequisites a proper understanding of
the nature and consequences of Adam’s sin—the original sin. Section One, based on GD II,
studies Vos’s hamartiology by examining how he situates the original sin exclusively in the
context of the covenant of works.* As will be shown, this contextualized interpretation of sin
indicates that the original sin is not Adam’s violation of any natural law but his intensively
active disobedience to the divine will. Thus, sin ruins the trajectory from the natural to the
Spiritual. Instead of a confirmed, consummated Spiritual communion with God, the original
sin and the divine judgment thereupon bring enmity between humanity and God.

According to Vos, the Mosaic law is indispensable for correctly understanding OT
soteriology that deals with this enmity. He remarks that “there was real gospel under the
theocracy.” Put more straightforwardly, “this gospel-element... is found in the law itself....
‘[T]he legal system’is shot through with strands of gospel and grace and faith.”® Specifically,
Vos underscores the ritual law, which is especially rich in the gospel-elements because “every
sacrifice and every lustration proclaimed the principle of grace.”” Therefore, after briefly
introducing Vos’s doctrine of sin in Section One, Section Two will examine his construal of
OT soteriology through the lens of symbols and types in BT. Vos argues that the variety of
ritual laws presents a soteriological organism that contains a “microcosmic eschatology.”®
This means that within the sacrificial system, the entire scope of redemptive history—
including eschatological communion with God—is encapsulated in a symbolic and

typological form.

eschatology—a study of the shape from natural to Spiritual—and an OT eschatology—a study of the philosophy
of redemptive history and revelation and the Mosaic theocracy, Christological eschatology is primarily about the
resurrection of Christ as the judicial, ontological, and psychical inauguration of the eschaton.

4 Vos’s interpretation of sin within the context of the covenant of works is significant.

5 BT, 129.

6 Ibid. Emphasis original.

7 Ibid.

8 This term, “microcosmic eschatology,” is not used by Vos himself. I first encountered it through Lane
G. Tipton’s exposition of Vos’s BT, where he uses it to describe the encapsulation of eschatological themes
within the OT sacrificial system.

52



Vos’s exploration of symbolism and typology in BT is profound yet somewhat limited
by the lack of detailed theological grounding for symbolism. This gap in his exposition
renders the sacramental and redemptive significance of symbols and types less transparent
and theologically robust. Given that BT consists of Vos’s lecture notes from the course he
taught at Princeton, he does not need to explain or substantiate every theological point,
particularly when complementary material is covered in other courses. However, this gap
justifies our attempt here to read his B7'in light of his theology of Hebrews, in order to
present a fuller picture of his OT eschatology.

A related issue is Vos’s search for the continuity between the old and new covenants.
In his 1894 inaugural address at Princeton, Vos had not yet fully developed a cohesive unity
within the soteriology of both covenants. His argument for the organic connection between
the old and new covenants falls short at several points. However, later in his career,
particularly in his work on the book of Hebrews in 1916, he significantly advanced his
understanding of eschatology as integral to a philosophy of redemptive history and
revelation. Notably, Vos then identified the pactum salutis as an eschatological concept that is
key to understanding the transcendental connection between the old and new covenants.®

Therefore, Section Three will begin by revisiting Vos’s 1894 address to track the
development of his thought. It then delves into his more mature work, focusing on how his
conception of eschatology, mainly through the lens of the pactum salutis, offers a richer
understanding of OT symbolism and typology. The goal is to show that the relationship
between soteriology and eschatology in the OT is not just progressive from the former to the
latter. Rather, it argues that eschatology, especially when intertwined with the pactum salutis,

not only underpins but also effectuates OT soteriology. This approach situates symbolism and

% By transcendental, Vos refers to the category of theologia ectypa secundum quid in se. See, for
example, HED/SW, 199.
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typology within a unified philosophy of redemptive history and revelation. Ultimately, this
section aims to demonstrate that it is this eschatological framework that ensures the
coherence and continuity between the old and new covenants.

Related to this soteriological aspect of OT eschatology is Vos’s construal of the
Mosaic theocracy as a symbolic and typological entity of the ultimate kingdom of God, in
which perfect communion with God is symbolized and typified. While the ritual laws signify
redemptive elements in Christ, the Mosaic theocracy signifies an ideal communion with God,
which assumes redemption, but in and of itself is non-redemptive. Put differently, theocracy
is, symbolically and typologically, an appropriate expression of the eschatological
communion with God but is not an approach to it.

In short, this chapter explores Vos’s doctrine of sin within the context of the covenant
of works, emphasizing the eschatological consequence of sin—the loss of the consummated,
Spiritual communion with God. As a result, OT soteriology is permeated by an eschatological
dimension, mainly through the Mosaic ritual law, which seeks to restore communion with
God, though not in its consummated form. However, OT eschatology cannot be reduced to
soteriology for two reasons. First, eschatology, as the philosophy of redemptive history and
revelation, underpins and effectuates soteriological symbols and types. Applying this later
eschatological insight of Vos, particularly from HED, to his earlier work on the continuity
between the old and new covenants would complete his search for organic unity between the
two. Additionally, applying this same eschatological framework to BT would fully explain his
construal of symbolism and typology, providing a more robust theological foundation.
Second, the Mosaic theocracy, as an eschatological symbol, represents the ideal communion
with God, symbolically embodying the kingdom of God rather than functioning as a
redemptive pathway. Accordingly, OT eschatology involves both redemptive and non-

redemptive aspects, corresponding to the work of Christ and the Spirit in the NT era. In this
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way, eschatology shapes and permeates soteriology in both the Old and New Testaments
while retaining its distinct theological significance beyond soteriology alone.

1. Vos’s Doctrine of Sin in the Context of the Covenant of Works

This section expounds on Vos’s doctrine of sin by situating it in the covenant of works. Given
the arguments in Chapter One, that the covenant of works embodies the shape of Vos’s
eschatology from the natural to the Spiritual, a contextualized interpretation of sin secures a
sharp focus on the eschatological implications of sin. Due to an ambiguity in Vos’s exposition
of the covenant of works, however, we examine Vos’s doctrine of sin critically in order to
highlight its eschatological nature, which was unfortunately diminished at points in Vos’s
presentation.

Due to the complexity of the mechanism of the transmission of Adam’s sin and its
reduced relevance to the OT eschatology expounded in this chapter, we assume Vos’s
doctrine of immediate imputation without argument or critical examination. Simply put,
according to Vos, Adam, as the federal head of humanity, is a public person. Therefore, in
addition to an individual dimension, his sin is publicly imputed to the rest of humanity.
Notably, this imputation refers to guilt instead of pollution. That is to say that what is imputed
to the rest of humanity is not Adam’s polluted human nature but his legal status in front of

God as guilty.1 The corrupted nature of humanity results from divine judgment, as God

10 Vos’s doctrine of imputation is extremely ambiguous in his further distinction of guilt into reatus
culpa and reatus poena. The former means “the turpitude and criminality that is inseparable from any sin in the
judgment of God and men” and the latter liability or obligation to punishment. See GD I1:28-29; RD 2:25-26.
According to Vos, the sin imputed from Adam to his posterity is only reatus poena because reatus culpa, as
something individual, cannot be transmitted to another.

Arguably, Vos inherits this narrower understanding of imputation from Charles Hodge but not the
medieval scholastic theology. John Murray, William B. Evans, and Annette G. Aubert offer different
interpretations of why Hodge limited the imputation of guilt to the obligation to satisfy justice. See, John
Murray, The Imputation of Adam's Sin (1959; repr., Phillipsburg, NJ: Presbyterian and Reformed Publishing Co.,
2012), 77 — 78; William B. Evans, Imputation and Impartation: Union with Christ in American Reformed
Theology, Studies in Christian History and Thought (Milton Keynes: Paternoster, 2008), 199; and Annette G.
Aubert, The German Roots of Nineteenth-Century American Theology (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013),
195.

However, none of them notice that Hodge, and Vos as well in that regard, subjectivizes the concept of
reatus culpa as a sense of guilt to some extent, which is distinct from a medieval interpretation of the concept.
See, for example, Vos, GD 111:128-129; RD 3:118-19; Charles Hodge, Systematic Theology, vol. 2, 189-94;

55



withholds original righteousness due to their guilty status.!! For a study on OT eschatology, it
suffices to say that the mechanism of the application of redemption is the same as the
transmission of Adam’s sin—namely, by imputing the merit of Christ through symbols and
types.

With the doctrine of imputation in mind, the crucial question in this section is whether
Adam’s sin constitutes a violation of natural law or positive law as presented in the covenant
of works. If it is the former, Adam’s sin may not inherently carry eschatological implications.
However, if his sin is exclusively tied to the covenant of works, it must then bear
eschatological significance, necessitating an eschatological solution.

In the previous chapter, we mentioned that Vos bifurcates the covenant of works into
natural and positive aspects. This bifurcation, however, produces an ambiguity in Vos’s
construal of the covenant of works. On the one hand, after articulating Adam’s natural
relationship with God by creation, Vos unequivocally indicates that “to this natural
relationship a covenant was added by God, which contained various positive elements.”'? On
the other hand, he qualifies that “by assuming the positive character of the covenant of works
in this sense, we in no way intend to assert that Adam existed even for a single moment
outside of the covenant of works.”*3 The problem is how to account for Adam’s evident
existence under the natural relationship without the positive elements, as recorded in Gen
2:16-17.

It is unclear whether Vos is aware of this tension. In the immediate context of GD 11,

Vos explains that “he was apparently created with the destination to be under it.... The

Vol. 3, 16061, 476—77; Charles Hodge, Commentary on the Epistle to the Romans (Edinburgh: Turnbull and
Spears, 1864), 155. Yet Vos’s subjective interpretation of reatus culpa is incompatible with his doctrine of
Christ’s justification, as we will see in Chapter Three.

Moreover, none of them follow Francis Turretin’s replacement of the medieval distinction with
potential and actual guilt. See Turretin, /nstitutes, 1:595-96. This is possibly due to subtle incompatibility
between Turretin’s doctrine of justification and imputation of guilt.

11 For Vos’s argument, see GD 11:24-78; RD 2:21-75.

12 GD11:34; RD 2:31. Emphasis original.

13 GD11:34; RD 2:32.
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distinction between natural relationship and the covenant of works is logical and judicial, not
temporal.”# This explanation, however, is self-contradictory. Is not “created with the
destination” a temporal concept indicating that the natural has a felos? Grammatically and
conceptually, this expression negates a complete temporal overlap between the natural and
the covenantal because a temporal progression from the former to the latter is entailed.

What makes it more perplexing is that Vos seems to explain the non-temporal
relationship between the natural and the covenantal from the post-fall perspective, in contrast
to Adam’s pre-fall situation. Immediately following the above quote, he writes, “even when
the covenant of works has served its purpose, the natural relationship remains in force in all
circumstances, and also all the demands that stem from it still apply to man.”*® In other
words, although the covenant of works no longer carries any judicial reward and has thus lost
its teleological distinction, which natural law lacks, its judicial requirements remain valid to
the point that the covenantal becomes temporally indistinguishable from the natural.

A few pages later, Vos argues again for the continuance of the covenant of works in
the form of natural law in the post-fall era. Discussing the abiding force of the covenant of
works, he specifically construes it as a subset of natural law, stating that “[it] was a concrete
application of the natural legal relation that obtains between God and man, man can never be
released from it”1® Here, one wonders whether Vos’s polemical concern of antinomianism
obfuscated his presentation of the relationship between the covenant of works and natural law
as he remarks that his construal excludes antinomianism.” The problem is whether it is
legitimate to retrospectively apply the post-fall understanding of the covenant of works—as
natural law without eschatological telos in view—to the pre-fall covenant of works, which

was inherently eschatologically charted.

14 Tbid. My translation.
15 GD 11:35; RD 2:32.
16 GD11:47; RD 2:44.
17 Tbid.
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Drawing from Vos’s theology, we answer the above question negatively. We contend
that a correct understanding of the law element in the covenant of works is vital to
comprehending the nature of sin properly. In essence, the command in the covenant of works
is a morally neutral command that denaturalizes natural law by imbuing it with a supernatural
charge aimed at potential religious advancement. Hence, while Vos occasionally muddies the
water by suggesting that Adam’s sin could be viewed as a violation of natural law—thus
diminishing the eschatological dimension—a consistent reading of his theology necessitates
the denaturalization of Adam’s sin and, consequently, its eschatologization. The following
paragraphs will expand on this point.

In DCRT, Vos argues that “in the covenant of works the natural relationship was made
to serve a positive purpose. It is not set aside, but incorporated into something higher.”18
Given this statement, the challenge arises in understanding how the covenant of works, being
superior to natural law, can simultaneously be a concrete application of it. Alternatively, how
is the natural integrated into the covenantal when the covenantal serves as a concrete
manifestation of the natural? To address this, one must discern Vos’s interpretation of natural
law.?® For Vos, natural law signifies that Adam, inherently and without the need for special
revelation, was inclined toward God in all his actions, motivated by a profound love for God
and an understanding of retribution for any misdeeds.?’ This suggests that natural law does
not exclude God from its reference. Consequently, the integration is not a fusion of a godless
natural element with the covenantal; instead, it combines something inherently oriented

towards God with the covenantal framework.2!

18 DCRT/SW, 244. What perplexes us is that Vos wrote the article and his dogmatics at roughly the
same time. He taught at the Theological School in Grand Rapids for about six years from the fall of 1888 to the
spring of 1894. Hence, by the time he wrote the article (1891), he probably finished composing GD as the
lecture material at the school.

19 To avoid unnecessary discussions on the noetic effect of sin, we focus on Adam’s natural, pre-fall
state here.

20 See GD 11:16-17, 34, 51; RD 2:13-14, 31, 48.

21 This is in line with the section on natural and special revelation in Chapter One.
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Furthermore, expounding the rationale for the probation in Gen 2, Vos remarks that
the probation command is morally neutral to rid sin of all incidental features.??> Only when the
natural elements of the covenant of works are stripped can its supernatural aspect be
highlighted. What Adam faced in the garden was solely God’s will, which had nothing to do
with any natural aspects of natural law. However, this denaturalization of natural law causes
trouble in incorporating the natural into the covenantal or applying the natural in the specific
instance of the covenantal. If the natural aspects of natural law are stripped, then in what
sense is the natural incorporated into the covenantal?

Vos’s answer to this question is straightforward. The natural constitutes the
background of the covenantal. The command itself, when considered solely in terms of its
content, is morally neutral. However, natural law still compels Adam to obey this command,
as he is inherently inclined to obey and please God in all his actions. The previous chapter
shows that the origin of religion is traced back to natural revelation. That means that Adam,
as the image of God, had “an inclination and natural tendency” to obey the abstract and
neutral command.?® Incorporated into the covenantal in this manner, natural law drives Adam
to obey the pre-redemptive special revelation in the form of a denaturalized divine command
for a potential religious advancement that would affirm and secure Adam’s communion with
God.

In short, Vos’s division of the covenant of works into natural and positive aspects can
be perplexing. He nowhere articulates how Adam could exist under the covenant of works
before the establishment of the covenant. Overall, it is fair to say that Vos’s stance is “created
for covenant” instead of “created in covenant.”?* That is to say that there was a period within

which Adam was under natural law but not the covenant of works. The natural was created

22 GD11:51; RD 2:48.

23 Ibid.

24 For a discussion on the difference between the two, see, for example, Joel R. Beeke and Mark Jones,
A Puritan Theology: Doctrine for Life (Grand Rapids, MI: Reformation Heritage Books, 2012), 223-224.
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for the covenantal, although its inception is not covenantal in itself. When addressing the
abiding force of the covenant of works, Vos tends to emphasize the natural aspect and
retroactively applies this overlap between the natural and covenantal to the pre-fall state.

A more consistent Vosian articulation of the relationship between natural law and the
covenantal order, in contrast to Vos’s occasional ambiguity on this matter, is that the natural,
in terms of its teleology, carries no independent significance apart from its role in serving the
covenantal. By pre-redemptive special revelation, we refer to the divine commands and
structures revealed by God to Adam before the fall, specifically within the covenant of works.
These commands transcend natural law by introducing a supernatural, eschatological goal—
confirmed communion with God—which natural law alone, without divine revelation, could
never achieve. The covenantal order, as such, is a specific, positive arrangement that imposes
a higher, supernatural charge upon the natural. In this sense, the pre-redemptive special
revelation does not draw from the natural order but from God’s direct communication and
stipulation to Adam, with the goal of advancing humanity beyond the natural to the Spiritual.

This distinction highlights that while natural law remains a binding force, directing
Adam to obedience out of his natural inclination toward God, it is the covenantal framework,
through special revelation, that advances this obedience toward eschatological fulfillment.
Thus, when we say that the covenant of works carries no natural element, it means that its
specific commandment is denaturalized and its eschatological goal transcends the natural
order, even as the natural law operates in the background to support obedience to these divine
commands. This point underscores the theological and eschatological depth of the covenantal
relationship over the merely natural.

Therefore, Adam’s sin in the covenant of works does not violate any specific aspects
of natural law. Setting aside the noetic effect of sin, which might complicate matters, Vos

would have no obstacles to agreeing with Thomas Aquinas that natural law, as part of divine
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providence, is binding and knowable by nature. Due to its denaturalized nature, God’s
command that Adam shall not eat the fruit is neither universally authoritative nor knowable
by nature and reason alone. Yet, natural law compels Adam to obey God’s particular, non-
naturally regulatory command because, in everything that natural law regulates, Adam must
not stop at goodness on the creaturely level but must have communion with God as the end in
doing anything. The moral neutrality of the command, however, distinguishes Adam’s will by
suspending his practical rationality. Although suffused in the strong resonance of natural law
to obey, Adam, without practical rationality, had to ruminate upon the command by his
voluntary will. Consequently, Adam’s sin is a willful violation of the ultimate principle that
natural law testifies—to love God and have communion with him.

Accordingly, Vos argues that “the feature of a relationship to God is essential for the
concept of sin.”?® Any definition of sin that does not refer to God properly is doomed to
failure. Without delving into Vos’s critique of specific flawed theories of sin, it is enough to
note that “sin is a positive principle of enmity against God.”?® Vos’s definition underscores
the antireligious nature of sin. If religion is essentially communion with God, then sin as a
positive principle of enmity against God is diametrically antireligious. In the eschatological
framework of the covenant of works, this antireligiousness of sin further entails its de-
eschatologizing characteristic. Hence, Vos’s hamartiology includes a theological dimension
and an eschatological dimension.

In summary, Vos’s interpretation of the covenant of works creates a nuanced
understanding of Adam’s sin. He distinguishes between the natural and positive aspects of the
covenant, which leads to ambiguity regarding whether Adam’s sin violated natural law or the

specific commands of the covenant. However, this distinction becomes blurred, especially

25 GD 11:26; RD 2:23.
% GDII:17; RD 2:14.
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when viewed from a post-fall perspective, where Vos seems to merge the covenant of works
with natural law, diminishing its eschatological significance.

A more coherent reading of Vos’s theology suggests that the command in the covenant
of works, though morally neutral, gains a supernatural significance for potential Spiritual
advancement. Thus, while Vos’s bifurcation could imply that Adam’s sin is a violation of
natural law, a consistent interpretation of his theology argues for the eschatological nature of
this sin. This perspective emphasizes that Adam’s transgression requires an eschatological
resolution.

2. Soteriology and Eschatology in the Old Testament Era: Communion with God in the
Ritual Types

If sin results in the loss of eschatological communion with God, the primary objective of
soteriology becomes the re-establishment of a path toward this communion.?’ Consequently,
post-fall eschatology becomes inseparable from soteriology. The Reformed tradition
consistently interprets soteriology as the practical application of salvation achieved by Christ.
In this view, Christ’s singular accomplishment of redemption is known as the historia salutis
or redemption accomplished. In contrast, the ordo salutis or redemption applied refers to how
this accomplished redemption is applied to God’s people.? This presents an immediate
question: How is an OT ordo salutis conceivable without the historia salutis achieved by
Christ? More specifically, if imputation is the mechanism for both transmission of sin and the
bestowal of grace, what form of grace was attributed to the elect in the OT era before Christ

accomplished salvation?

27 For vairous modern understanding of soteriology, see, for example, Richard Lints, “Soteriology,” in
Mapping Modern Theology: A Thematic and Historical Introduction, ed. Kelly M. Kapic and Bruce L.
McCormack (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2012), 259-91.

28 According to Richard B. Gaffin, Herman Ridderbos first used the two terms. See Richard B. Gaffin,
Jr., By Faith, Not by Sight: Paul and the Order of Salvation (Milton Keynes, UK: Paternoster, 2006), 18. Cf.
Herman Ridderbos, “The Redemptive-Historical Character of Paul’s Preaching,” in When the Time Had Fully
Come: Studies in New Testament Theology (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1957), 44—60.

Yet the idea of the distinction between the redemptive work of Christ finished in history and the
application of this work to the believer by the Spirit certainly exists in Vos’s soteriology.
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This section examines Vos’s interpretation of OT soteriology, with a particular focus
on the interplay of symbolism, typology, and their eschatological elements. Vos suggests that
crucial components of the OT, such as the tabernacle, the sacrificial system, and a variety of
offerings, serve dual roles as both symbols and types. These elements, as symbols, are not
merely instructional; they represent Spiritual principles or facts and act as sacraments,
bestowing Spiritual blessings. Typologically, they prefigure the future redemptive work of
Christ and the associated Spiritual blessings.

The intricate relationship between symbolism, typology, and sacramentality in Vos’s
view is grounded in their distinct temporal orientations. While symbols convey immediate,
present spiritual realities and blessings, types are future-oriented, pointing towards and
sacramentally prefiguring the Spiritual realities realized in Christ. This distinction is crucial:
symbols and types, though signifying the same spiritual truths, do so from different temporal
perspectives. Symbols articulate current Spiritual realities, whereas types anticipate their
future fulfillment. This duality enriches symbols with a sacramental quality, marking them as
more than instructional tools; they become means of grace representing present truths and
foreshadowing the progression of the redemptive plan. Therefore, within the soteriological
framework of OT, communion with God with an eschatological trajectory is already
discernible, embodied in OT symbols and types.

This section concludes with a subtle yet significant pitfall in Vos’s construal of
symbolism in BT. In a nutshell, Vos’s symbolism in BT does not adequately explain how a
shadow, which is not the ultimate saving reality, can possess saving efficacy. This critique
does not imply that Vos lacks an answer to this question. On the contrary, his eschatological
explanation of the pactum salutis as the philosophy of redemptive history and revelation in
HED addresses this issue effectively. However, Vos does not incorporate this eschatological

dimension in BT. This absence contributes to a notable theological thinness, resulting in a
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significant discontinuity between the old and new covenants, which will be further explored
later.

A. Soteriology in the Old Testament and the Microcosm of Eschatology in the
History of Special Revelation

The first subsection aims to articulate Vos’s OT soteriology by examining the concepts of
symbol and type, the significance of the tabernacle, the sacrificial system of the law, and the
microcosmic eschatology presented in the variety of offerings. The contention is that Vos’s
OT soteriology contains eschatology due to the eschatological nature of sin and soteriology.
a. Symbol and Type in Vos’s Biblical Theology
Understanding these two concepts is pivotal to grasping Vos’s interpretation of OT
soteriology accurately. Vos elaborates on the function of the ceremonial law by distinguishing
between symbolic and typological aspects. To cite Vos,

A symbol is in its religious significance something that profoundly portrays a certain
fact or principle or relationship of a spiritual nature in a visible form. The things it
pictures are of present existence and present application. They are in force at the time
in which the symbol operates. With the same thing, regarded as a type, it is different.
A typical thing is prospective; it relates to what will become real or applicable in the
future.?®

The crucial point is to understand how the same things can be symbolic and typological
simultaneously.®® Vos’s solution is that “the things symbolized and the things typified are not
different sets of things. They are in reality the same things, only different in this respect that

they come first on a lower stage of development in redemption, and then again, in a later

29 BT, 144. Emphasis added. While Vos’s characterization of biblical types aligns with others (e.g., E.
W. Bullinger, who describes a type as “a figure or exemplar of something future and more or less prophetic,
called the ‘Antitype’”), he uniquely identifies a dual categorization of types. See, E. W. Bullinger, Figures of
Speech Used in the Bible (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 1968), 768. For similar interpretation of types from a
historical point of view, see, for example, James M. Hamilton, Typology—Understanding the Bible s Promise-
Shaped Patterns: How Old Testament Expectations are Fulfilled in Christ (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan
Academic, 2022).

Beyond the traditional historical types in the OT that anticipate NT realities, Vos discerns theological
types symbolizing paradigms in the celestial realm. This concept was thoroughly detailed in the latter part of
HED. This concept only received cursory attention in his lecture notes on BT. The implications of this omission
for his arguments on the OT soteriology in BT will become evident by the conclusion of this section.

30 BT, 145.
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period, on a higher stage.”! Significantly, the development from lower to higher is neither
attributed to symbols and the things symbolized, nor types and the things typified, and
certainly not to symbols and types because they are the same thing, but to the things
symbolized and the things typified. In light of this chronological progression in redemptive
history, Vos indicates that “a type can never be a type independently of its being first a
symbol. The gateway to the house of typology is at the farther end of the house of
symbolism.”3? That is, again, while symbols and types as signifiers are the same thing, and
the things symbolized and the things typified are also the same thing, a temporal development
exists from the former “as the already existing edition of the fact or truth” to the latter “as the
final edition of the same fact or truth.”33

Furthermore, Vos’s OT soteriology requires that symbols are not mere conveyors of
concepts or instructions detached from Spiritual realities. They communicate Spiritual tenets
precisely because they signify these Spiritual truths. In the immediate context of discussing
symbols and types, Vos did not explain how symbols embody redemptive Spiritual realities.
Nevertheless, elsewhere in BT, he seems to suggest that the redemptive efficacy of symbols is
derived from the fact that they are also types. Besides being means of instruction, “[symbols]
are also typical, that is, sacramental, prefigurations conveying assurance concerning the
future realization of the things symbolized.”3* Therefore, the redemptive efficacy of symbols
is effected by their typological dimension, which operates sacramentally through conveying

the redemptive power and Spiritual realities that consist in the final edition of the symbolized

31 Ibid.

32 Tbid.

33 Ibid. It is worth noting that Vos nowhere explicitly explains what specific spiritual realities the
symbols signify. This gap in his exposition is what we attempt to fill in the later sections, by clarifying the
spiritual truths these symbols communicate within the framework of his eschatological construal of the pactum
salutis as a philosophy of redemptive history and revelation.

34 1bid., 27.
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fact.3® The following subsections on the tabernacle, the sacrificial system of the law, and a
variety of offerings further articulate this point.

b. The Tabernacle
Vos observes that “the tabernacle affords a clear instance of the coexistence of the symbolic
and the typical in one of the principal institutions of the Old Testament religion.”% The
tabernacle symbolizes “the eminently religious idea of the dwelling of God with His people,”
while typifying “the final embodiment of salvation in the Christian state.”3” As previously
highlighted, Vos argues that symbols are not merely abstract representations; they only hold
significance when the realities they signify are actively present and at work within them. The
active presence of the signified Spiritual realities necessitates a sacramental interpretation of
the symbols. For instance, Vos contends that the symbolic nature “must not be understood as
purely symbolic, excluding the element of real efficacy. There was in all of them a
sacramental use; they were real means of grace.... The tabernacle, then, represented not
merely symbolically the indwelling of God among Israel, but actually contained it.”3® The

crux of Vos’s argument is that genuine communion with God happened in the tabernacle

before Christ’s redemptive work in history.®

35 Vos’s sacramental interpretation of symbolism is different from Hans Boersma’s recent retrieval of
sacramental ontology. The latter is an approach designed to recapture the theology of heavenly engagement and
reflect the Pauline emphasis on our celestial vocation. See Hans Boersma, Heavenly Participation: The Weaving
of a Sacramental Tapestry (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2011), 3—6. Boersma believes this perspective offers
an alternative to a temporally-focused eschatology, suggesting that the ultimate end (telos) of creation lies in
unveiling its heavenly associations.

Yet, due to Boersma’s recourse to the “Platonist-Christian synthesis” in establishing a sacramental
ontology, the construed sacrament is universal and creational and blurs the Creator-creature distinction at points.
See Ibid., 21, 24. In contrast, Vos’s sacramental interpretation of symbolism is redemptive without blurring the
creator-creature distinction.

Furthermore, we will critique Vos’s construal that symbols “borrow” their efficacy from the future later
in the chapter. The missing link is the incorporation of the pactum salutis into this OT redemptive framework.
Without specifying the content of the symbolized heavenly realities, Vos resorts to the typified work of Christ to
explain the saving efficacy of symbols, leaving a gap in how these symbols function within the covenantal
structure itself.

36 Ibid., 148.

37 Ibid. For the purpose of this subsection, we do not need to examine Vos’s argument in detail. For
reference, see Ibid., 148-51.

38 Ibid., 153-54.

39 This does not mean that the reception of the saving grace is automatic. Vos emphasizes constantly in
BT that salvation is received by faith in both old and new Testaments. See, for example, BT, 83—87, 104, 128—
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Although Vos’s sacramental symbolism is remarkable as it counteracts the primary
consequence of sin—the severance of communion with God in both its eschatological and
existential facets due to humanity’s hostility towards God, what the tabernacle symbolizes
and typifies is not redemptive. As previously mentioned, in symbolizing the dwelling of God,
the tabernacle typifies the final embodiment of salvation, namely, communion with God. The
primary purpose of the tabernacle is to “realize the indwelling of Jehovah.”*® Hence, Vos
remarks, “the tabernacle is... a concentrated theocracy.”*! As will be examined later in this
chapter, theocracy is the result of redemption instead of the means to it.*> Yet, from Vos’s
soteriological standpoint, the theocratic communion is feasible solely by imputing Christ’s
righteousness. What transpired within the tabernacle that allowed for this imputation before
the completion of Christ’s redemptive act? To delve into this, we turn to Vos’s exploration of
the sacrificial system of the law.

c. The Sacrificial System of the Law

This subsection does not intend to validate Vos’s interpretation of ritual laws. Instead, it
presents his theology of sacrifice, setting the stage for the discussion in the following
subsection. The contention is that the sacrificial system, pivotal to the tabernacle rites,
enabled communion with God and reinstated the eschatological trajectory.*® Moreover, the
variety of sacrifices depicted in these rites offers an extensive representation of redemption,

encompassing both historia and ordo salutis, which depict a microcosmic eschatology.

129, and 387-390. He also indicates that “the objective content of faith” is different in old and new covenants.
Ibid., 85. Unlike “the raising of Christ from the dead” in the new covenant, the content of faith in the old is the
sacrificial system of the law, which embodies the gospel symbolically and typologically. The following
subsection articulates this point.

40 Tbid., 148.

41 Tbid.

42 More on this point later in this chapter. But a brief clatification is in order here to avoid
misunderstanding. According to Vos, the Mosiac theocracy is established after the OT redemptive event—
Exodus. From this perspective, it is legitimate to argue that the theorcracy is the result of redemption but not the
means to it. However, this construal is not to negate that the sacrificial system of the law as the ongoing means
of redemption consists in the Mosaic theocracy. Because the OT lacks Christ’s once-for-all redemption, various
symbols are to be expected.

43 1bid., 155.
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Vos initiates his examination of the sacrificial system of the law by differentiating two
facets of sacrifice: expiation and consecration. “The expiatory element in sacrifice... takes its
origin from sin.”** Differently, consecration is “not first made necessary by sin. It is as old as
religion itself, nay, constitutes the very essence of religion.”*® By consecration, Vos refers to
communion with God from the vantage point of humans wholly dedicating their lives to the
divine.*8 Furthermore, Vos suggests that consecration in a sinless religious context does not
necessitate that “the specifically sacrificial form of consecration is as old as the practice of
the idea itself,” as the communion between God and humans in a sinless condition would be
“immediate and spiritual.”*’ Consequently, the tangible form of consecration—sacrifice—
emerges from sin.*® In other words, under Vos’s deeper Protestant conception, irrespective of
their sinful state, humans are inherently bound to God and must commit their entire existence
to him.*° Sin, however, did not alter the essence of consecration but introduced the need for
expiation via sacrifice to enable indirect communion with God. In the OT era, both the
consecratory and expiatory elements carry symbolic significance, and their essence is
sacramental.

Sacrifice is classified under the broader categories of offerings and gifts. It
distinguishes itself from a mere gift because “part or the whole of its substance comes upon
the altar. Without the altar there would be no sacrifice.”>® The prominence of the altar is
rooted in “the direct consumption of the sacrifice by Jehovah.”>! This act is not driven by a
mundane interpretation, as if God requires sustenance or relishes the scent of combustion.

Instead, it serves as a symbolic representation of “a God-centred religion.”? That is,

44 1bid., 156.

45 Tbid.

46 GD 111:106; RD 3:99.

47 BT, 156. Note that Vos does not make further distinction between natural and Spiritual communion.
48 Ibid.

49 GD1I:16; 111:106; RD 2:13; 3:99.

50 BT, 157.

5 Ibid.

52 1bid., 158.
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symbolically, as the God of Israel, “He cannot exist without [consecratory sacrifice with an
expiatory element], since for this very purpose He has chosen Israel and instituted the ritual
service, that there might be a never-ceasing supply of praise and consecration for Him.”3 In
short, consecratory sacrifices emphasize that “God is not satisfied in the religious converse
between Himself and man with anything short of the consecration of life itself.”>* The fact
that animals and agricultural products for sacrifice both “constitute the sustenance of the life
of the offerer” and “form the product of his life” affirms that the essence of sacrifice is the
consecration of life.®

The expiatory element of sacrifice, though indispensable, only serves as a means to an
end, namely, as soteriology to eschatology. Within Vos’s soteriological framework, Christ’s
passive obedience absolves the sinner from divine judgment, while his active obedience
ensures justification and eternal life. Together, passive and active obedience constitute the
historia salutis. Yet this historia salutis must be applied to the sinner for her to have
communion with God. That is to say that both historia salutis and ordo salutis are
indispensable for an OT believer if there is true communion with God, which Vos affirms.
Therefore, besides typifying this work of Christ, the OT sacrifices must symbolize it
sacramentally as an actual means of grace so that the DNA of true religion is never missing.

In delineating the sacramental essence of sacrifices, Vos sheds light on the
relationship between the offerer and the sacrifice. Deviating from a solely symbolic
understanding, Vos supports “the symbolico-vicarious theory of sacrifice.”® This theory
highlights “the recognition by ritual itself that nothing can be done in man himself with the

proper effect, and that, therefore, a substitute must take his place.”®” Substitution entails the

53 Ibid.
% Ibid., 159.
%5 Tbid.
% Tbid., 160.
57 Tbid.

69



objectivity of the symbolic meaning of the ritual. That is, the entire transaction, though done
for the benefit of the offerer, is done outside of her.58 This outwardness reflects the feature of
the historia salutis in that Christ’s redemptive work is done first and foremost outside of the
sinner.

The stages of the sacrificial ritual further elaborate the external, symbolico-vicarious
relationship between the offerer and the sacrifice. The selection of a perfect animal of its kind
symbolizes the ethical perfection of the substitute in a negative fashion because it is innocent
simply by its amorality.>® The next step is the offerer laying on hands. Vos indicates that
laying on of hand always symbolized a transfer from one person to another and that the latter
is “a second person different from the offerer.”%0 In the case of sacrificial ritual, “the
transferred thing was nothing else but the sin, i.e., the liability to death-punishment on the
part of the offerer.”8! Vos’s clarification that the transferred sin is the liability to punishment
is crucial because it endorses the externality of the nature of the atonement.%? Closely related
to the second step is animal slaying by the offerer. A distinction must be made between the
slaying as an inevitable means for obtaining the blood and fat for ritual use and as a
significant part of the ritual with its own meaning. Vos unswervingly argues that the slaying
of the sin-bearing animal symbolizes that “death is the penalty of sin, vicariously inflicted in
sacrifice.”®3

In addition to the above steps, Vos concentrates on the symbolic meaning of blood in
the ritual. Addressing the observation that not the slaying but the blood appears in the law as
the means of expiation, Vos articulates that, in the ritual, the symbol was not blood itself but

the flowing out of blood, the symbolic meaning of which is not life but the life departing,

58 Tbid.

% Ibid., 162.

60 Tbid.

61 Ibid., 163. Emphasis original.

62 Yet note here again that Vos does not mention the imputed sin as the liability to guilt.
63 BT, 163.
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hence death.%* Affirming the symbolic meaning of death does not entail negating the
connection between blood and life. On the contrary, based on Lev 17:11, by using the notion
of life, Vos not only identifies blood with life in the conception of ritual but also life with soul
and, by implication, blood with soul. The notion of soul underlines “individuation” and
“sensibility,” two aspects that might easily be ignored in the concept of life.%®> They
accentuate that a substitute for the offerer must be an individual and that this individual must
be capable of feeling and suffering.® In short, the rich symbolism of blood in sacrifice
resides in its symbolization of the suffering and death of a substitutionary individual.

The correlation that Vos made between the symbolism of blood and the doctrine of
atonement deserves extra attention. Dogmatically, the atonement itself—the historia salutis—
and the application of the atonement—the ordo salutis—are different. Yet symbolically, the
blood ritual takes the two in one.®” Vos observes that “the process of covering is not
completed until the blood, as the symbol of death, has been applied to the altar, i.e., brought
into contact with God, who dwells in the altar.”® This explains why the law did not say that
the slaying atones but “the application of the blood to the altar [does].”®® Thus, the blood
ritual describes both the atonement and its application. Specifically, the covering does not
mean pleasing the angry God by sacrifices because human beings do not placate God, but
God smoothes out the abnormality in the ill-disposition of human beings.”® In other words,
contrary to a common misunderstanding that God’s attitude toward human beings—merciful
or wrathful—depends on whether there are sacrifices, Vos’s point is that God’s love is the

source and foundation of the possibility of atonement through sacrifices.” Yet it is

64 Ibid., 164.

6 Ibid., 165.

%6 Tbid.

67 Ibid., 164.

68 Tbid.

89 Tbid.

0 Tbid., 168.

1 This misunderstanding is not only common among Christian community in general, but even exists

in prominent theologians such as Karl Barth. For example, in opposing the doctrine of the pactum salutis, Barth
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incomplete for Vos to say that “the sin in man, as calling forth a reaction from the offended
holiness of God, is what renders the covering necessary.”’? God’s offended holiness alone
does not entail covering but judgment. Instead, the dynamic of God’s love and holiness
necessitates the covering.

The burning of the animal follows the covering. Making a distinction between
burning for consumption (4igtir) and sublimation (saraf), Vos argues that this burning in
sacrificial rituals belongs to the latter as “a process whereby something is changed into a finer
substance.”’”® The symbolic meaning is arguably the consecration of the whole person to God.
In the symbol of yielding a sweet odour of delight to God, this consecration of the whole life
in obedience pleases God as the core of religion.”* Whether this consecration refers to the
vicarious one on behalf of the offerer or the offerer herself would only be a problem if one
finds a conflict between vicariousness and consecration. For Vos, the symbolico-vicarious
significance of sacrifices carries through the whole process of the ritual.” In doctrinal terms,
the historia salutis determines the shape of sacrificial rituals.

The symbolic significance of the historia salutis in the sacrificial rituals does not rule
out the signification of the ordo salutis in the rituals. Besides linking the application of the
blood on the altar to justification, Vos argues that the sacrificial meal peculiar to the peace
offerings symbolizes communion with God. Both the notion of peace and meal have a

positive connotation in the context. The peace offering symbolizes “the state of positive

argues that this doctrine makes us to reckon with “the existence of a God who is righteous in abstracto and not
free to be gracious from the very first.... It is only with the conclusion of this contract with himself that he
ceases to be a righteous God in abstracto and becomes the God who in his righteousness is also merciful and
therefore able to exercise grace.” See Karl Barth, The Church Dogmatics, vol. 1V/2, ed. Geoffrey W. Bromiley
and T. F. Torrance, trans. Geoffrey W. Bromiley (Edingurgh: T&T Clark, 1958), 65.

Chapter Five will further demonstrate the primacy of divine love in redemption from the perspective of
Vos’s supralapsarianism. Chapter Six will further elaborate divine love through a constructive explanation of
supralapsarianism and the shape of Vos’s eschatology from the perspective of divine attributes.

2 BT, 168.

2 Ibid., 169.

4 Tbid.

75 Tbid.
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favour and blessedness enjoyed in the religion of Jehovah, which at all times includes more
than the sacrificial relief obtained from sin.”’® A meal in the oriental context signifies both
“the cessation of hostility and the communion of friendship.”’” Notably, this meal is to be
consumed by the offerer. Therefore, sacrificial meals symbolize the restored communion
between God and the offerer.

To recapitulate, this subsection presents Vos’s theology of sacrifice, where the
distinction between expiation and consecration helps clarify the external form and the inner
essence of religion. These sacrificial rituals, being symbolic and vicarious, function as actual
means of grace through which God imparts saving efficacy to the sinner.

d. The Variety of Offerings and Eschatology

After construing a theology of sacrifice in general, Vos moves on to further elaborate the
intrinsic logic of the variety of offerings. The foundations of Vos’s elaboration are still the
distinction between expiation and consecration and the symbol-type dynamic. These two
leading aspects are so crucial in Vos’s explanation of sacrifice that he interprets the purpose
of each kind of sacrifice accordingly and the meaning of the variety of offerings as an organic
whole in this way as well.

Considering each kind of sacrifice separately, Vos indicates that “in each sacrifice
there is substitution, the exchange of what is sacrificed for the person bringing the sacrifice.
Therefore, even in the thank offerings those actions from the sacrifices of atonement were
repeated in order to demonstrate that there can be no peace and fellowship with God other
than on the basis of satisfaction.”’® Given the indispensable correlation between substitution
and expiation, Vos essentially says that in each sacrifice, there exists the expiatory element,

without which no communion with God is achievable.

6 Ibid., 170.
7 Tbid.
8 GDI:110-111; RD 3:102-103.
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Furthermore, not only the expiatory element is expected in each sacrifice, but also the
consecratory element. According to Vos, the most apparent consecratory idea resides in the
burnt offering, which carries neither the sense of total destruction nor a purification
associated with destruction but “the dedication of life to God.””® God “must have the whole
of life, as the burnt offering shows... [that it] ascends by the fire and provides for God a
pleasing aroma.”® Yet just as the expiatory element stands in the foreground of the sin
offering but presents in each sacrifice, the consecratory element, namely the burning for
consecration, is most remarkable in the burnt offering but is also observable in each sacrifice.
Therefore, given its possession of both the expiatory and consecratory elements, each
sacrifice functions as an expiatory sacrament in a limited way.

The limitedness of each type of sacrifice is not because of its typological finiteness
but the constituent nature regarding the sacrificial system as an organic whole. Vos makes the
point clear in the following quote:

The classification of animal sacrifices represents an ascending scale, beginning, as it

were, with the worst point, religiously considered, in the state of the offerer, and

ending with the acme of his religious blessedness. The distinction between the classes
is not a distinction of exclusive expression of single points, but one of emphasis on
particular points, which in the succeeding classes are not dismissed from view, but

recapitulated, so that the final class contains the whole in proper arrangement of the
several elements.

In short, instead of discrete rituals, the diverse offerings constitute an organic sacrificial
ritual, which is a typological representation of both the Aistoria and the ordo salutis. In Vos’s
theological construal, the sin offerings, with their “elaborate manipulation of the blood,”
stands out in the expiatory function. It rectifies the offence offered to God by sinners

negatively.8? On the other hand, the trespass offerings, or guilt offerings, by offering to God

79 GDIII:112; RD 3:104.
80 [hid.

81 BT, 170.

82 Ibid., 171.
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what ought to have been given to him, namely obedience, positively makes restitution.8
Concerning burnt offerings, strong emphasis is placed upon consecration in the expression of
the burning of the entire sacrifice upon the altar.8* After the expiation of sin, the restitution of
obedience, and the consecration of life, comes communion with God, typified by peace
offerings with sacrificial meals. If there is still an offering that may come meaningfully after
the peace offering, it is the vegetable offering as “a consecration of fruit, that is, of the
diversified product of life.”®® By construing the offerings in this organic manner, Vos argues
that they have an ascending scale from the beginning state where sin needs to be expiated to
the final state of bearing the fruit of life through communion with God.

Therefore, already in the post-fall OT era, a soteriological eschatology was present.
While the inauguration of the eschaton is still awaiting the redemptive work of Christ,
especially his ascension, as will be examined in Chapter Three, eschatology in this period is
intelligible in the transition from sin to a genuine communion with God sacramentally and in
its then redemptive trajectory. On the one hand, this eschatology is individually existential
because communion with God for the offerer indicates her eschatologically secured
salvation.8® Living, existential fellowship exists between God and the offerer. On the other
hand, it is redemptive-historical because communion with God signified by sacrificial meals
points forward to its anti-typological fulfilment of Christ’s priestly work.

e. Shortcomings of Vos’s Symbolism in BT

Remarkably, while Vos insightfully argues for the sacramental efficacy of symbols and types,
he does not fully address how something that is essentially a shadow or type can carry actual

saving efficacy. On the one hand, he notes that types are grounded in their symbolic

83 Ibid.

84 Tbid.

8 Ibid., 172.

86 Tt is worth noting here that Vos would never say sacrificial rituals secures genuine salvation for the

offerer. His explanation of the relationship between the covennat of grace and election applies to OT rituals, too.
See GD I11:100-114; RD 2:99-112.
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dimension; on the other hand, he hints that the saving efficacy of symbols is derived from
their typological aspect. This dual characterization—sacrifices being both efficacious in their
own right and as types foreshadowing Christ’s work—might seem ad hoc due to the
ambiguity mentioned. As Vos observes, “[t]he idea that the Old Covenant prefigures or
foreshadows the content of the New does not of itself furnish it. For the figure and the
shadow are not the reality, and it is precisely for the reality during the time that they flitted
across the scene of history that we are looking.”®’ In short, Vos’s symbolism and typology in
BT require further theological substantiation, which we will explore in the next section by
elaborating on his interpretation of eschatology as the philosophy of redemptive history and
revelation.88

B. Conclusion
In conclusion, this section explores the intricate dynamics of soteriology and eschatology in
the OT era, as interpreted by Vos, whose theological framework integrates symbolism,
typology, and sacramentality, underscoring their pivotal roles in expressing the communion
with God that constitutes the heart of OT soteriology. His examination of ritual types reveals
their dual function as both symbols of present spiritual realities and types foreshadowing
Christ’s future redemptive work. This dual nature imbues these symbols with a sacramental
quality, making them not merely instructional but means of grace that simultaneously
represent current truths and anticipate the fulfillment of God’s redemptive plan.

However, Vos’s presentation in B7, while rich in its historical and typological
insights, has a tension in reconciling the present efficacy of these shadows or types with the

reality they signify, a point where Vos’s symbolism requires deeper theological substantiation.

87 HED/SW, 197.

88 To attribute the sacramental efficacy to divine power, providence, or the Spirit does not fully resolve
the issue. When applied in this context, these concepts are formal rather than material—that is, they do not
actually explain how the efficacy operates. For instance, if it is God’s providence or power that confers present
efficacy on what are essentially shadows or types of future realities, the question remains: How do these
symbols function sacramentally in the present when their full reality is only realized in Christ?
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Despite this, his interpretation contributes profoundly to understanding the eschatological
trajectory inherent in OT soteriology, bridging the existential and redemptive-historical
aspects of communion with God. This exploration thus enriches our comprehension of the
role of the OT in the narrative of redemption and highlights areas for inquiry in the next
section.

3. How Eschatology Effectuates OT Soteriology: Eschatology as the Philosophy of
Redemptive History and Revelation

This section aims to elaborate on one of the unique, if not the most unique, aspects of Vos’s
eschatology within the category of theologia ectypa secundum quid in subiectis: in
correlation with the pactum salutis, eschatology becomes the philosophy of redemptive
history and revelation. This correlation, on the one hand, explains the mechanism behind the
symbolic and typological system in BT, on the other hand, it completes Vos’s search for the
organic bond connecting the old and new covenants. We will focus on two important essays
written by Vos: IBT in 1894 and HED in 1916, which display a key development in Vos’s
understanding of the organic connection between the covenants—a development that is
fundamentally eschatological.

The first subsection critically examines Vos’s inaugural address for the professorship
of biblical theology at Princeton in 1894. In contrast to evolutionary philosophy and
metaphysical agnosticism, which he critiques, Vos proposes an organic understanding of the
relationship between the old and new covenants. Yet, unfortunately, his critique of
evolutionary philosophy and metaphysical agnosticism is applicable to his own construction
of the organic principle that is supposed to unite the old and new covenants. With this pitfall
in mind, the second subsection examines Vos’s article in 1916 on the theology of Hebrews, in
which Vos suggests that the organic principle between the old and new covenants is not to be
found within history but is a transcendental bond—the pactum salutis. What effectuates the

sacramental efficacy of symbols is this eternal covenant, which symbols signify. Given this
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transcendental reality, OT symbols and types are no longer pure shadows pointing to the work
of Christ without redemptive reality. Instead, they carry redemptive reality as far as they
signify the pactum salutis, which, in a provisional and typological manner through revelation,
was reflected in and projected itself into the religious experience of the ancient people of

God.®®

A. “The Idea of Biblical Theology as a Science and as a Theological Discipline”: In
Seeking the Organic Continuity between the Old and New Covenants

In this article, Vos’s aim was at least threefold. The first is to state the features of biblical
theology in order to define it accurately. Based on the first step, the second is to distinguish it
from other theological disciplines to highlight its necessity as a theological discipline. Third,
to critically compare it with other versions of biblical theology, especially the ones affected
by “evolutionistic philosophy.”® This subsection focuses on the element of organicity in
Vos’s definition of biblical theology and critically evaluates whether Vos’s argument is
sufficient.

Rather than initiating his discourse with a straightforward definition of biblical
theology, Vos embarks on a deductive exploration—punctuated by inductive observations—
that eventually terminates in a definition. He commences by positing that theology does not
endeavor to comprehend God in his intrinsic nature but only insofar as God has chosen to
reveal Himself.%! This proposition inevitably implies that the theological enterprise ought to
be approached with a posture of dependence and receptivity.® For Vos, the foremost

obligation of a theologian is to allow the image of God’s self-revelation in the Scriptures to

89 HED/SW, 199.

9 IBT/SW, 15. By evolutionistic philosophy, Vos specifically means the idea of evolution in biology—
the progress from simpler and lower form of life to more complicated and higher form of life—applied to the
study of religion.

% Ibid., 5.

92 Tbid. Cornelius Van Til’s broader apologetic argument that Christian knowledge ought to be
receptively reconstructive instead of creatively constructive is possibly inspired by Vos’s narrower theological
point here that theology is to be done in a dependent and receptive way. See, Cornelius Van Til, An Introduction
to Systematic Theology (Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R, 1949), 25-26.
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reflect as lucidly and comprehensively as possible within her intellectual purview. Vos’s
methodology resonates with a tenet of Webster’s systematic theology principles, which
asserts that “the divine Word... is the external cognitive principle of systematic theology.
Systematic theology must at every point return to this principle as a commentary returns to its
text.”?3

However, less consistent than Webster in constructing a theological theology, Vos
differentiates systematic theology from biblical theology in that the former is constructed
systematically and logically while the latter historically.?* He remarks,

in Biblical Theology both the form and contents of revelation are considered as parts

and products of a divine work. In Systematic Theology these same contents of

revelation appear, but not under the aspect of the stages of a divine work; rather as the

material for a human work of classifying and systematising according to logical

principles. Biblical Theology applies no other method of grouping and arranging these
contents than is given in the divine economy of revelation itself.%

Vos’s differentiation has gone awry, according to Webster. He critiques that Vos’s distinction
would shift logical principles in systematic theology from subordinate to primary status and
devolve a major component of systematic theology—the presentation of revelation in its
canonical form—onto another theological discipline.®® The result of the two problems is that
systematic theology would become “a kind of analytical theology, operating at some distance
from the idiom of Scripture and heavily conceptual in tone and structure.”®” A complete
evaluation of Webster’s critique of Vos’s distinction between systematic and biblical theology
is beyond the scope of this section. Yet Webster would probably qualify his critical comments
had he examined the following quote at the end of the same article:

Biblical Theology is of the greatest importance and value for the study of Systematic

Theology.... All attempts to show that the doctrines developed and formulated by the

Church have no real foundation in the Bible, stand themselves without the pale of
Theology, inasmuch as they imply that Christianity is a purely natural phenomenon,

93 Webster, The Domain, 146.
94 IBT/SW 23.

9 Ibid., 7.

9 Webster, The Domain, 148.
97 Tbid.
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and that the Church has now for nineteen centuries been chasing her own shadow.
Dogmatic Theology is, when rightly cultivated, as truly a Biblical and as truly an
inductive science as its younger sister.%

Vos’s GD is a faithful application and demonstration of this principle.%

While not transformed into analytic theology, Vos’s systematic theology did yield the
historical elements to biblical theology, making the latter a study of God’s revelation in
history. To unfold, Vos’s ideal that all theology is to be done dependently and receptively
does not negate different degrees regarding receptivity. Exegetical theology, as “a smaller
organism” in theological disciplines, is the most receptive theological discipline.1® Vos
further distinguishes two aspects of exegetical theology, namely exegetical theology as “the
formation of the Scriptures” and “the actual revelation of God.”*! Biblical theology is the
part of exegetical theology that studies the revelation of God, which cannot but be
historical 192 Specifically, Vos’s biblical theology underlines not the completed text but “the
form and contents of revelation from the point of view of the revealing activity of God.”1% In
other words, it deals with revelation “in the active sense, as an act of God, and tries to

understand and trace and describe this act.”104

% IBT/SW, 23.

9 Tt can be argued that both Vos and Webster emphasize a similar approach to theology, one that
prioritizes Scripture and the inherent historical consciousness. However, their methods differ. Vos differentiates
the two based on their foundational principles: history for one and logic for the other. On the other hand,
Webster sees merit in integrating both principles. This integration aims to safeguard systematic theology from
becoming overly abstract by infusing it with the vitality of the historicity of Scripture. While Vos’s methodology
calls for an awareness of how systematic theology is generated and governed by biblical theology, Webster’s
approach demands a sophisticated manoeuvre between the historical and logical principles of construction.
More on this issue in footnote 104.

100 Tbid., 5.

101 Ibid., 6.

102 Tbid.6, 8.

103 Ibid., 7.

104 Tbid. The distinction Vos makes between biblical and systematic theology is well exemplified in his
treatment of the subject of biblical theology. This distinction is validated by considering the challenges in
adhering strictly to the historical trajectory of revelation when addressing specific doctrinal themes. Systematic
theology, which often begins with the doctrine of God or prolegomena, would struggle to cover topics like the
names of God, the Trinity, divine attributes, decrees, and the nature and scope of revelation if constrained by a
strict historical progression from the outset. This approach would scarcely allow for an in-depth exploration of
these topics. However, a detailed examination of Vos’s BT shows his skill in organically weaving most doctrinal
themes from his GD, thereby tracing the unfolding of divine revelation.

It is crucial to note that the popular interpretation of Vos’s distinction between systematic and biblical
theology as a contrast between “circles versus a line” is an oversimplification. This interpretation fails to capture
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As God’s acts in history, the first feature of revelation is “its historical progress.”1%
Vos explains from four perspectives why this historical feature is essential. The first reason is
“the finiteness of the human understanding.”1% Yet Vos immediately expands the epistemic
horizon by remarking that this explanation can never wholly satisfy. According to him, the
deeper ground of the historical character of revelation “must be sought in the nature of
revelation itself.”197 As an interpretative constituent of God’s saving deeds, which “proceeds
on the basis of and in contact with the natural development of this world and of the human
race,” revelation must assume the historical form because it is “at almost every point
interwoven with and conditioned by the redeeming activity of God in its wider sense.”108
Furthermore, Vos indicates that the historical character of revelation is also entailed by the
identification of revelation with history in cases of the history-making acts such as exodus,
the crucifixion, and the resurrection.1% In these cases, history forms a part of revelation, and

thus revelation necessarily follows the principle of historical sequence. The last perspective is

the subtlety of Vos’s view. After stating that “biblical theology seeks to reproduce a line,” Vos immeidately
clarifies that

I do not mean by the use of this figure, that within Biblical Theology there is no grouping of facts at all.

The line of which I speak does not represent a monotonous recital of revelation, and does not resemble

a string, even though it be conceived of as a string of pearls. The line of revelation is like the stem of

those trees that grow in rings. Each successive ring has grown out of the preceding one. But out of the

sap and vigor that is in this stem there springs a crown with branches and leaves and flowers and fruit.

Such is the true relation between Biblical and Systematic Theology. Dogmatics is the crown which

grows out of all the work that Biblical Theology can accomplish.... Biblical Theology will also

demonstrate that the fundamental doctrines of our faith do not rest, as many would fain believe, on an
arbitrary exposition of some isolated proof-texts. It will not so much prove these doctrines, as it will do
what is far better than proof-make them grow out organically before our eyes from the stem of
revelation.
See IBT/SW, 23-24. This vital perspective is often overlooked by both Vos’s supporters and detractors. Vos
posits two essential doctrinal assertions: 1. The crux of revelation—the gospel with its redemptive potency—is
sacramentally manifested throughout the entirety of the historical revelation process. 2. When we engage with
the Scriptures, interpreting the trajectory of historical revelation, elements of systematic theology can be
discerned at every stage, though these elements manifest with varying degrees of clarity and complexity.

In essence, bona fide biblical theology naturally gives rise to systematic theology, much like a stem
yields branches, leaves, flowers, and fruit. Conversely, a robust systematic theology is invariably anchored in
biblical theology.

105 Ibid. Empbhasis is original.

106 Tbid.

107 Tbid., 8.

108 Tbid.

109 Tbid., 9.
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the practical aspect of revelation. Revelation as “a knowledge intended to enter into the actual
life of man” has to be “a living historical thing.”110 Yet, the practicality of revelation does not
entail ongoing revelation because God’s acts with universal and objective significance differ
from applying this significance subjectively to individuals.'! Vos strictly limits revelation to
the former.

However, the historical aspect of revelation inevitably encounters the challenge of
historicism. It is crucial to specifically identify this problem as Vos perceives it,
distinguishing it from the broader concerns associated with historicism. This distinction is
essential because Vos’s 1894 article uses the concept of organicity to address this issue, and
we will critically evaluate whether his organic solution is successful. To delve into this, we
first examine the general understanding of the threat of historicism to biblical theology. Then,
drawing on Darren Sarisky’s insights, we show that history is not necessarily in tension with
theology. Armed with this understanding, we proceed to Meredith G. Kline’s extension of
Vos’s idea—that revelation, as a living historical entity, is integral to humanity’s actual life.!1?
Kline refines this concept by differentiating between Canon and Scripture, which helps
pinpoint Vos’s specific concerns about historicism.

In general, the challenge of historicism to biblical theology is its treatment of
Scripture as purely historical, human documents and the incredibility of Scripture generated
by this historical reading.!!3 In addressing challenges of this sort, Sarisky argues that a
historical reading of Scripture does not necessarily contradict a theological reading. What

contradicts a theological reading of Scripture is “metaphysical naturalism” consistently

110 Tbid., 10.

111 This is in line with the distinction between the historia salutis and ordo salutis we made earlier in
this chapter.

112 For Vos, the integration is limited to the period when special revelation is still ongoing.

113 For a more sophisticated historical examination, see Johannes Zachhuber, “The Historical Turn,” in
The Oxford Handbook of Nineteenth-Century Christian Thought, ed. Joel D. S. Rasmussen, Judith Wolfe, and
Johannes Zachhuber (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2019), 53—71. According to Zachhuber, “religious or
theological historicism depended on the establishment of a precise chronological framework into which
individual textual witnesses from the Christian tradition could be fitted.” See Ibid., 56.
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applied to hermeneutics or an incoherent combination of metaphysical supernaturalism and
“methodological naturalism.”' To highlight “the value of historical consciousness,”
naturalism is not the only way.!?® The formation of Scripture requires theological readers to
be “alert to social, cultural, and political currents within the text’s milieu of origin™ while
aware that the historical context cannot “exhaustively describe the real.”'® Avoiding a history
and naturalism conflation would help avoid “a history/theology dualism.”

Echoing Sarisky’s point that naturalism is not the only way to highlight historical
consciousness, the historical features of revelation that Vos proposes already suggest that
Scripture’s relation to history is more profound than it seems to be. A measured historical
consciousness contributes a more accurate understanding of a particular biblical word, verse,
or book in its historical context to theology. Suppose revelation is concomitant with God’s
redemptive acts in history, identical to specific historical events, and constitutes the
covenantal life of Israelites. In that case, history not only contributes to a more historically
sensitive reading of Scripture but establishes the framework for interpreting the Scripture.

Kline developed Vos’s biblical theology in light of Cornelius Van Til’s theological
apologetics and accordingly interpreted the relation between Scripture and history.118 In
Kline’s construal, which is entirely in line with Vos’s exposition of the historical feature of
biblical theology, in addition to being the context within which Scripture was formed, history
is essentially linked to Scripture that Scripture is “the historically authentic concept of

covenantal canon with its identification of the two treaty canons, old and new....”'*® Without

114 Darren Sarisky, Reading the Bible Theologically (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2019),
151-87, 346-62.

15 1bid., 171.

116 Thid., 298.

17 Ibid., 184.

118 Mark W. Karlberg, “Reformed Theology as the Theology of the Covenants: The Contributions of
Meredith G. Kline to Reformed Systematics,” in Creator, Redeemer, Consummator: A Festschrift for Meredith
G. Kline, ed. Howard Griffith and John R. Muether (Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock Publishers, 2000), 235-252.

119 Meredith G. Kline, The Structure of Biblical Authority, 2" ed. (Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock
Publishers, 1997), 110.
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probing Kline’s argument in detail, we only need to present the purpose of his research on the
significance of the historicity of Scripture, his definition of canon and Scripture, and the
conclusion.

The purpose of his study in The Structure is straightforward: “the more precise
delineation of biblical canonicity requires that it be perceived as fully as possible in its
specific historical character.”?0 To achieve this goal, Kline emphasizes the treaty nature of
the Old and New Testaments, which means that “all [the] literary forms of [Scripture] possess
a functional unity as instruments of Yahweh’s ongoing covenantal oversight of the conduct
and faith of his vassal people.”?2! Kline’s historical consciousness leads to a necessary
distinction between canon and Scripture. If the Old and New Testaments are “two discrete
covenant polities, and since biblical canon is covenantal polity-canon, [then] they are two
discrete canons in series.”?2 The reason is that “canonicity precisely and properly defined is a
matter of community life-norms,” yet “the Old Testament’s community life-norms for Israel
are replaced in the New Testament by a new polity for the church.”1?® Different from canon,
Scripture is “the broader entity consisting of the canonical oracles of God communicated to
his people in both Mosaic and Messianic eras.”'?* Kline concludes that this “historically and
legally more precise concept of canon” presents a more comprehensive relationship between
history and Scripture.125

Vos’s concern about historicism is to be explained in this construal of the dynamic
between history and Scripture. Vos indicates that “the idea of historic development is not

sufficiently definite of itself to explain the manner in which divine truth has been

120 Tbid., 25. Emphasis added.

121 Tbid., 46.

122 Tbid., 99.

123 Ibid., 102. Empbhasis is original.

124 Tbid., 100-101.

125 Kline’s interpretation of Scripture as covenant document is indispensable to Kevin Vanhoozer’s
canonical-linguistic theology and a directive theory of doctrine that roots theology more firmly in Scripture. See
especially The Drama of Doctrine: A Canonical-Linguistic Approach to Christian Theology (Louisville, KY:
Westminster John Knox Press, 2005), 115-50.

84



progressively revealed.”'26 The insufficiency of history in explaining divine revelation lies in
its nature of fluidity on the one hand and the requirement of the perfection of revelation on
the other. According to Vos, if revelation is to “retain its divine and absolute character at all,
[it] must be perfect from the beginning.”12” What Vos seeks here is a metaphysical ground
that cannot be reduced to the flow of history. Put differently, Vos attempts to construct a
biblical theology that is comprehensively historical yet immune from the erosion of
historicism.!?

Vos’s solution to this threat of historicism is organicity. He argues that the two facts—
the perfection of revealed truth in all its stages and the historical unfolding of this truth—can
only be reconciled by assuming that “the advance in revelation resembles the organic process,
through which out of the perfect germ the perfect plant and flower and fruit are successively
produced.”??® Regarding this organic process, Vos elaborates that the material increase of

99 ¢¢

God’s revelation is not through “external accretion” but “internal expansion,” “an organic

unfolding from within.”'% To borrow modern biological language, the DNA of divine

126 IBT/SW, 10.

127 Tbid.

128 This was not Kline’s concern because his task was to attempt to “arrive at a specifically and
authentically historical conception of [the formation of Scripture].” See Kline, The Structure, 25. However, it is
fair to say that Vos’s inauguration as the first professor of biblical theology at Princeton Theological Seminary
was to address this problem, namely the authenticity, authority, and absoluteness of revelation in its genuine
historical formation. One of the main reasons of Vos’s recruitment to Princeton was William Henry Green’s
eagerness “to have Vos join the orthodox fight against liberal theology as represented by Charles A. Briggs of
Union Seminary in New York.” Olinger, Vos, 53. According to Olinger’s historical research, Briggs was
“undoubtedly the figure that William Green had in mind in urging Vos to come to Princeton to stop the rising
tide of historical criticism in the Presbyterian Church.” Ibid., 77. For more details on Green’s invitation of Vos,
see Ibid., 52-56. For more on Briggs and Vos, see Ibid., 76-81.

Possibly due to his negligence of the polemical background of the origination of Vos’s idea of biblical
theology, Michael Allen’s critique of Vosian biblical theology from a perspective limited to the relationship
between systematic and biblical theology misses the target. See Michael Allen, “Systematic Theology and
Biblical Theology—Part Two,” Journal of Reformed Theology 14, no. 4 (2020):344-57.

While Vos did mention this relationship in his inaugural address, the majority of the address was about
his exposition of the features of biblical theology and a critical analysis of the fault of biblical studies grounded
upon evolutionary philosophy. More ironically, Allen, in critiquing Vos’s biblical theology, never interacted with
Vos’s lengthy work BT, not to mention “Hebrews,” as we will soon examine.

129 IBT/SW, 11. By the perfection of revealed truth, Vos means the divine characteristic of revelation
and the efficacy comes with it. Evidently, if this revelation is strictly historically accumulated, then in its early
stage it cannot be perfect.

130 Tbid.
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revelation has always been there from the beginning. Like the growth of any organic living
thing, divine revelation at each stage is perfect, according to its DNA. What changes is not

this defining information of an organism but its development—it is not mechanically added
but organically grown.

If argued successfully, this organic feature of divine revelation and biblical theology
would, by implication, provide a critical response to the two key areas in which biblical
theology has been influenced by evolutionary philosophy. First, according to evolutionary
philosophy, “the process of development is everywhere from the lower and imperfect to the
higher and relatively more perfect forms, from impure beginnings through a gradual
purification to some ideal end.”*®! Transmitted into the field of religion and theology, an
evolutionary philosophy argues for a gradual advance from “sensual, physical conceptions to
ethical and spiritual ideas, from Animism and Polytheism to Monolatry and Monotheism.”132
In contrast, “revelation as an act of God, theistically conceived of, can in no wise be
associated with anything imperfect or impure or below the standard of absolute truth.”!33
Simply put, “the principles of supernatural redemption and natural evolution are mutually
exclusive.”3* Second, “the philosophy of evolution has corrupted Theology by introducing
its leaven of metaphysical Agnosticism.”'% If only the phenomenal world can be an object of
knowledge, then theology, to exist at all, must be reconstructed according to the standards of
“the phenomenalistic sciences.”’% Eventually, theology becomes “the science of religion... in

the sense chiefly of a phenomenology of religion.”*3” More specifically, biblical theology

131 Ibid., 16.

132 Tbid.

133 Ibid. One may question how any form of development from the old covenant to the new can exist if
this is the case. However, this is not the right question to ask, as the term “development” presupposes the
evolutionary philosophy that Vos explicitly rejects when discussing the continuity between the old and new.
Instead, the term “actualization” more accurately captures the nature of this continuity.

134 Tbid.

135 Ibid.

136 Tbid.

137 Ibid., 17. Emphasis original.
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studies no longer the historical process of divine revelation but “the development of the
religion recorded in the Biblical writings.”*®8 That is, instead of a study of the revelatory act
of God, it becomes a study of the development of human understanding of God as recorded in
the Bible.

Given the threats of evolutionary philosophy and Vos’s argument for the perfection of
divine revelation at each stage, the crucial point is to examine and determine the nature of the
DNA that is persistent throughout the history of revelation. As an unchanging metaphysical
core, this DNA prevents a false evolutionary understanding of the Christian religion from its
lower, imperfect start to the higher, more perfect form we now see. Vos argues for a
subjective and objective explanation for the persistence of this DNA. Subjectively, the
presence of the DNA from the beginning of revelation follows from “the soteriological
purpose which revelation in the first instance is intended to serve.” 13° Because “the wants
and emergencies of [human beings are] essentially the same in all periods, it follows that the
heart of divine truth, that by which men live, must have been present from the outset, and that
each subsequent increase consisted in the unfolding of what was germinally contained in the
beginning of revelation.”% Given the constant need, which is salvation, the DNA of
revelation is “the Gospel idea” that potentially existed in “the Gospel of Paradise” and
expanded and forwardly moved through the eras of Abraham, Moses, David, Isaiah, and
Jeremiah to its actualization in the person and work of Christ.14

This subjective explanation, however, falls short of explaining the mechanism of the
persistence of the DNA. While it is true that “the covenant-promise” constitutes the DNA, it
is unclear how these covenants are not lower forms of the final fulfillment of salvation in the

person and work of Christ. Without exemplifying the redemptive nature of the covenants,

138 Ibid. Emphasis original.
139 Ibid., 11.

140 Tbid.

141 Tbid.
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Vos’s interpretation faces the challenge of historicism and metaphysical agnosticism.#2 To
say that under God’s providence, “each [stage] pointing forward to the next stage of growth,
and bringing the Gospel idea one step nearer to its full realization” sounds more like theistic
evolution in the realm of redemption than a non-evolutionary presentation of the history of
revelation.143

Similar to the subjective interpretation, Vos’s objective interpretation also has the
features of evolutionary philosophy, namely from lower to higher and metaphysical
agnosticism. Articulating the organic principle objectively, Vos argues that “God’s method

is... creating within the organism of the present world the center of the world of redemption,

142 For example, Michael Allen questions that “historicism, even in its ‘evangelic form,’ is a real
temptation for theology shaped definitively and exclusively by the biblical narrative. It can have serious
doctrinal effects when severed from metaphysical analysis.” See Michael Allen, “Systematic Theology and
Biblical Theology—Part Two,” Journal of Reformed Theology 14, no. 4 (2020):352. For Allen, metaphysical
analysis means that “conceptual connections are traced not merely on a linear plot but across various topics.”
See Ibid., 354. For example, the attempt to relate human kingly office with the claim that God is king over all
comes to “metaphysical judgments that shape the storied flow of scripture but themselves are not reduced to it.”
See Ibid.

143 Grant Macaskill, in “History, Providence and the Apocalyptic Paul,” Scottish Journal of Theology,
70, no. 3 [2017]:409 — 26, tries to relocate the debate between the apocalyptic reading of Paul and the salvation-
historical reading of Paul within the framework of providence. The problem of the debate as he sees it is that the
debate has been narrowly focused on the continuity/discontinuity of historical events in Paul’s writings. The
apocalyptic school claims the radical newness of the Christ event while the salvation-historical school
emphasizes the continuity between the Christ event and the covenants in the OT came before Christ. The
advantage of relocating the debate in the framework of providence is that providence as a derivative of the
doctrine of God resists any naturalistic interpretation of salvation-history and interprets this history, which is
Christ-mediated, with divine purpose in view.

On the one hand, the anti-naturalistic interpretation addresses some concerns about the reduction of
revelation to pure historical events in N. T. Wright’s salvation-historical reading. Yet Wright’s History and
Eschatology: Jesus and the Promise of Natural Theology bolsters his position promisingly. What is problematic
in the book, however, is Wright’s favor of an overly human-assisted realization of eschatology and the
continuity between the world now and the eschatological world. On the other hand, reading salvation-history as
divinely guided and Christologically mediated underlines continuity, which the apocalyptic school lacks.

However, providence is a formal instead of a material doctrine. Relocating the debate in this category is
helpful as far as it goes. Yet unless the content of providence is pinpointed, that is, what God actually did over
salvation-history to guarantee the continuity between the old and new covenants, Macaskill’s relocation avoids
the core of the debate instead of addressing it from a promising perspective. This pitfall is obvious in
Macaskill’s following argument: providence as a derivative of the doctrine of God requires a Christocentric
reading of salvation-history because “if the doctrine of God is now necessarily conditioned by Christological
convictions, then Christology must inform the consideration of all divine activity in history.” See “History,
Providence and the Apocalyptic Paul,” 420. Whether the doctrine of God is necessarily conditioned by
Christology is not only debatable but also unlikely so, especially considering Webster’s theological theology
with an emphasis not on Christology but on divine aseity. Taking Macaskill’s assumption for argument’s sake, it
is still unclear how Christology conditions the doctrine of providence unless one engages with more theological
resources such as the pactum salutis, as the next section will demonstrate.
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and then organically building up the new order of things around this centre.”144 By this
organic method, Vos means that the renewal is not actualized by a mechanical changing of the
world one part after the other in an ad hoc manner. Instead, an architectonic, organic principle
regulates the change. This organic principle is Christ. What this entails is that
from the beginning all redeeming acts of God aim at the creation and introduction of
this new organic principle.... All Old Testament redemption is but the saving activity
of God working toward the realisation of this goal.... In point of fact, we find that the
actual working of Old Testament redemption foward the coming of Christ in the flesh,

and the advance of revealed knowledge concerning Christ, keep equal pace
everywhere 14°

The above expression is more Christotelic than Christocentric in that the OT points to Christ.

This observation does not conclude that the early Vos is more inclined to Christotelic
to the extent that the application of the efficacy of Christ’s saving work in the OT is demoted,
and the revelation regarding this saving work is obscured.!%® Rather, the question is whether
Vos’s loose presentation of a seemingly Christotelic argument supports his contention in the
article that the organicity of revelation in history resides in this forward movement toward
Christ. While Vos is not obligated to present his theological structure comprehensively in an
inaugural lecture, is the missing point truly dispensable for the argument he makes? If God’s
redeeming acts in the OT aim at Christ and the corresponding revelation moves toward
Christ, and thus the organicity of revelation is this pointing toward Christ, then it is difficult
to see how it is not from the lower forms to the higher form. If the absolute, perfect feature of
revelation—its organicity—resides in the saving efficacy of the historical covenants because
they point to Christ, then the problem of metaphysical agnosticism is at hand. This

metaphysical agnosticism concerns not a doubt in God’s existence, but rather an unjustified

144 IBT/SW, 12.

145 Ibid. Emphasis original.

146 This is true for at least two reasons. First, in his inaugural address, Vos is not required to rigorously
argue every point. Second, in GD III, written before the address, Vos consistently argues that Christ already
exercises his threefold office through the service of the OT prophets, priests, and kings. See GD 111:13—14; RD
3:11.
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ascription of both the covenants’ meaning and their logical connection with Christ directly to
God, bypassing other theological resources that could offer a more substantiated and
informative metaphysical reality.

To conclude, this subsection has presented Vos’s argument regarding the historical
characteristics of biblical theology. By referencing Sarisky and Kline, we distinguish Vos’s
concern for historicism and the perfection of divine revelation, highlighting his search for an
organic principle that underpins both the old and new covenants. However, counterintuitively,
the subjective and objective dimensions of this organic principle, as argued by Vos, do not
fully succeed in portraying revelation as inherently perfect and absolute from the outset. To
clarify, Vos’s discussion of the historical covenants and their progression towards Christ,
while consistent with his theological framework, inadvertently parallels the very evolutionary
structure of biblical revelation he critiques. This leads to the potential challenge of Vos’s
argument being reminiscent of the evolutionary philosophy he critiques. This inconsistency in
Vos’s approach may be attributed to his historical focus, namely the successive covenants and
their movement towards Christ. Merely including God in this historical narrative offers a
formal yet insufficient material explanation for the organicity of revelation. A mere historical
account of redemption and revelation supplemented by an acting God still leaves a
theological gap in explaining how OT symbols function effectively, especially considering
their shadow nature. Consequently, in contrast to Vos’s stance, the revelation in the OT era
would be seen as essentially a lesser form compared to the revelation of redemption in Christ.
Therefore, a more robust justification of this organicity would require a philosophy of
redemptive history and revelation within the divine counsel to which we now turn.

B. “Hebrews, the Epistle of the Diatheke”: The Eschatological Pactum Salutis as a

Philosophy of Redemptive History and Revelation in Linking the Old and the
New
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This subsection aims to provide a philosophy of redemptive history and revelation that
justifies the organic feature of special revelation suggested by Vos’s biblical theology. The
source of this philosophy is not heteronomous to Vos’s theology. In the second part of HED,
published in 1916 in The Princeton Theological Review, Vos argues that the book of Hebrews
“brings the covenant-idea into connection with eschatology and by doing this first introduced
into it the breadth and absoluteness that pertain to the eschatological outlook.”4
Consequently, “a primitive theological system” emerges in which “eschatology becomes the
mother of theology and that first of all theology in the form of a philosophy of redemptive
history.”148 To avoid unnecessary confusion, Vos immediately qualifies that this doctrinal
feature is not due to scholastic interest but “the effectiveness of doctrinal enlightenment as a
remedial method where the soundness and balance of practical Christianity are
endangered.”'*? The author had no intention to write anything doctrinal for its own sake. Vos
further qualifies that “theology in the technical sense should not be sought in the Bible”
because theology presupposes the completion of revelation.!® However, “rudimentary
preformations of [theology] can be clearly discovered in certain biblical writings... where the
mind of the organs of revelation becomes more or less clearly conscious of the historical

structure of revelation, especially where this consciousness attains to the broad sweep of the

147 HED/SW, 193. 1t is worth noting that the old or the first covenant in this article refers to the Mosaic
covenant made at Sinai, instead of the covenant of works.

148 Tbid. The reader might recognise the similarity of expression between Vos and Ernst Kdsemann. The
latter famously said that “apocalyptic was the mother of all Christian theology.” See Ernst Kédsemann, “The
Beginning of Christian Theology,” New Testament Questions of Today, trans. W. J. Montague (London: SCM,
1969), 102. However, despite the similar expression, the interpretative framework is different. For Vos,
eschatology, by drawing the whole sweep of history into one great perspective, becomes a philosophy of this
redemptive history not only because it interprets but also because it conceives. For Kdsemann, apocalyptic
means “imminent expectation of the parousia.” See Kdsemann, “On the Subject of Primitive Christian
Apocalyptic,” New Testament Questions of Today, 109, fn.1. It is the mother of all Christian theology because
theology originates as either an articulation of this imminent hope or response to the delay of the parousia. For a
thorough analysis on the concept of the delay within Vos’s Reformed tradition, see G. C. Berkouwer, The Return
of Christ, Studies in Dogmatics (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1972), 65-95.

149 Ibid. In PC/SW, Vos defines the problem that the author addresses as “religious externalism.” See
PC/SW, 130-31.

150 HED/SW, 193.
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eschatological vision.”! This subsection examines Vos’s elaboration of the relation between
covenant and eschatology in three steps: the eschatological significance of the new covenant,
the new covenant in its pre-existent form, and an eschatological construal of this pre-existent
covenant, namely, the pactum salutis.

a. The Eschatological Nature of the New Covenant

According to Vos, eschatology in the OT era carries a fundamental scheme that divides the
present age and the age to come.!®2 However, the distinction between the two ages is only an
appearance of something more profound that constitutes the difference. Already in the OT,
Jeremiah had indicated that the substance of the distinction is between the two covenants, the
old made at Sinai and the new to be made.'® The striking feature of this new covenant is its
eschatological significance, namely, its final and absolute arrangement beyond which nothing
can be conceived.>*

Hebrews brings the two distinctions—between the present age and the age to come
and between the first and second covenant—into productive contact. The new covenant
“embodies the consummation of all the work of God for His people.”*>® Chronologically,
while the first covenant is a subset of the first age since creation predates the Mosaic
covenant, the second covenant is wholly aligned with the age to come. In other words, the
new covenant is “final and eternal” because it is mediated through Christ, the highest
revealer.1%

The opening chapter of Hebrews emphasizes “the outcome rather than the process of

the Christian salvation” and “represents Christianity as the counterpart and fulfilment of the

151 Ibid., 193-94.

152 Tbid., 194.

153 Ibid. It is significant to note that old covenant in this chapter means the Mosaic covenant.
154 Tbid.

155 Ibid.

156 Tbid.
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original order of things instituted at creation.”'>” The second chapter, quoting a creation-
psalm which describes ruling the world as human beings’ destiny, remarks that “the Christian
order of things” involves the “subjection of the entire oikovuévn to mankind.”158 The fourth
chapter speaks of rest with a “deeper and ultimate basis in the rest of God, the capPatiouoc,
which crowned the creation of the world.”1%°

Vos explains that the new covenant can inaccurately be restrained to “a mere
soteriological episode” because people tend to read the redemptive essence of the OT
priesthood and sacrifice into their historical counterpart, namely the person and work of
Christ.10 Hence, an eschatological interpretation of soteriology is essential in both the Old
and New Testaments. In summary, the new covenant is synonymous with the forthcoming
world.

This observation is not confined to Hebrews. Pauline epistles, for example, have a
similar view but with different emphases. The essential difference is that “Paul does not apply
[the eschatological scheme of thought] to the idea of the covenant; the Epistle to the Hebrews
does.”161 Different approaches entail different presentations. Vos remarks that

what Paul gives in his distinction between the present world and the world to come

and in the equation of Christianity with the latter is a religious philosophy of the

history of the race in general. The present age and the present world stand for the
reign of sin and evil, “the flesh,” as Paul calls it; the age or world to come is the realm
of redemption, the reign of the Spirit.... The two eras of eschatology are ethically
contrasted. The distinction between the two ages [in Hebrews] is drawn entirely
within the sphere of redemption and revelation, and the primitive philosophy or

theology attaching itself to this distinction becomes specifically a philosophy of
redemption and revelation.162

In other words, Paul’s philosophy of history is a broad, architectonic sketching of the ruling

power of each era and the corresponding ethical conditions. Unlike Paul’s cosmic

157 Tbjid., 195.

158 Thid,

159 Thid,

160 Thid,

161 Thid,

162 Thid., 195-96.
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perspective, Hebrews presents a narrower but refined picture that understands the two ages
from the perspective of redemption and revelation. This approach produced another
perspective of viewing redemptive history and revelation within Paul’s sweeping scheme.

Vos’s exploration of Hebrews goes beyond merely establishing a formal correlation
between the two covenants and the two ages. Such a correlation, as enlightening as possible,
does not touch “the fundamental problem of the philosophy of history, which is likewise the
basic problem of the philosophy of redemption and revelation.”163 This fundamental problem,
as outlined by Vos, asks: “What is the stable, the constant substance that underlies the
ceaseless, never-resting change? To what extent and where and in what form is the goal that
beckons at the end present at the beginning? Derive the past and present all their value from
the future, or do they contain a solid reality of eternal worth in themselves?”’164

Vos’s concept of religion compels him to solve the problem in order to argue that “the
dignity of God and the dignity of man’s spiritual relation to Him do not at any point allow the
human subject and its Godward experience to be regarded as a mere transitory phase, a
passing ripple on the surface of the stream.”1% This is especially true in “the field of revealed
religion, special redemptive history, and the covenant of grace, where the bond between God
and man becomes so intimate and precious that the postulate of a fixed essence unalterably
the same through the ages will not be denied.”16 In short, if “the idea of religion itself”
requires “a catholicity of religion not merely in the form of space but as well in the form of
time,” what material essence constitutes that catholicity?67

b. From Horizontal and Successive to Perpendicular and Contemporaneous

163 Tbid., 196.

164 Tbid.

165 Tbid.

166 Ibid. Emphasis original.
167 Tbid.
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To begin his argument, Vos first negates the sufficiency of the explanation that “the Old
Covenant prefigures or foreshadows the content of the New [because] the figure and the
shadow are not the reality.”1%8 As previously mentioned, this negation applies to Vos’s 1894
inaugural address, too. The historical, successive covenants and their foreshadowing of Christ
hinted toward what the reality is but eventually failed to elaborate. If argued successfully,
Vos’s solution in this later article would deliver the unchanging reality as the organic
principle which guarantees the continuity between the old and new covenants and secures the
essence of religion throughout history.

The concept of true religion, along with the rejection of the notion that a mere
historical foreshadowing suffices as the reality underpinning the organic unity of the old and
new covenants, calls for a transcendental solution. Vos finds this solution in the centrality of
Christ within Christian eschatology.16® This perspective differs from a linear, successive view
of eschatology, where there is no intersection between the present world and the world to
come. Vos asserts that if “Christ is the representative and exponent of the future life in its
totality,” then it follows that “inevitably the appearance of the Christ and even the partial
accomplishment of His work must be interpreted as ushering in the initial stage of the future
world.”170

This inaugurated eschatology implies that Christians have already transitioned into the
coming age, which is not limited by chronological progression but is already present and

situated in a higher realm.!”* Consequently, the vertical dimension of this understanding must

168 Tbid., 197.

169 A more elaborated relation between Christology and eschatology will be coved in Chapter Three.
Vos’s statement here also requires an exposition of his supralapsarianism, which is the content of Chapter Five.
For now, it is enough to remember Gaffin’s remark that soteriology, which is initiated by Christ and applied by
the Spirit, is eschatology.

170 Tbid.

171 Tbid. While this seems to be like Rudolf Bultmann’s existential eschatology that deprives the
significance of history by highlighting the believer’s existential encounter with God, history is still the
controlling factor in significant ways. Chapter Four will elaborate more on this point. Suffice it here to say that
the higher realm is the realm of the eschatological Spirit.
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influence and reshape the horizontal, dramatic interpretation of eschatology. The outcome of
this interplay is the simultaneous existence of the current world and the world to come.

Having established the transcendental aspect of eschatology brought into effect by
Christ, Vos proceeds to elucidate two critical aspects of this higher world. First, he notes that
this realm is “in part a product of the historical redemptive process.”t’? This historical aspect
signifies not only that Christ, who currently resides in the higher world, was once a historical
figure, but more profoundly, that Christ’s work impacts the celestial sphere. Specifically, Vos
explains that “the heavenly sanctuary was cleansed.... He carried with His new life the
supreme form of the rest of God into the sabbath that had been celebrated above from the
beginning.””® Thus, heaven, according to Vos, “derives its being from the first and second
creation alike,” implying that the celestial realm now coexists with the current, earthly world,
integrated with the glorified Christ.174

Secondly, Vos clarifies that despite its significance, Christ’s work did not bring
heaven into existence.!’® He asserts, “The higher world was there from the beginning; it had a
stable, original content before it was affected by the appearance of the Messiah.”17® This
suggests that since heaven has always included Christ, his earthly arrival was “a
manifestation of its content.”'’’ Vos particularly values Hebrews for its conscious reflection
and positive emphasis on “the primordial, constant, stable existence of the higher world,

antedating and overarching and outlasting all temporal developments, a world of the aicdviov,

172 Tbid., 198.

173 Tbid., 198-99.

174 Tbid., 198. This claim seems to be ambitious. Any justifiable explanation would require a theology
of heaven, which Vos did not develop. However, it is more likely that Vos here simply borrowed biblical words
and phrases from the book of Hebrews. Later in the article, he is more moderate in equating the heavenly
spiritual reality with the pactum salutis. This thesis will follow the more moderate approach for a more
controlled and accurate doctrinal presentation. For a theology of heaven that could potentially be affirmed by
Vos, see Meredith G. Kline, God, Heaven, and Har Margedon: A Covenantal Tale of Cosmos and Telos
(Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock, 2006).

175 HED/SW, 198.

176 Tbid.

177 Tbid.
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not subject to change and harbouring the supreme realities.”’8 As a result, “in reality all
along the world to come had preexisted in its heavenly form. The chronological relation is
reversed; that which in course of historical development appeared the last was in a deeper and
truer sense the first.””® In summary, while Christ’s historical work completes and perfects
heaven, it essentially manifests the heavenly realm, which has always encompassed the
person and work of Christ in a pre-existent and eternal capacity.18°

A proper understanding of Vos’s comparison is essential for the forthcoming
exposition of his argument. What initially appears to be last in the historical sequence—
Christ and the new covenant—predates the Mosaic Covenant more profoundly and
authentically. If Vos identifies a theological concept that positions the new covenant within
eternity, this concept would not only be deeper but also more fundamentally authentic than
the old covenant. This authenticity, however, does not diminish the old covenant. Rather, it
highlights that the authenticity or efficacy of the old covenant lies in its role as a symbol of
this eternal, transcendental concept. The following subsection explores Vos’s explanations,
suggesting that this foundational concept is the pactum salutis.

c. An Eschatology of the Pactum Salutis and a Philosophy of Redemptive
History and Revelation

It is reasonable to assert that Vos’s 1916 article marked the culmination of his quest to
understand the organic nature of special revelation, a journey that began with his inaugural
address in 1894. Vos’s preference for the term “the history of special revelation” over
“biblical theology” lends credence to this view. In his 1894 address, Vos did not fully succeed
in justifying the organic unity within the historical flow of divine revelation. As previously
mentioned, in IBT, Vos explains the organic bond between the two covenants from a purely

historical perspective. This approach is incompatible with his contention that the divine

178 Tbid.
179 Tbid., 199.
180 Chapter Five will elaborate on this point from the perspective of Vos’s supralapsarianism.
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revelation of the gospel message is perfect and sufficient throughout redemptive history, and
that the two covenants are organically connected. The shortcoming in Vos’s earlier work was
his attempt to develop a philosophy of the history of special revelation from within the
confines of that very history. The significant breakthrough in his 1916 article lies in the shift
of perspective; Vos approached the philosophy of redemptive history and revelation from a
standpoint outside that historical narrative.

The explanation of the mechanism of symbolism and typology in the OT and the
organicity of redemptive history and revelation comes from Vos’s answer to this question,
“how the Old Covenant can be identical in substance with the New, what is the common
essence, that notwithstanding the great progress from one to the other, makes them two
coherent stages in the expression and conveyance of the same spiritual reality?”18! Vos’s
answer deserves a lengthy quote:

the same world of heavenly spiritual realities, which has not come to light in the

person and work of Christ, already existed during the course of the Old Covenant, and

in a provisional typical way through revelation reflected itself in and through
redemption projected itself into the religious experience of the ancient people of God,
so that they in their own partial manner and measure had access to and communion
with and enjoyment of the higher world, which has now been let down and thrown
open to our full knowledge and possession. In other words, the bond that links the Old
and the New Covenant together is not a purely evolutionary one, inasmuch as the one
has grown out of the other; it is, if we may so call it, a transcendental bond: the New

Covenant in its pre-existent, heavenly state reaches back and stretches its eternal

wings over the Old, and the Old Testament people of God were one with us in

religious dignity and privilege.'8?
This quote first explains Vos’s theology of symbolism and typology. The old covenant
symbolizes the pre-existent form of the new covenant in eternity and typifies the coming new
covenant, which is the actualization of the heavenly, Spiritual reality in history. This triadic

structure entails the organicity of redemptive history and revelation by locating the continuity

of the two covenants in a transcendental reality that both covenants refer to, though in

181 Tbid.
182 Tbid.
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different ways. Thus construed, “the latent existence of the verities and potencies of the
Christian religion in the old dispensation are due to no other cause than that the Christian
religion lived even at that time as redemptive truth and redemptive power in the heavenly
world and from there created for itself an embryonic form of existence in the life of Israel.”183

Vos supports his argument with two hermeneutical perspectives and two illustrative
examples. The first hermeneutical point notes that in Hebrews, the term oxiai (shadows)
differs in meaning from its typological use in Pauline or Petrine epistles, like Col 1:17 and 1
Peter 3:21, where the type and antitype follow a historical line of development. In Hebrews,
the shadow is cast by something above. The old covenant correlates “not the body, but the
eikon, the image, by which is meant the celestial prototype,” as exemplified in Heb 8:5 and
9:24.184 In the former, copy elucidates shadow, with both terms relating to a celestial
reality.185 In the latter, the tabernacle, as an antitype—rather than a type—is a copy modeled
after the heavenly archetype. The second hermeneutical observation concerns the use of
aAn0wog to describe the heavenly realm, akin to its usage in the Fourth Gospel where Jesus
refers to himself as the true vine and bread, signifying the bread from heaven, the bread of
God (John 6:33).

Two examples further reinforce Vos’s theory. First, Hebrews depicts a dual
relationship between Melchizedek and Christ. Historically, Christ is a priest in the order of
Melchizedek. Yet, transcendentally, it is Melchizedek who was made to resemble the Son of
God. Second, the theme of rest demonstrates a similar dual aspect. On one hand, the rest

associated with the land of Canaan prefigures “the supreme rest opened up by Jesus in the

183 Tbid., 199-200.
184 Tbid., 200.
185 Thid.
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New Covenant.”8 Conversely, the heavenly cafpotiocndg of God, equating to the Christian
rest, underpins the concept of rest in Canaan.'8’

However, what precisely does Vos mean by the pre-existent, heavenly, Spiritual form
of the new covenant? Vos does not directly delineate this heavenly reality in the article, but he
does refer to it as the heavenly and Spiritual reality revealed in the person and work of Christ,
as well as in the new covenant in its pre-existent, heavenly state.188 It is logical to conclude
that what Vos had in mind was the pactum salutis, which he describes as “the eternal pattern”
and “the secure foundation” for the covenant of grace.'® Linking the heavenly reality with
the pactum salutis also rounds out Vos’s argument: if the new covenant is inherently
eschatological, so too is the pactum salutis. Therefore, by symbolizing the pactum salutis
transcendentally and typifying the new covenant historically, the old covenant must also be
fundamentally eschatological. Thus, a comprehensive correlation is established between the
covenant concept and eschatology, where “eschatology becomes the mother of theology and
that first of all theology in the form of a philosophy of redemptive history.””1%

C. Conclusion

186 Tbid., 202.

187 Tbid.

188 Tbid., 197.

189 GD 11:94-95; RD 2:92.

190 Tbid., 193. A concern here is whether this triadic structure would demote Christ’s historical work of
redemption. To address this briefly, first, the pactum salutis and Christ’s historical work are inextricably linked.
The former lays the eternal foundation for the latter, while the latter is the temporal manifestation of the former.
Suggesting that the eternal foundation undermines the historical manifestation would be a misinterpretation.
Both aspects are essential: the foundation and the manifestation are two dimensions of the same redemptive
reality.

Second, the old covenant, through its typological and sacramental symbols, prefigures and anticipates
Christ’s redemptive work. The organic relationship between the old and new covenants indicates a
developmental progression rather than a diminishment. The symbols in the OT, which signify the pactum
salutis, simultaneously foreshadow its historical actualization in Christ.

From another perspective, while the pactum salutis is eternal, it is not necessarily the first covenant in a
logical sense. One might argue that the covenant of works serves as a prototypical model for the pactum salutis,
which, in turn, forms the eternal foundation for the covenant of grace. Consequently, the historical fall of Adam
finds its resolution in the historical redemption accomplished by Christ. This concept will be further elaborated
in Chapter Three, which focuses on the relationship between Christology and eschatology, and in Chapter Five,
where Vos’s supralapsarianism is explored in relation to eschatology, examining these ideas from various
theological perspectives.
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In this section, we have explored one of the most distinctive aspects of Vos’s eschatology
within the realm of theologia ectypa secundum quid in subiectis: the correlation of
eschatology to the pactum salutis, framing it as a philosophy of redemptive history and
revelation. Vos’s approach articulates the symbolic and typological mechanisms in his
biblical theology and completes his search for the organic bond between the old and new
covenants.

Initially, Vos’s 1894 inaugural address attempted to define biblical theology and its
organic continuity between the old and new covenants, contrasting evolutionary philosophy
and metaphysical agnosticism. However, his critique of these philosophies is ironically
applicable to his own formulation of the organic principle of uniting the covenants. This led
to the pivotal 1916 article on Hebrews, where Vos suggested that the organic principle was
not historical but transcendental—the pactum salutis. This eternal covenant, signified by OT
symbols, gives redemptive reality to these symbols, reflecting the divine revelation in the
religious experience of the OT believers.

Vos’s argument centers on the eschatological nature of the new covenant, portraying it
as the culmination of God’s work for his people, aligned with the forthcoming world. This
eschatological framework, integrated with the concept of the pactum salutis, establishes a
comprehensive correlation between the covenant idea and eschatology. Therefore, symbolism
and typology in the old covenant become more than mere shadows; they are embedded with
redemptive reality as they signify the eternal pactum salutis. This understanding elevates
eschatology to a primary position in theology, shaping it as a philosophy of redemptive
history and revelation.

However, in addition to this soteriological construal of eschatology in the OT era, Vos
also presents a non-soteriological OT eschatology. Unlike soteriological eschatology in the

OT era, non-soteriological eschatology does not study the approach to communion with God.
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Instead, the focus is on construing the Mosaic theocracy as a historical manifestation of the
eschatological kingdom of God, emphasizing its non-soteriological nature and its role in
demonstrating true religion.

4. The Mosaic Theocracy and Eschatology

In this section, our inquiry takes a different trajectory. Moving away from the soteriological
interpretation of symbolism and typology governed by eschatology, we now explore these
elements from an eschatological standpoint, independent of soteriological considerations.
This shift of focus from the ritual laws of the Mosaic economy to its moral law is intended to
probe deeper into Vos’s eschatological interpretation of the Mosaic economy. The goal is to
demonstrate Vos’s unique eschatological construction of the Mosaic theocracy, thus enriching
our understanding of his comprehensive approach to OT eschatology.

A. Eschatology or Soteriology? What Does the Mosaic Theocracy Symbolize and
Typify

Historical consciousness qualifies Vos’s theological interpretation of the Mosaic theocracy.
He suggests that “the exodus from Egypt is the Old Testament redemption.”*®* Emphasizing
“the realism of redemption,” he underscores the continuity and identical soteriological
substance between the Old and New Testaments.1%2 Central to both is the expiatory strand, as
seen in the Passover sacrifice during the Exodus.?®3 Furthermore, given the coexistence of the
sacrifice and the eating of the sacrificial meal, the Passover sacrifice belongs to the peace
offering, the central idea of which is “berith-fellowship with God [because] the meal was an

exponent of the state of peace and blessedness enjoyed.”®* What is striking is that this

191 BT, 109. Emaphsis original.

192 Ibid. Empbhasis original. For Vos’s argument in detail, see Ibid., 109-21.
193 Ibid., 119.

194 [bid., 120.
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Passover meal was distinctly “a national feast.”'% Following this peace offering, Israel
enjoyed communion with God, leading to the exodus and the establishment of the berith.1%

Given Israel’s identity as the people of God, the berith was made to emphasize “the
voluntary acceptance of the berith by the people.”?” Vos qualifies that the reason for this
two-sidedness lies entirely in “the ceremony of ratification.”'% There is no cooperation
between God and Israel for the nature and content of the covenant. Echoing the Passover
meal, Exodus 24 presents another peace offering after the promulgation of the law. Vos
indicates that the Passover transaction “might properly be called an anticipation of the berith-
making at Sinai.”1% Furthermore, and once again, the berith had ““a national reference to
Israel as a whole.”2%0 The phrase “the God of Israel” summarizes the historical prologue to
the establishment of the theocracy concisely that “through the berith-making, Jehovah had
become ‘the God of Israel’ in this new profound sense.... It is the fulfilment of sacramental
approach to and unusual union with Jehovah.”20!

Consequently, the theocracy is “the general organization of Israel that originated in
this berith.”?%? A theocracy is a polity in which “the principle of the deity being the supreme
authority and power in national life.”?%3 Vos is aware that this principle is not uncommon
among the Shemites. Nevertheless, only in Israel was this lived as “an undoubted reality.””204
In addition to general revelation by way of the conscience, special revelation—the revealed

law from God directly—guarantees the actualization and operation of this theocratic

195 Tbid.

196 The sequence matters for a proper understanding of the nature of the Mosaic law, which we shall
explore later in this section.

197 BT, 122.

198 Thid.

199 Ibid., 123.

200 Ibid., 124.

201 Thid.

202 Thid.

203 Ibid., 125.

204 Tbid.
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reality.?% The enactment of the law exhibits God’s kingship. Notably, “the union of the
religious lordship and the national kingship in the one Person of Jehovah involved that among
Israel civil and religious life were inextricably interwoven.”206 However, true religion
remains the chief end, with the berith-generated theocracy merging civil and religious
aspects, prioritizing the religious.?

By outlining Vos’s argument on theocracy so far, it becomes clear that the primary
purpose of the theocracy is not soteriological. However, this statement requires clarification
to avoid misunderstandings. First, as Vos clearly states, the theocracy is a product of OT
redemption, specifically the exodus from Egypt. While acknowledging the redemptive nature
of the exodus, Vos emphasizes the causal connection between the exodus and the theocracy:
redemption for Israel preceded the establishment of the theocracy and directly caused it.
Second, within the theocracy, there are ongoing redemptive elements, such as the ritual laws
already discussed. However, Vos’s focus goes beyond these redemptive aspects, concentrating
on the theocracy as a manifestation of true religion. His claim that “a missionary institution
the theocracy never was intended to be in its Old Testament state” highlights the non-
soteriological aspect of the theocracy.

Therefore, the emphasis of Vos’s doctrine of theocracy is not on the soteriological
aspect, which is only a means to an end. Instead, “the significance of the unique organization
of Israel can be rightly measured only by remembering that the theocracy typified nothing
short of the perfected kingdom of God, the consummate state of Heaven.”?% Given previous
expositions of Vos’s doctrine of symbolism and typology and philosophy of redemptive
history and revelation, it is safe to say that the theocracy’s typification of the future,

eschatological, consummated kingdom of God depends on its symbolization of the eternal,

205 Thid,
206 Thid,
207 Thid,
208 Thid., 126.
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heavenly, Spiritual kingdom. In short, the Mosaic theocracy is a historical embodiment of the
eschatological kingdom of God.

B. The Law in the Symbolic-typical Sphere as Appropriateness of Expression
The non-soteriological interpretation of the Mosaic theocracy presented by Vos prompts a
crucial exploration into the nature and function of the moral law within this theocratic
structure. In BT, Vos strategically positions his discussion on the function of the law after his
analysis of the theocracy. This sequence is more than a mere organizational choice; it reflects
a profound theological relationship between the two concepts. Vos’s depiction of the
theocracy, not primarily in soteriological terms but as an eschatological symbol and type,
suggests a nuanced understanding of the role of the Mosaic law in the OT. This perspective
invites us to consider the law not just as a set of commandments or ethical guidelines, but as
an integral element within the eschatological narrative woven through the theocratic setup. It
raises the possibility that the moral law, in this context, serves as an appropriate expression of
the theocratic ideals, aligning with and reinforcing the symbolic and typological nature of the
theocracy itself.

The role of the law within the Mosaic economy presents a complex issue. In this
chapter, we will focus on examining Vos’s perspective and contrasting it with Kline’s
interpretation to deepen our understanding of Vos’s eschatological interpretation of the law.
Kline, who consciously develops his biblical theology in the line of Vos, also bases his
interpretation of the Mosaic economy on symbolism and typology. Therefore, there are
notable similarities between Kline’s and Vos’s views on the function of the law in the Mosaic
economy. However, their subtle differences highlight Vos’s more consistent application of an
eschatological framework to the law.

a. Meredith G. Kline’s Pure Works Principle within the Typological Mosaic
Economy
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Before presenting Kline’s typology, it is helpful to introduce its doctrinal background. In
Reformed theology, there are two primary covenants: the covenant of works and the covenant
of grace.2%? As explained in Chapter One, the covenant of works follows the works principle,
meaning that Adam’s right to consummated, confirmed, eternal communion with God
depends upon his obedience to the requirement of the covenant. In contrast, all subsequent
covenants between God and his people, such as the Abrahamic covenant, the Mosaic
covenant, the Davidic covenant, and the new covenant, belong to the covenant of grace,
which operates under the faith principle—communion with God is achieved by knowing,
accenting, and trusting in the person and work of Christ or the OT types that not only
symbolize but also embody the pactum salutis, carrying with them real saving efficacy as
means of grace, foreshadowing and applying Christ’s redemptive work accordingly. What
complicates this clear distinction is the Mosaic covenant. According to the language of the
Westminster Confession of Faith (hereafter, WCF), the Mosaic covenant is the covenant of
grace administered in the form of law in the OT economy.?? Yet the legal form of this
covenant is so prominent that its exact nature remains debatable.

Kline’s exposition of the Mosaic covenant requires understanding its function on two
separate levels. Fundamentally, it serves as a faith-centered program for individual salvation
in Christ. This aspect is distinct from its secondary, yet significant, role on a temporary,
national level. In this context, the covenant is characterized by “the [works] principle
governing Israel’s retention of its provisional, typological inheritance.”?!? It is crucial to note
that this works principle pertains exclusively to the national and temporal aspects of Israel’s

experience under the Mosaic covenant. It is not indicative of, nor does it operate within, the

209 To avoid irrelevant explanation here, we do not need to discuss the pactum salutis.

210 See, for example, J. Nicholas Reid, “The Mosaic Covenant,” in Covenant Theology: Biblical,
Theological, and Historical Perspectives, ed. Guy Prentiss Waters, J. Nicholas Reid, and John R. Muether
(Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2020), 149-171; WCF 7.5

211 Meredith G. Kline, “Gospel until the Law: Rom 5:13—14 and the Old Covenant,” JETS 34, 4 (1991):
434,
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sphere of typology, but rather, it directly addresses Israel’s conditional tenure in the promised
land based on their obedience.

Notably, Kline does not suggest that the Mosaic covenant serves as a typological
representation of perfect obedience required under the covenant of works fulfilled by Christ.
Kline never writes that the Mosaic administration functioned typologically as a kind of
covenant of works. For Kline, “the works principle in the Mosaic order was confined to the
typological sphere of the provisional earthly kingdom.”?1? What is typological, therefore, is
not the Mosaic administration as a works principle but the Mosaic theocracy as the
provisional earthly kingdom. Put differently, the works principle operates directly within the
Mosaic economy without itself typifying anything, according to Kline’s typology. The
context within which this principle of works operates, however, is a typological kingdom,
namely, the Mosaic economy.213

While Kline’s presentation of the Mosaic typology is precise in distinguishing two
levels, he does not fully justify the specific role of the works principle within the Mosaic
economy. On the foundational level, where the Mosaic covenant serves as a typological
reflection of God’s perfect kingdom, the guiding principles are faith and grace. Yet, this raises
a question: what is the purpose of the works principle on the temporal, national level? In
Kline’s framework, Israel’s initial acquisition of the promised land is portrayed as a gracious
gift. However, the continuous retention of this land is governed by a works principle. This

distinction introduces a nuanced ambiguity into Kline’s typological interpretation.?!4

212 Kline, Kingdom Prologue, 321.

213 Kline is clear on this point wherever he discusses the principle of works in the Mosaic economy. In
addition to the above quote, see, for example, Kingdom Prologue, 109; “Gospel until the Law,” 434.

214 The ambiguity in Kline’s typology of the Mosaic covenant often leads to misinterpretations. For
example, David VanDrunen, building upon Kline’s framework, indicates that the works principle is “for
redemptive-historical, typological purposes such as reminding sinners of their fall and judgment under Adam,
their inability to provide perfect obedience to God by themselves, and their hope of a coming Messiah who
would himself be born under this works principle and satisfy its requirements on behalf of his people.” See
VanDrunen, “Natural Law and the Works Principle under Adam and Moses,” in The Law, 284-85.
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To conclude, in Kline’s interpretation of the Mosaic covenant, he proposes a nuanced
dual-level function. Primarily, the covenant operates as a faith-centered framework for
individual salvation in Christ, reflecting the overarching covenant of grace. However, Kline
introduces a distinct dimension at the national, temporal level, where a works principle
governs Israel’s retention of its provisional, typological inheritance in the promised land. This
principle, while clear in its national and temporal application, is not typological in nature, nor
does it imply a typification of Christ’s fulfillment of the covenant of works.

Kline’s analysis distinctly separates the initial acquisition of the promised land,
understood as a gracious gift, from its ongoing retention under the works principle. This
separation creates a complex dynamic within the Mosaic economy, raising questions about
the integration and function of the works principle within the typological context. While the
foundational level of the covenant aligns with the principles of faith and grace, the role of the
works principle in the temporal, national context remains a subject for further theological
exploration and clarification. We return to Vos’s non-soteriological understanding of the
Mosaic economy to further examine this question.

b. Vos’s Consistent Construal: Appropriateness of Typological Expression of the
Eschatological Principle

In Kline’s view, the works principle in the Mosaic economy is not typological but actual and realistic,
emphasizing the literal consequences of Israel’s actions. Conversely, VanDrunen adopts a more nominalistic
approach, viewing the works principle as pedagogical and symbolic, pointing toward Christ.

This misinterpretation extends to Cornelis P. Venema’s critique of Kline. See Cornelis P. Venema,
Christ and Covenant Theology: Essays on Election, Republication, and the Covenants (Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R
Publishing, 2017), 76. Even the most comprehensive study on Kline’s typology now misinterprets it. The
“Report of the Committee to Study Republication” by the Orthodox Presbyterian Church Study Committee
misunderstands Kline’s distinction between Abraham’s obedience and the national obedience of Israel. See
“Report of the Committee to Study Republication,” Orthodox Presbyterian Church,
www.opc.org/GA/republication.html.
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The question we try to address is this: What is the function of law in the Mosaic theocracy??1®
Vos suggests that the nature of the Mosaic theocracy determines the function of the law.?16
Hence, he distinguishes between “the purpose for which the law was professedly given to
Israel at the time, and the various purposes it actually came to serve in the subsequent course
of history.”?” According to Vos, Paul has been “the great teacher of the philosophy of law in
the economy of redemption.”?!8 Hence, most of the Pauline formulas of the negative
characteristics of law must be explained first.?!® Vos argues that “the stress of a totally
different philosophy of the law-purpose” shaped the negative dimension of Paul’s philosophy
of law. This different philosophy of the purpose of the law is the Pharisaic philosophy, which
asserts that “the law was intended, on the principle of merit, to enable Israel to earn the
blessedness of the world to come.”??0 Therefore, Paul’s statements that the law served as “a
pedagogue unto Christ, shut up the people under sin, was not given unto life, was weak
through the flesh, worked condemnation, brings under a curse, is a powerless ministry of the
letter” must be understood within Paul’s dealing with this Pharisaic philosophy of law.??!
The original purpose of the law given to Israel is not meant to be sought in Paul’s

polemical philosophy of law regarding the Pharisaic, meritorious use of the law. Although

215 Following Kline’s construal of the works principle, the law here refers the moral law and by
implication, civil laws. In addition, Section two of this chapter analyzed how Vos identifies the gospel elements
in the ceremonial laws. Vos is unswervingly clear that “the gospel-element... is found in the law itself.” See BT,
129. Emphasis original. This correlation is especially true regarding the ritual law, in which “every sacrifice and
every lustration proclaimed the principle of grace.” Ibid. Hence, this section focuses on the function of the moral
and civil laws in the Mosaic theocracy.

216 BT, 126.

217 Tbid.

218 Tbid.

219 Undoubtedly, Paul also has positive statements on the law. For example, in Rom 7, Paul teaches that
the law is holy and spiritual. However, our focus here is not Paul’s dialectic presentation of the philosophy of
law. For more on this topic, see, for example, Brian S. Rosner, Paul and the Law: Keeping the Commandments
of God, New Studies in Biblical Theology 31 (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 2013); A. Andrew Das, Paul,
the Law, and the Covenant (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 2001); Thomas R. Schreiner, The Law and Its
Fulfillment: A Pauline Theology of Law (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 1993); and Frank Thielman, Paul and the
Law: A Contextual Approach (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 1994).

220 BT, 126.

221 Ibid. Emphasis original. Vos clearly indicates that the pedagogical function of law, as we see in
Fesko and VanDrunen, was not the original purpose of the law. Instead, it was Paul’s correct, yet historically
polemical philosophy of law generated under the stress of the Pharisaic philosophy of law.
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interpreting the OT in light of the NT is a hermeneutic norm in the Reformed tradition, Paul’s
philosophy of the law does not fully explain the function of the law within the context of the
Mosaic theocracy. Paul’s view of the law, often addressing its incapacity to justify, is shaped
by his engagement with a Pharisaic, meritorious understanding of the law, which emphasizes
earning righteousness through obedience. This is quite different from the original function of
the law in the Mosaic theocracy, which was not concerned with individual salvation through
merit. Instead, its primary function was symbolic and typological, reflecting the ideals of
God’s eschatological kingdom and embodying the covenantal relationship between God and
his people.

“A broad historical standpoint” determines the original function of the law in the
Mosaic theocracy.??? This historical standpoint is that God enacted the law after the
redemption from Egypt, and the people already enjoyed many blessings of the berith before
the enactment.??? This historical consciousness suggests that “law-keeping did not figure at
that juncture as the meritorious ground of life-inheritance.”??* There is no difference between
Vos’s and Kline’s stances on the function of the law thus far. For both, the law did not
function soteriologically.

However, their views split in their positive presentation of the function of the law.
Kline argues that obedience functions as the meritorious ground for retaining the kingdom
blessings at the level of the typological kingdom.??> On the contrary, Vos straightforwardly
indicates that while “a real connection exists” between the law observance and the retention
of the privileges inherited in the typological kingdom, “the Judaizers went wrong in inferring

that the connection must be meritorious, that, if Israel keeps the cherished gifts of Jehovah

222 BT, 127.

223 Ibid.

224 Tbid.

225 Kline’s interpretation of the works principle in the Mosaic economy as meritorious is certain given
his substantive treatment of the topic and consistent expression. See Kline, Kingdom Prologue, 107-117, 318—
26.
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through observance of His law, [the retention is secured] because in strict justice they had
earned them.”??6 Vos stresses the theocratic nature of the Mosaic economy more consistently
than Kline does by arguing that “the connection is of a totally different kind. It belongs not to
the legal sphere of merit, but to the symbolic-typical sphere of appropriateness of
expression.”??” Within this construal, “the abode of Israel in Canaan typified the heavenly,
perfected state of God’s people. Under these circumstances the ideal of absolute conformity
to God’s law of legal holiness had to be upheld.”??® Vos’s interpretation of the function of the
law is grounded upon his historical consciousness of the unique, theocratic nature of the
Mosaic economy.

The exile, accordingly, is not due to Israel’s failure to earn the retention of the
promised typological land, as Kline puts it. The rationale is rather that “when [Israelites]
disqualified themselves for typifying the state of holiness, they ipso facto disqualified
themselves for typifying that of blessedness, and had to go into captivity.”??° Strikingly, a
similar expression appears in Kline’s discussion of the topic. He remarks that “the Israelite
people corporately could maintain their continuing tenure as the theocratic kingdom in the
promised land only as they maintained the appropriate measure of national fidelity to their
heavenly King. Failure to do so would result in the loss of the typological kingdom and their
very identity as God’s people in that corporate, typological sense.”230 While this expression is
essentially the same as Vos’s, Kline moves on to argue that the loss of the promised land
demonstrates “the presence of a works principle” in the Mosaic economy.?3! What is difficult

for Kline to explain, however, is the purpose of this works principle within the theocracy. If

226 BT, 127. Emphasis original.

227 Ibid. Emphasis original.

228 Tbid.

229 Tbid.

230 Kline, Kingdom Prologue, 322.

231 Tbid. Kline’s inclination towards the works principle in the Mosaic theocracy was possibly due to his
critical interaction with Norman Sheperd and Greg Bahnsen. A historical investigation on this topic is beyond
the scope of this project. See OPC, “Report,” for more detail.
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the promised land typifies the consummated kingdom of God, then justifying the integration
of a meritorious works principle in the typological mechanism is difficult at best.

By consistently highlighting the typological nature of the Mosaic economy as an
embodiment of the eschatological kingdom of God, Vos explains the connection between the
law and Israel’s retention of the land typologically. The law was not a means of earning
blessings through merit but a way for Israel to express their identity as a symbolic and
typological reflection of the eschatological kingdom of God. The nature of the requirement to
obey the law is not meritorious but expressive. As the typological kingdom of God, theocratic
Israel, by its historical function, ought to obey the law. Therefore, Vos’s non-redemptive
understanding of the Mosaic economy as an embodiment of the eschatological principle is an
underappreciated doctrinal insight that sheds light on the current Reformed debate on the
doctrine of republication.232

C. Conclusion

In exploring the Mosaic theocracy from an eschatological perspective, this section uncovers
Vos’s unique interpretation, emphasizing the theocracy as a historical manifestation of God’s
eschatological kingdom. Vos diverges from typical interpretations that primarily view the
Mosaic law and theocratic structure through a soteriological lens. Instead, he presents them as
eschatological symbols, focusing on their role in illustrating the consummation of the
kingdom rather than directly contributing to individual salvation. This perspective presents
the law as an appropriate expression of theocratic ideals within the eschatological narrative,
rather than as mere ethical commandments. Contrasting Vos’s view with Kline’s, it becomes
evident that while Kline sees the function of the law in the Mosaic economy as meritoriously

retaining kingdom blessings, Vos interprets it as symbolically expressing the holiness of the

232 In short, the doctrine of republication simply means the Mosaic covenant was in some sense a
republication of the covenant of works. See, for example, Charles Hodge, 4n Exposition of the Second Epistle to
the Corinthians (New York: A. C. Armstrong and Son, 1891), 57-58; Bryan D. Estelle, J. V. Fesko, and David
VanDrunen, “Introduction,” in The Law, 1-22, especially 14-19.
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eschatological kingdom. This non-redemptive understanding of the Mosaic economy by Vos,
emphasizing the symbolic and typological role of the law, offers valuable insights into
Reformed theological discussions, particularly regarding the doctrine of republication and the
place of the Mosaic covenant in eschatological frameworks.

Chapter Conclusion

This chapter has explored the distributiveness of eschatology in the OT post-fall era.
Eschatology has a foundational role in God’s plan, as its integration within the covenant of
works shows. Unlike traditional methods that view eschatology as a progressively unfolding
future expectation, Vos positions it as an inherent aspect of creation, emphasizing that
eschatology is woven into the very fabric of redemptive history from the outset.

In examining Vos’s doctrine of sin, we saw that Adam’s original transgression was not
a mere violation of natural law but a deliberate disobedience within the covenantal context.
This sin disrupted the trajectory toward consummated Spiritual communion with God,
introducing enmity and necessitating a redemptive solution with eschatological significance.
Vos thus underscores that sin and eschatology are intrinsically linked, requiring an
eschatological remedy to restore the intended communion.

We then moved on to Vos’s interpretation of OT soteriology through symbols and
types, particularly within the sacrificial system. Vos argues that these rituals are not just
anticipatory shadows but actual means of grace that convey present spiritual realities. They
function as a microcosmic eschatology, encapsulating the full scope of redemptive history
and pointing toward ultimate communion with God. However, Vos does not incorporate his
construal of eschatology as the philosophy of redemptive history and revelation into his
interpretation of symbolism and typology, a gap he later addressed by integrating the concept

of the pactum salutis.
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By introducing the pactum salutis as a transcendental bond with eschatological
significance, Vos provides a philosophy of redemptive history and revelation. This
eschatological framework not only unifies the old and new covenants but also explains how
OT symbols and types possess real redemptive power. Therefore, eschatology underpins and
effectuates soteriology, ensuring coherence and continuity across the biblical narrative.

Finally, we examined Vos’s portrayal of the Mosaic theocracy as a symbolic and
typological representation of the ultimate kingdom of God. Unlike the ritual laws that signify
redemptive elements, the theocracy embodies an ideal communion with God, serving as an
eschatological symbol rather than a redemptive pathway. This distinction highlights that OT
eschatology encompasses both redemptive and non-redemptive aspects.

As we conclude this chapter, we prepare to shift our focus to Christology and
eschatology in the next. Specifically, we will examine Vos’s interpretation of Christ’s priestly
ascension as the judicial, ontological, and psychical inauguration of the eschaton. Through
the ascension, Christ becomes the first human being to experience consummated Spiritual
communion with God. By analyzing the ascension, we will deepen our understanding of the
distributive nature of eschatology within Vos’s theology. This focus not only underscores the
eschatological significance of Christ’s work but also lays the foundation for exploring the
eschatological role of the Spirit in Chapter Four. In this way, we will progressively move

towards constructing a Vosian theological eschatology grounded in theology proper.
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Chapter Three: The Ascended Christ as the High Priest: The Eschatological Forerunner
Introduction

As shown in the previous two chapters, the essence of Vos’s eschatology is the culmination of
communion with God. Despite this consistent central theme, Vos’s eschatology presents a
variety of dimensions. Chapter One investigated the basic shape of Vos’s eschatology—the
transition from a natural communion with God to a Spiritual one—through the covenant of
works in the pre-fall era. Chapter Two examined the distributiveness of eschatology in the OT
post-fall era from three perspectives: first, through the restoration of communion with God in
the sacrificial system, symbolically foreshadowing the future eschatological fulfillment;
second, through Vos’s explicit characterization of eschatology as the philosophy of
redemptive history and revelation, a concept that is illuminated by his eschatological
understanding of the pactum salutis as the transcendental, organic bond connecting OT and
NT soteriology; and third, through the non-redemptive symbolic and typological nature of the
Mosaic economy, which embodies an eschatologically ideal communion with God rather than
a redemptive pathway.

Progressing from the old to the new covenant, which manifests as the historical
embodiment of the pactum salutis and the fulfillment of the typological ceremonial laws, the
redemptive work of Christ and its relationship to eschatology is the theme of this third
chapter in theologia ectypa secundum quid in subiectis. While Christology is a rich topic, we
focus on examining Vos’s interpretation of Christ’s priestly ascension as the judicial,
ontological, and psychical inauguration of the Spiritual communion with God. This focus is
chosen for several reasons. First, Vos views Christ’s priesthood as central to the historia

salutis, particularly its eschatological significance in bringing God’s people near to God for
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communion. Second, The priestly work of Christ, culminating in the ascension, represents the
inauguration of eternal communion with God.?

More specifically, the ascension is understood by Vos as the judicial, ontological, and
psychical inauguration of the eschaton, meaning that Christ’s ascension marks the formal
beginning of the eschatological era. Judicially, the ascension signifies Christ’s justification as
the mediator who has fulfilled the law and is judicially acceptable in God’s sight.
Ontologically, the ascension explicitly underscores Christ’s transformed human nature, which
is suitable for Spiritual communion with God. Psychically, the ascension refers to the
transformation of Christ’s human consciousness and relational experience with the divine.

This chapter will unfold according to the above points in examining the eschatological
aspect of Christ’s priesthood and ascension as the judicial, ontological, and psychical
inauguration of the eschaton. By doing so, this chapter presents how eschatology is
distributive in Christology.

1. Christ’s Priesthood in Vos’s Christology and Its Relation to the Doctrines of the
Covenant and Eschatology

Before examining the specific aspects of Christ’s inauguration of the Spiritual communion
with God, it is essential to introduce Vos’s Christology with a focus on Christ’s priesthood.
The rationale behind this approach is twofold. First, it integrates key themes from the
previous chapters. Vos posits Christ’s priesthood as integral to the covenant of grace and the
pactum salutis, and, by implication, the covenant of works. Building on the foundational
concepts presented in the previous two chapters, exploring Christ’s priesthood forms a natural
and relevant progression. It intertwines covenantal themes, leading to a comprehensive

understanding of Vos’s eschatology. Second, it offers a focused doctrinal context for further

1 This focus on Christ’s priesthood, while not diminishing the importance of his prophetic and kingly
offices, reflects Vos’s understanding that the priesthood uniquely embodies the eschatological goal of bringing
humanity into direct communion with God. Unlike the other offices, the priestly role specifically addresses the
core of Vos’s eschatology—the realization of unmediated, Spiritual communion between God and his people.
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discussion. Considering the diverse aspects of Christology, centering the discussion on
Christ’s priesthood provides a more focal doctrinal framework. This focus is particularly
relevant as we examine the judicial, ontological, and psychical aspects of the inauguration of
Spiritual communion with God, all of which fall under the purview of Christ’s priesthood.

To elaborate on Christ’s priesthood, we investigate two articles of Vos—PC and the
second half of HED, written in 1907 and 1916, respectively.? In both works, Vos highlights
the significance of Christ’s priesthood, which is presented in Hebrews. His conclusion in both
articles remains consistent: the author of Hebrews emphasizes Christ’s priesthood because its
essence lies in bringing believers near to God for communion.® However, Vos approaches his
arguments in different ways in these two works. In the earlier article, Vos centers on one key
element of Christ’s priesthood—his identification with God’s people. He explores the
necessity of this identification by establishing a connection between the priesthood and the
covenant. Since the covenant has a dual purpose—serving as both an instrument of
redemption and a means of communion with God—the priesthood shares this dual purpose.
Beyond its instrumental role in redemption, Christ’s identification with God’s people holds
eternal significance, as he represents the first instance of perfect communion with God. In
this 1907 article, however, Christ’s priesthood lacks the power of self-interpretation. Its
eschatological significance is examined primarily through the lens of the covenant.

In contrast, in the 1916 article, the eschatological significance of Christ’s priesthood
becomes self-evident. Vos directly analyzes the concept of priesthood to reveal its inherent
eschatological nature. Only after establishing this does he compare the priesthood to the
covenant, arguing that the priesthood is at the heart of the covenant. This shift in approach

highlights how the later Vos sees the priesthood as integral to the covenant itself, rather than

2 Besides GD 111, these two articles are Vos’s major works on Christology.
8 PC/SW, 133,137, 138, 141, 142, 150, and 153; HED/SW, 210, 214, 219-24, and 227.

117



deriving its significance through the covenant. This argument, crucial for understanding Vos’s
view of the priesthood as central to the covenant, will be further expanded below to clarify
this often overlooked connection.

A. Christ’s Priesthood as the Center and Substance of the Covenant
The relevancy of Christ’s priesthood in Vos’s Christology to the covenant is evident, given
Vos’s claim that “the covenant and the priesthood hang inseparably together.”* To be more
accurate, “the priesthood is center and substance of the covenant, that in which the covenant
actually subsists.” This subsection aims to elucidate this intricate relationship between
Christ’s priesthood and the covenant in Vos’s theology, as demonstrated in his seminal work
PC. By delving into Vos’s analysis and interpretation within the text, this subsection will
highlight how the priesthood serves as both the central and substantive element of the
covenant, thereby suggesting an eschatological nature of Christ’s priesthood, as will be
investigated in the following subsection.

In PC, Vos explores why the author of Hebrews focuses primarily on “priesthood and
sacrifice.”® Vos suggests that the author’s intention to deal with “religious externalism”
makes this book unique in naming Christ a priest.” He reasons that if the feature of religious
externalism is “the desire to see, to have near, to touch,” then an emphasis on Christ’s office
as a high priest in the heavenly sphere addresses the problem pertinently.8 This approach
suggests that the legitimacy of Christ’s unseen, heavenly ministry, which necessitates his
absence on earth, effectively undermines the foundation of religious externalism because
“[t]he invisibleness, the remoteness of the present activity of Jesus, far from interfering with

its efficacious character, is precisely the ground of the latter.”® In short, because Christ’s

4 PC/SW, 135.
5 Ibid., 134.

6 Ibid., 130.

7 Ibid.

8 Ibid., 131.

9 Ibid.
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priestly work is “a ministration in the heavenly sanctuary,” religious externalism falls short in
appreciating the essence of Christ’s priestly work.1

To justify his argument further, Vos indicates that for the author of Hebrews, “the first
and most general element [of the] conception of a priest is that of leadership based on
identification with those who are led.”** Compared to the Grand Rapid Vos, who defined
Christ’s priesthood more soteriologically as the “appointment and authorization by God to
satisfy for all who are His through sacrifice and intercession before God,” the Princeton Vos
describes this office more eschatologically as “one who stands at the head of others and thus
mediates their approach unto God.”? This mediation presupposes a priestly leadership
“based on and involving identification of nature and experience.”® Furthermore, “a spiritual
bond of unity” undergirds the identification of experience and nature.'*

More specifically, Vos argues that the term dpynyog in Heb 2:10 and 12:2 suggests
“the element of identification in experience.”'® He remarks that

the dpynyog T cwtnpiog is one who leads others unto salvation by himself treading

the path of salvation before (cf. 5:1); the dpynyog tii¢ mictewc is one who leads others

to faith by himself exercising faith in an ideal manner. Similarly the dpynyoc tiig {mfig

in Peter’s speech, Acts 3:15, is not merely the Ruler of life, but the one who first
entered into life for His own person and now dispenses life unto others.16

Similarly, the word mpodpopog in Heb 6:20 suggests that Christ “not merely leads and opens

access, but also anticipates in himself the enjoyment of the access he mediates to others.”!’

10 Tbid., 132. Vos observes that the book of Hebrews prefers to refer to Christ as the high priest rather
than simply as a priest. This distinction highlights that the central act of Christ’s priestly work corresponds to the
high priest’s entry into the Holy of Holies on the Day of Atonement. Thus, the essence of Christ’s priesthood,
according to Vos, is “identical with entrance into heaven.” See Ibid.

11 Tbid.

12 GDIII:101; RD 3:94; PC/SW, 132. Emphasis added. Recall that in Chapter One, we argued that for
Vos, communion with God is the essence of religion, and by implication, the consummated, eschatological,
Spiritual communion with God is the very essence of eschatology.

B PC/SW, 133.

1 Tbid., 134.

15 Ibid., 133.

16 Tbid.

17 Tbid.
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That is to say that Christ, as the high priest, identified himself with God’s people in their
sufferings and temptations so that he may develop appropriate sympathy for becoming a
perfect priest.18

What grounds this identification of experience is the identification of nature. Without
a genuine human nature, Christ could not effectively identify with the experiences of God’s
people. As Heb 5:1 indicates, a high priest must be Aappavopevog €€ avOponwv (chosen from
among men). Vos draws a specific comparison between Christ’s prophetic and priestly roles.
In his prophetic office, Christ’s qualification hinges on his closeness to God. In contrast, the
effectiveness of his priesthood is “measured by His nearness to men.”'® However, the purpose
of Christ’s identification with human nature extends beyond merely sharing experiences. As
we will see, this identification is intrinsically necessary because, after the ascension, it
signifies the inaugural instance of Spiritual communion with God.

In addition to the above two identifications, Vos indicates “a spiritual bond of unity,”
which is the foundation of the other two.2? According to Vos, Heb 2:11a—06 1€ yap ayialov
kal ol ayalopevor €€ €vog mavtec—explains 2:14, 16, and 17, where the identification of
nature and experience is indicated. However, Vos’s explanation of &£ évog mévteg is

ambiguous. He suggests that “the One whom all are is God.... [Christ and God’s people] are

18 Tn the article, Vos meticulously presents the logical connection between sufferings, temptations,
sympathy, and priestly perfection. Simply put, the sufferings Christ underwent were also sources of temptation,
and the temptations he faced were intrinsically tied to his sufferings. Viewing his sufferings as temptation-
sufferings acknowledges that he faced real and significant ethical challenges. This perspective highlights that
Christ not only endured sufferings but also faced temptations in the midst of them. This addition of the
temptation aspect emphasizes Christ’s active obedience in addition to his passive obedience in sufferings.

The sympathy of Christ, according to Vos, arises from these experiences of suffering and temptation.
However, it is not a general sympathy for all forms of suffering but a specific ethical compassion. This
compassion sees suffering as a source of moral challenge, specifically as it pertains to temptation. In this way,
Christ’s sympathy is deeply connected to his role as the high priest who intercedes and empathizes with human
weaknesses and temptations.

The perfecting of Christ refers to Christ being equipped or qualified for his high-priestly duties through
these experiences. This perfecting involves Christ developing a profound understanding of obedience through
suffering and a sympathy for human frailty in the face of temptation.

19 PC/SW, 133. Interestingly, Vos aruges that the modern Christian consciousness is inaccurate in
emphasizing the need of Christ’s human nature in his prophetic office because “angels can be and have been
revealing agents.” See Ibid.

20 Tbid., 134.
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all sons of God in the religious sense.... Only, because they are one in this deeper, spiritual
sense, it becomes necessary that they shall be identified in the common possession of flesh
and blood.”?! While this claim is generally true, it is still unclear in what sense the two parties
are one in God.

To clarify Vos’s ambiguous claim, we need to go no further than his GD.?? In
justifying the imputation of guilt to Christ, Vos argues that the unity between Christ and those
he represents legitimates the imputation. Specifically, the unity is “grounded in the eternal
agreement between the divine persons in the counsel of peace.”? In this eternal agreement—
the pactum salutis—Christ and those he represents formed “a single organism.”?* Therefore,
the €vog in & évoc mavteg refers not to God but to this covenant organism. Had Vos
elaborated from this perspective, his argument would have been more comprehensive in
directly demonstrating the centrality of Christ’s priesthood in the pactum salutis. In an article
written nine years later, Vos overcame his shortcomings by construing the relationship
between the covenant and eschatology and presenting a more eschatological interpretation of
Chris’s priesthood, as we will see in the following subsection.

In PC, to further examine the rationale of identification, Vos investigates the
connection between the covenant and the priesthood, showing that the priesthood is the center
of the covenant. In order to elaborate on this connection, Vos starts from Heb 7:11, which
reads “0 Aadg yap €n’ avtiig vevopobétntal.” The demonstrative pronoun avti|g refers to “tiig
Agvuikiic iepmovvng,” the purpose of which is the “tedeimoig” of people. Furthermore, given
that “the whole religious system... is a means to perfection..., the priesthood was

[naturally]... the basis on which the entire structure of Old Testament religion had been

21 Tbid.

22 In HED/SW, an article written nine years later, Vos clarified the unity between Christ and God’s
people by appealing to the pactum salutis.

28 GDIII:133; RD, 3:123.

24 Tbid.
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reared....”?® Verse 12 formalizes the same idea by indicating that “petotiOepévng yop tig
tepmovng € avaykng kai vopov petdfeoi yivetatl.” In other words, the change of the
priesthood necessitates the change of the law.

From verse 15, Vos points out that the new priesthood under Christ is qualitatively
different, not just another variant but a iepedg &tepoc—rfundamentally heterogeneous to the
old covenant law.26 Verse 16 further explains the nature of this iepedg &repoc, which is “o0
KOTO VOOV EVTOATNG capkivng Yéyovev aAAG KaTd dvvapy (ofig dkataibtov.” Vos argues
that “it is not merely the law of Levitical descent which is said to have been abrogated, but
the law of fleshly descent in general, nay the legal character of the dispensation as a whole
because vopoc (notice the anarthrous katd vopov) is supplanted by dvvapug.”?’ This change
from vopog to dvvapg is “not a change of species within the genus, but a change of the genus
itself.”28 Vos interprets this as signaling the culmination and fulfillment of a long-standing
religious stance within a better covenant, enriching and deepening how believers approach
God.

Therefore, according to verse 19, we have an “énsicaywyn... kpeittovog EAmidog o’
f¢ &yyilopev 16 0e®”; or, in Vos’s words, “a totally new religious position and outlook,” by
which, Vos means a new way &yyiopev 1® 0@, which is also a better covenant.?® The
peoitng of this covenant not only “stands between parties,” but also, as an &yyvoc, “obligates
himself to render the mediation effective.”® This role of Christ as both mediator and surety
illustrates that the priesthood is more than a component of the covenant; it is its very heart

and center.3!

25 PC/SW, 135.

26 Tbid.

27 Tbid.

28 Tbid.

29 Tbid.

30 Ibid., 136.

31 Ibid. 137. This emphasis on the priesthood as central to the covenant, according to Vos, does not
suggest that the prophetic and kingly offices lack importance or relevance within the covenantal structure.
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Given the central role of the priesthood in the covenant, Vos further argues that “the
purpose of the covenant can be accurately determined only in the light of the purpose of the
covenant.”2 According to Vos, the purpose of the covenant is twofold. One is instrumental as
a means to communion with God. The other is that covenant constitutes in itself “the ideal of
religion realized, the perfect covenant being the consummate approach and nearness to
God.”3% As such, the covenant is “the highest category of religion itself.”3* This implication
extends to Christ’s priesthood as well. Beyond its instrumental aspect, where “through the
priest the people enter representatively into the sanctuary of perfect communion with God,”
the priest also “dwells with God as the first heir of the blessedness to which his ministry has
opened the way.”®® Therefore, in addition to the instrumental significance, the priest must be
identified with God’s people to express in his own person “the nearness of men to God” in
establishing direct contact between God and humanity.36

B. Christ’s Priesthood: Eschatological Approaching unto God
In the previous chapter, we examined part one of “Hebrews,” where Vos explores the concept
of 010 kn and proposes a philosophy of the history of revelation based upon this idea. The
focus here is part two. Vos states that the goal is to inquire whether a significant influence of
the idea of the covenant upon the priesthood of Christ exists in Hebrews. To address this
question, Vos suggests that “it will be best to proceed analytically, i.e., by resolving the
conception of priesthood into its constituent elements.”®’ Hence, this article contains more

analytic features than PC, published nine years earlier.

Rather, Vos highlights the unique mediatorial and redemptive role of the priesthood, specifically in bringing
about communion with God.

32 Ibid., 137.

33 Ibid.

34 Tbid.

35 Ibid., 138.

36 Ibid., 141.

ST HED/SW, 205.

123



Referring to Heb 5:1ff, Vos indicates that “the first element entering into the office is
that of representation of man with God” because “every high priest chosen from among men
is appointed to act on behalf of men in relation to God.”38 However, Vos also emphasizes that
Christ’s priestly work encompasses a reverse direction, offering “benediction, forgiveness,
and help” after its movement toward God reaches its culmination.®® The significance of this
qualification will be made clear in the next chapter, where, by presenting a pneumatological
eschatology, we will conclude the study on the theologia ectypal secundum quid in subiectics
in Vos’s theological eschatology.

The next element closely connected to the first is “solidarity with those
represented.” Drawing from Heb 2:11, 14, and 17, where it is depicted that Christ and the
elect are all of one, Vos contends that Christ’s capacity for representation is “measured by His
nearness to man.”*! Notably, the basis of this nearness is not primarily the incarnation. The
incarnation is only “the further carrying out of a spiritual solidarity already given,” which
results from “the agreement between the will of the Father in giving the Son as head and
redeemer of the elect and the will of the Son in presenting Himself for them as surety.” 2
Therefore, according to Vos, the root of Christ’s priestly solidarity with the elect lies in “the
federal oneness” of Christ with believers rather than in the incarnation.*® Given his endeavor
to construct a philosophy of redemptive history and revelation by correlating covenant and
eschatology in the first part of the article, it is consistent for Vos to portray this unity from the
covenantal perspective, which offers a more concrete framework than his earlier attribution of

oneness to God in “The Priesthood.”

38 HED/SW, 206; Heb 5:1.

39 Tbid.

40 Ibid. Note that identification, which was largely the sole element of the priesthood that Vos discussed
in PC, here becomes one of the four analytical elements Vos examines. This broader framework shows how Vos
expands his exploration of Christ’s priesthood beyond identification, offering a more comprehensive
understanding of its eschatological and redemptive significance in later works.

41 Tbid.

42 Ibid., 206; RD 2:90.

43 HED/SW, 206.
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The third crucial aspect of Christ’s priestly role is the concept of “offering.”** Often,
this is too narrowly interpreted as merely the act of sacrifice, particularly the slaying of a
victim.*® However, Vos contends that such a limited view overlooks “an act of co-equal if not
of greater importance in the ritual.”*® This pivotal act is epitomized in Christ’s self-
presentation before God in heaven. Vos observes that the author of Hebrews sometimes
describes this self-presentation as “the offering par excellence” because Hebrews categorizes
both Christ’s death and his appearance in heaven as “a movement of self-presentation to
God.”*" In other words, Christ’s priestly ascension carries the real significance of his ministry
and explains his death retrospectively.8

Despite the grandeur of this act, Vos underscores that the offering is fundamentally
tied to the reality of sin.*® While the concept of Christ as a representative head for an unfallen
humanity, mediating between the race and God, is theoretically imaginable, Vos casts doubt
on this perspective. He argues that in Hebrews, “the priesthood of Christ is everywhere
explained soteriologically.”®® Furthermore, Vos suggests that in a hypothetical sinless state,
the direct and immediate relationship of human beings with God would negate the need for
“the interposition of a priest,” indicating the inherent connection between Christ’s priesthood

and the existence of sin.>!

44 Ibid., 207. Note that offering presupposes ascension. Vos here is already discussing Christ’s
priesthood eschatologically without linking it to the covenant.

45 Tbid.

46 Tbid.

47 Tbid., 208.

48 Tbid.

49 Tbid., 209.

50 Tbid., 211. Due to the scarce data on Christ’s priesthood in other NT epistles, Vos’s analysis focuses
primarily on the book of Hebrews. However, in passages such as Romans 8:34 and 1 Timothy 2:5, where
Christ’s mediatory and intercessory role is mentioned, these texts indirectly refer to his priesthood. Moreover, in
these contexts, the references undoubtedly pertain to the issue of sin.

51 Ibid., 210. For arguments on supralapsarian Christology or incarnation anyway theory, see, for
example, Edwin Christiaan van Driel, Incarnation Anyway: Arguments for Supralapsarian Christology (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2008), Oliver D. Crisp, Analyzing Doctrine: Toward a Systematic Theology (Waco,
TX: Baylor University Press, 2019), and Oliver D. Crisp, The Word Enfleshed: Exploring the Person and Work
of Christ (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2016).

125



Specifically, Vos explains that “the representative position of Adam furnishes no true
analogy, for here no religious approach to God on behalf of others is involved, as would be in
the case of the priesthood.”® Prima facie, this argument seems inconsistent with the covenant
of works. In Vos’s words, “what we inherit in the second Adam is not restricted to what we
lost in the first Adam: it is much rather the full realization of what the first Adam would have
achieved for us had he remained unfallen and been confirmed in his state.”®3 In short, Adam
could have actualized a religious approach to God on behalf of others had he not fallen.
However, the difference here is that the religious approach to God is the end for Adam and
the means for Christ. To elaborate, we recall Vos’s understanding of religion. Religion for Vos

99 ¢¢

is “personal intercourse,” “the immediate personal fellowship,” or “a true communion”
between God and human beings.>* In the case of Adam, this communion is the end of his
covenantal obedience. To quote Vos, “the Reformed... sees man not as being placed in eternal
bliss from the beginning, but as being placed in such a way that he might attain to eternal
bliss,” which is “an ideal” and “the means of obtaining it is the covenant of works.””>® For
Christ, this communion is the means, namely, the religious approach to God on behalf of the
elect. Therefore, Adam’s representative position differs from Christ’s in that he represents
humanity in his positive covenantal relationship with God with communion as its end. In
contrast, Christ represents the elect with communion as a means. A religious approach to God
on behalf of others is involved.

This communion as a means is the fourth element of Vos’s analytic examination of the

conception of the priesthood, namely “leadership and participation in attainment.””% For Vos,

“the priest is not one who stands personally outside of the movement he directs or has no

52 HED/SW, 210.

53 DCRT/SW, 243.

5 BT, 22; GG, 176; KGC, 25.
5 DCRT/SW, 243.

5 HED/SW, 212.
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share of his own to realize in the end he serves...,” but “the first to travel the road and reach
the goal to which it is his task to bring others.”®’ Christ’s sinlessness does not negate the
necessity of him experiencing salvation and exercising faith. “The dpynyog of salvation” and
“the apynyoc of faith” in Heb 2:10 and 12:2, respectively, demonstrate that Christ, “in His
capacity as priest,” redeems through breaking his own way to the eschatological communion
with God. The key word apynyog can denote both “the producer of an effect and the leader of
a line.”® Both elements exist in the pregnant meaning in this context.%® “The dpynyoc of life”
and “an apynyoc and comp” in Acts 3:15 and 5:31, respectively, express the same idea that
“Jesus is first of all the leader of salvation, then the giver of salvation.”% Heb 6:20, where the
author calls Jesus mpddpopoc, also supports this view. Jesus, as the forerunner, first entered
into the eschatological communion with God. Furthermore, through this act of first entrance,
he made it possible for God’s people to follow.5!

However, assuming the presence of these four priestly elements, Vos points out,

we cannot... assert that for the expression of any single one of them, or even of all in

their combination, the priestly formula is absolutely necessary. As a matter of fact we

find all these ingredients, sometimes singly, sometimes variously combined, in other

types of teaching, notably in Paul, where yet the formal concept of the priesthood of
Christ does not emerge with them.%2

This observation deserves elaboration. The question of why the author of the book of
Hebrews highlights the concept of the priesthood while all the elements of it also appear
either singly or combined in other NT writings, particularly Pauline epistles, must be
addressed so that we may have a better understanding of the essence of the priesthood and its

relation to eschatology.

57 Ibid.
58 Tbid., 213.
59 Tbid.
60 Thid.
61 Thid.
62 Thid., 213.
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Vos suggests that it is Hebrews’ construal of these elements regarding a particular
idea—"the idea of approach unto God”’—that necessitates the reference to Christ’s priesthood
because “towards this idea... the whole conception of the priesthood gravitates.”63 Again, the
difference between the Grand Rapids Vos and the Princeton Vos is evident. Christ, as the
priest, in addition to being someone who offers sacrifice and intercedes, is primarily “one
who brings his people into the divine presence” by being the leader, not just the giver, of
salvation.* Thus, while Christ’s passive and active obedience both require his assumption of
human nature, his human nature “obtains its highest and final use in this that through it we
are brought representatively into the presence of God.”%® Vos’s construal here emphasizes the
unique and indispensable role of Christ’s humanity in achieving the ultimate goal of
redemption—the actualization of a direct, personal, and intimate communion between God
and human beings.56

Vos substantiates his answer by “observing how it throws light on [two] outstanding
features of the epistle of which no very satisfactory explanation can otherwise be

furnished.”®’ The first regards “the relative absence of a theory of atonement™ in Hebrews;

83 Ibid., 214.

64 Tbid.

% Ibid., 214.

66 This idea of Christ bringing his people near to God in a priestly manner is extremely important to
Vos, to the extent that he repeated the similar wording multiple times in a single paragraph. In addition to the
above quote, he also remarks that “the sole purpose of this [priestly] ministry is to come near unto God” and that
the four priestly elements “reach their highest functional fulfilment in the priestly introduction of man into the
immediate presence of God.” See Ibid.

Furthermore, this construal aligns with the distinction between expiation and consecration discussed in
Chapter Two. The expiatory element in sacrifice deals with sin, while consecration as communion with God
constitutes the essence of religion, whether or not sin is in view. Christ’s priesthood accomplishes not only
expiation but also consecration. In other words, assuming the presence of sin, expiation becomes the means
through which consecration is achieved.

Therefore, claims such as van Driel’s that “if the incarnation only happened as a function of God’s
reconciling action, there would be no need for a continued bodily existence of Christ after crucifixion and death.
The sacrifice had been made..., the relationship between God and humanity restored. There would have been no
need for a bodily resurrection” unfortunately misses the redemptive significance of Christ’s resurrection and
ascension imbedded in his priesthood. See van Driel, Incarnation Anyway, 161. Emphasis added.

57 HED/SW, 214.
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the second regards the locality of Christ’s priesthood.®® Both perspectives demonstrate the
significance of bringing near to God in Christ’s priesthood.

Regarding the first point, Vos indicates that one might naturally expect a theory of
atonement in a book that makes the priesthood and sacrifice of Christ its central theme.5°
However, this expectation is largely unmet. There are three primary perspectives that explain
this phenomenon. Vos first dismisses the most unlikely explanation, which suggests that “the
whole forensic frame of mind that underlies the Pauline soteriology is foreign to [the author
of Hebrews].”’0 According to this view, while sin for Paul is a transgression that entails the
curse of the law and therefore requires vicarious penal suffering for its expiation, the author
of Hebrews views sin as defilement that necessitates cleansing. According to Vos, the
problem with this interpretation is that it fails to provide an accurate doctrinal comparison
between Paul and the author of Hebrews. This is because terms like cleansing are “figurative”
and “symbolical” language that lacks a “spiritual counterpart,” making them difficult to
compare reasonably with Pauline doctrine.”

The second interpretation is that the author of Hebrews is ritualistic without seeking a
deeper reason for their efficacy.”? Against this view, Vos argues that the author actually
advocates for a spiritualization of the meaning of the rituals. While it is true that the divine
will instituted the rituals, it is also true that this will was not arbitrary and had appropriate
content.”® The divine mind must have a philosophy of atonement that explains the
symbolism. The author of Hebrews probably wrote the book with this philosophy in mind.

The third explanation suggests that the author of Hebrews tends to subjectivize

Christ’s work, placing it within the sphere of the mind of the elect, in contrast to Paul’s

68 Thid.
69 Thid.
70 Thid.
71 1bid., 215.
72 Thid.
73 Tbid., 216.
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objective description of the satisfaction of divine justice.”* However, Vos contends that a
strict and contextual exegesis would suggest otherwise. According to Vos, the subjective
element regarding the removal of sin in Hebrews, if present, is not related to “the heart in the
modern sense, nor the mind and will, but the conscience, that is, the consciousness of sin.”’®
In this way, the seemingly subjectivistic expressions in Hebrews pertain as much to the
objective sphere as those found in Pauline doctrines.

Therefore, the lack of atonement theory in Hebrews is a delusion. A philosophy of
atonement lies in the background of the author’s reasoning. In other words, Hebrews
translates the theory of Paul into the language of ritualism without losing its essence.”® In the
meantime, the Pauline atonement theology is not without tracing in Hebrews. The idea of
substitutionary death is evident in Heb 2:14.77 Heb 9:12 also expresses that redemption
belongs to the vicarious category.’® The most explicit substitutionary language appears in Heb
9:28, which says that the offering of Christ is for the bearing of the sins of many. Vos
observes that this verse, together with 1 Pet 2:24, probably borrows the substitutionary
language from Isa 53:12, which reads that “yet he bore the sin of many, and makes
intercession for the transgressors.” Then why did the author of Hebrews not use more
soteriological language in his presentation of priesthood and sacrifice, which would be
naturally and a priori expected?

Assuming Vos’s explanation for the prominence of the concept of priesthood in
Hebrews that the idea of approaching unto God dominates the book, the answer to the above
question is arguably that the author is “far more interested in the outcome, the terminal point

of the atoning process than in its intrinsic operation.””® Instead of atonement, the focus is on

4 Tbid.

s Ibid., 217.

76 Tbid.

7 1bid., 217-218.
8 Ibid., 217.

% Tbid.
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“how Christ the priest makes it serve the supreme object of His office,” which is entering into
the presence of God. & Therefore, Christ’s priestly office is eschatological because its goal is
precisely the priest’s communion with God on behalf of the elect.

The second outstanding feature of the epistle concerns “the locality to which the
epistle assigns the priesthood of Christ.”8! Reconciliation must be made between two sets of
verses in the book of Hebrews. On the one hand, verses such as 2:17, 6:20, 8:2, and 8:4
present Christ’s priesthood as exercised in heaven. For example, 8:4 reads that &i u&v odv v
&mi yfig, o0d’ dv N igpedc, dvtov TV TPosPePdVTOV KoTd vopov T ddpa. Yet, on the other
hand, verses such as 1:3, 9:26, and 13:12 indicate that Christ also exercises priestly acts
before his ascension.

Vos’s solution for this seeming incompatibility is the same as the previous one that
“the author determines the sphere to which Christ’s priesthood belongs according to his view
concerning the location of its center of gravity.”8? This center lies in bringing the elect ear to
God, but not the preparation for its accomplishment. Naturally, the heavenly sanctuary is
where the approach to God is effected; thus, the priesthood finds its center of gravity there.
The high priest’s work on the day of atonement in the OT era bolsters this interpretation.
While his priesthood finds its ultimate actualization in the holy of holies, he must slay the
sacrificial animal in the court.83 Similarly, Christ’s priesthood, which belongs to heaven “as
the only sphere where it can truly accomplish its highest purpose,” can, and even necessarily
extends to his earthly ministry, particularly his death on the cross, due to the nature of his
priestly work.

C. Conclusion

80 Tbid.

81 Ibid., 218.

82 Tbid., 219.

83 Tbid., 219-220.
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In conclusion, Vos’s examination of Christ’s priesthood in his Christology and its relation to
the doctrines of the covenant and eschatology presents a multifaceted and deeply
interconnected theological narrative. Central to this narrative is the understanding that
Christ’s priesthood is the core and substance of the covenant, emphasizing not just a judicial
or representative role, but one that actively ushers believers into divine communion. This
communion is the ultimate goal of Christ’s priesthood and is achieved through his
identification with humanity in both nature and experience, solidified in the pactum salutis
and manifested in his eschatological role.

Vos’s analysis in PC and HED reveals the development of his thought, from initially
viewing Christ’s priesthood through the lens of the covenant to recognizing its inherent
eschatological significance. He explores how Christ’s priesthood operates beyond traditional
atonement theories, focusing on the priestly act of bringing the elect into the divine presence.
This act is not limited to Christ’s earthly ministry but reaches its zenith in the heavenly
sanctuary, underscoring the eschatological essence of his priesthood.

2. Christ’s Priestly Ascension as the Inauguration of the Spiritual, Eschatological
Communion with God

Assuming the eschatological nature of Christ’s priesthood as demonstrated above, the task of
this section is to elaborate analytically on the different aspects of the eschatological
communion with God that Christ’s priestly ascension inaugurates. From his early writings,
such as GD, to his later works, such as PE, Vos’s explanation of this inauguration is
consistent. It has three aspects, viz., the judicial, the ontological, and the psychical. That is to
say that Christ’s eschatological communion with God is judicially justified, ontologically
actualized, and psychically experienced.

Among these three, the judicial inauguration undergirds the other two. In GD, Vos

writes that “when Christ rose from the dead, this was both a fact that had judicial significance
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and an act of God that brought a powerful reversal in His human nature.”8* The powerful
reversal in Christ’s human nature is “a change of condition coinciding with [the] exchange of
legal position.”® Moreover, this change of condition is “both in body and in soul.”® Put
differently, it is both ontological and psychical.

Therefore, this first subsection investigates this inauguration from the judicial
perspective. As the priest in one redemptive organism with his people, Christ’s death is the
divine judicial judgment, indicating that he is guilty due to the imputation of the guilt. Death
is the culminating point of Christ’s passive obedience. Correspondingly, Christ’s resurrection
1s God’s declaration that he is just due to his perfect passive and active obedience. The
ascension further demonstrates that God has accepted the judicial efficacy of Christ’s work.

The second subsection focuses on the ontological inauguration of the communion
given Christ’s bodily ascension. As Chapter One indicates, the eschatological communion
with God requires 10 o®dpa [Tvevpatikov instead of 10 ocdpo yoykdv. Vos, in his exegesis of
1 Cor 15:42—-49 and Rom 1:3—4, exposits that the resurrection of Christ’s body is the pivotal
transformation whereby his physical existence is elevated into a Spiritual form, ideally suited
for the eschatological communion with God that characterizes the eschaton. Nevertheless, we
argue that it is the ascension that actualized this communion.

The third subsection briefly addresses the psychical aspect of Christ’s priestly
inauguration of the eschatological communion with God. Due to the lack of biblical
revelation on this topic, Vos treats this issue very briefly. Hence, after examining Vos’s direct
exploration of this aspect, we compare the psychical condition of Christ’s human nature
between the hypostatic union and his eschatological communion with God in his ascension.

A. Christ’s Priestly Ascension as the Judicial Inauguration

84 GD 111:235; RD 3:219.
8 Tbid.
86 Tbid.
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As the event happened after Christ’s resurrection, the ascension needs to be interpreted in the
context of the resurrection. Furthermore, a common approach to interpreting Christ’s
resurrection, and rightly so, is John Calvin’s synecdochic fashion of the interpretation of
Christ’s death and resurrection that “whenever mention is made of his death alone, we are to
understand at the same time what belongs to his resurrection. Also, the same synecdoche
applies to the word ‘resurrection’: whenever it is mentioned separately from death, we are to
understand it as including what has to do especially with his death.”®” Given that Christ’s
death and resurrection are mutually interpretative, we situate Christ’s ascension in the context
of his death and resurrection.

Following the Reformed tradition, Vos treats Christ’s death, resurrection, and
ascension under the category of the states (staten) of Christ. For Vos, “a state is the
relationship to the judicial power within which one stands.”® More specifically, “a state of
the Mediator is the status in which He stands as Surety before the justice of God, along with
its corresponding condition.”® Evidently, Christ’s states are first of all a judicial concept in
Vos’s Christology, though corresponding conditions are entailed by certain judicial status.
This affirms Vos’s argument, mentioned in the previous section, that the incarnation is a
corresponding condition that is grounded upon the pactum salutis, within which Christ’s legal
relationship as the guilty mediator was assumed.

In further distinguishing Christ’s states, Vos remarks that the state of humiliation is
“the status of guilt of the Surety before the justice of God” and the state of exaltation is “the
status of righteousness of the Surety before the justice of God,” both with their corresponding
conditions, either of misery or of glory.?® Consequently, Christ’s ministry from the

incarnation to the crucifixion is to be understood in the context of guilt and judgment, while

87 Calvin, Institutes, 2.16.13.
88 GD 111:196; RD 3:183. Emphasis added.
89 GD 111:197; RD 3:184. Emphasis added.
9 GDI11:197-98; RD 3:184.
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his resurrection and ascension lie in the context of justice and glory. This distinction is
foundational for the following arguments.

a. Christ’s Death as the Declaration of Divine Eschatological Judgment
According to Vos, Christ’s suffering and death are to be interpreted exclusively as judicial
concepts. None of Christ’s sufferings, including his death, is an unfortunate calamity caused
by non-judicial secondary causes.?! As mentioned in Chapter Two, Christ’s obedience
includes passive and active aspects—the former requires bearing the curse of the law, and the
latter requires observing the requirement of the law. Thus, from the inception of Christ’s
incarnation, “his entire life was a continual suffering.”9?2 However, this does not mean there is
no distinction in the gravity of suffering. Christ’s death on the cross is the culmination of his
life-long suffering.

Within the judicial context of judgment, Christ’s death is “the open manifestation of
the curse that He bore as Surety.”® That Christ’s suffering, including his death as the
culminating point of his state of humiliation, contains God’s supernatural judgement due to
his priestly role is evident in that “He sweated drops of blood, felt Himself abandoned by
God, was astonished and deeply alarmed.”®* Vos indicates that this kind of suffering is
“completely incomprehensible to us because nothing like it falls within our consciousness.”%
In other words, instead of a natural death that has no supernatural cause and meaning, the
death that Jesus prayed to the Father to remove from him is a thoroughly supernatural one
that bears God’s eschatological judgment (Mark 14:36).% It is not simply the fear of death
that drove Jesus to pray the prayer, but primarily the dread of the eschatological judgment

necessitated by the substitutionary aspect of the elements of representation, solidarity, and

91 GD III:211; RD 3:197.

92 GD I11:206; RD 3:192.

93 GD 111:235-236; RD 3:220.
% Tbid., 194.

% Thid.

% Tbid.
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offering of his priesthood, which entails that Christ’s death is a judicial death that manifests
the guilty status and, by implication, the curse that he bore as the priest.’

b. Christ’s Resurrection as Justification
Generally speaking, justification means declaring someone righteous, as her judicial
relationship with God requires. Applied to Christ, justification requires him to bear and fulfill
the curse and demand of the law, respectively. In other words, Christ’s justification consists
of two aspects, viz., the negative abolishment of the curse of the law and the positive
fulfillment of the requirement of the law. The former requires passive obedience and the latter
requires active obedience. Christ’s passive obedience, namely his obedience in bearing divine
judgment, satisfies his liability to punishment as the priest. This satisfaction, however, is not
justification per se. To undergo due punishment fulfills forensic responsibility—no more
pending judgment. This fulfillment only acquits but does not justify. The “negative not-being-
unrighteous” does not necessitate “positive being-righteous.””® Vos makes no confusion on
this distinction. The entitlement to eternal life does not come from the forgiveness of sins.
This eternal life is subject to Christ’s active obedience, namely his perfect fulfillment of the

requirement of the law. In Vos’s construal, this negative acquittal and positive entitlement

97 As mentioned in Chapter Two, Vos’s doctrine of guilt is complicated and vague. It is difficult to
present his view comprehensively and critique fairly here. However, for the purpose of this subsection, it is
worth noting that in Vos’s treatment of Christ’s priesthood, a significant tension arises concerning the nature of
guilt imputed to Christ and its reconciliation with his priestly Christology.

Vos distinguishes between reatus culpa (inherent turpitude and criminality of sin) and reatus poena
(liability to punishment), suggesting that only the latter is transferable to Christ. This raises critical questions
about the separation of these two aspects of guilt, particularly in the context of Christ’s comprehensive
representation of the elect. This distinction leads to a potential undermining of the depth of Christ’s priestly
responsibility, as it suggests that reatus culpa is not imputed to him.

Consequently, this affects the understanding of Christ’s passive obedience and its relation to his active
obedience, potentially viewing the former as an additional rather than an intrinsic aspect of his priesthood.
These issues bear directly on the interpretation of Christ’s justification and resurrection. If the imputed guilt to
Christ lacks the aspect of criminality, then the nature of his resurrection might not fully align with Vos’s view of
it as the judicial inauguration of the eschatological communion with God, raising questions about the
completeness of Vos’s priestly Christology in this regard.

This concern conforms to Murray’s summary of his historical survey of the Reformed doctrine of guilt
that “the Reformed theologians were sensitive that to impute penal liability without the imputation of that to
which the penal liability is due is faced with a judicial objection.” See Murray, Imputation, 85.

For a recent objection on the imputation of guilt, see, for example, Oliver Crisp, Divinity and
Humanity: The Incarnation Reconsidered (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007), 104.

9% GD IVb:26; RD 4:153.
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constitute a wholistic concept of justification. Thus, he remarks that the resurrection is
“God’s de facto declaration of the perfection of Christ’s work in both respects.”® From the
judicial perspective, the resurrection is a public, factual declaration of the justification of
Christ.

c. Christ’s Ascension as the Judicial Inauguration of the Eschatological
Communion with God

This declarative justification applies to Christ’s ascension as well. According to Vos, Christ’s
work as the mediator must be presented to God the Father once it is completed.?? The fact
that Christ entered heaven is undoubtedly God’s declaration that his work was completed and
acceptable. Given the articulations in Chapter One, we know that Christ’s work is to be
interpreted in the framework of the covenant of works. That is to say that Christ, as the
mediator, bore the curse of the law because, as the federal head, he is guilty in front of the
Father due to the imputation of guilt—both reatus culpa and reatus poena—yet without
corrupted nature. He also fulfilled the requirement of the law, which Adam failed to observe.
If Adam’s violation of the divine command entails his exile from the presence of God even in
his natural state, then Christ’s priestly entrance into the divine presence indicates his perfect
observation of the divine command. Hence, his ascension is, first of all, a divine declaration
of his judicial justice.

However, the ascension signifies more than just a demonstration of judicial justice; it
essentially marks the judicial inauguration of the eschatological communion with God. While
the resurrection itself might be seen as fulfilling a judicial requirement of God’s justice,
owing to Christ’s fulfillment of the law’s obligations in both passive and active manners, the
ascension extends beyond mere judicial aspects. The ascension into the Father’s presence

signifies an eschatological communion, a dimension not inherently conveyed by the

% GD111:236; RD 3:221.
100 GD 111:248-49; RD 3:232.
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resurrection alone. In Chapter One, we contended that the trajectory of Vos’s eschatology
progresses from the natural to the Spiritual. Initially, Adam and Eve experienced perfect,
natural communion with God. The fall in the context of the covenant of works resulted in the
loss of this existing natural communion with God and the potential for future Spiritual
communion. In Chapter Two, we argued that Adam’s sin is a willful violation of the ultimate
principle that natural law testifies—to love God and have communion with him. In Christ’s
ascension, we see an undoing of Adam’s failure.

B. Christ’s Priestly Ascension as the Ontological Inauguration

Vos remarks that the judicial state comes with “the corresponding condition.”1% Specifically,
this state of exaltation—resurrection and ascension—entails “the corresponding condition of
glory.”%02 “When Christ rose from the dead, this was both a fact that had judicial significance
and an act of God that brought about a powerful reversal in His human nature.”1% Thus, one
element of this condition of glory is Christ’s resurrected body, which is raised €v 66&n (see 1
Cor 15:43). In this section, we argue that this resurrected and ascended body is Christ’s
priestly ontological inauguration of the eschatological communion with God.1%4
Undoubtedly, as previously argued, Vos’s claim that Christ’s human nature “obtains
its highest and final use in this that through it we are brought representatively into the
presence of God” summarizes this aspect of the inauguration concisely.1% That is to say that
the human nature of Christ is the first humanity to experience the perfect eschatological
communion with God in a resurrection body. Therefore, the elaboration here will focus on

Vos’s exposition on the Spiritually physical nature of the resurrection body and this body as

101 GDII1:197; RD 3:184.

102 GDII1:198; RD 3:184.

103 GD 111:235; RD 3:219.

104 A similar expression can be found in Webster, who sees the resurrection of Christ as a paradigmatic
event that redefines Christian existence, highlighting an irreducible newness and an ontological transformation

into a new creation. See, Webster, “Eschatology, Ontology, and Human Action.”
105 HED/SW, 214.
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an exemplification of an all-encompassing eschatological order, instead of a single, isolated
historical event. However, while Christ’s resurrection is a critical juncture in redemptive
history, it is his ascension that fully realized the ontological and judicial shifts into the
eschatological communion with God. Aiming for doctrinal precision, this subsection refers
back to Vos’s priestly Christology to assert that the ascension of Christ’s body into the
heavenly realm truly inaugurates the eschatological communion with God ontologically.

Unlike the believer’s Spiritual experience in the ordo salutis, Christ’s bodily
resurrection is visible and tangible. Commenting on 1 Cor 15:42—49, Vos underscores that the
adjective ITvevpatikov expresses “the quality of the body in the eschatological state. Every
thought of immaterialness, or etherealness or absence of physical density ought to be kept
carefully removed from the term.”1% To prevent interpreting Christ’s resurrected body as
spiritual in the sense of immaterial, Vos suggests that “the capitalizing of the word ought to
be carefully guarded both in translation and otherwise: mvevpotucov almost certainly leads on
the wrong track, whereas Ilvevpotikdv, not only sounds a note of warning, but in addition
points in the right direction positively.”1?” Undoubtedly, for Vos, the right direction is the
affirmation of the physicality of the resurrection body.

This feature of the resurrection body conforms to Vos’s interpretation of the
relationship between protology, soteriology, and eschatology, which we examined in the
previous two chapters. While the original eschatology now has a soteriological form, the
consummation of the natural element in the original eschatology was “not eliminated but
reincorporated in the redemptive program.”1% As the original goal remains regulative, “the

nonredemptive strand explains the preeminence of the natural (physical) element in biblical

106 PE. 166.

107 Ibid., 167.

108 ESOT, 74. This reincorporation is the basis to claim that soteriology is eschatology, as we did in
Chapter Two.

139



eschatology.”1% Therefore, soteriology is not merely about conversion in the ethical sense but
about “the transformation and supernaturalizing of the world.”110 In this construal, “the
nature-elements are not antireligious” because “the absolute goal could not be attained
without the nature-elements.”!!! In short, soteriology, as an alternative route to the original
protology-eschatology trajectory, must supernaturalize, that is, Spiritualize, the natural.}1?
Vos’s theological exegesis of 1 Cor 15:45-46 substantiates the above conclusion. In
Chapter One, we argued that a more accurate way to describe the relationship between 10
oc®pa yoywov and 10 cdpa mvevpatikdy is typological instead of antithetical. Within this
typological relation, the odpa yoywov typifies the eschatological cdpa [Tvevpoticdv, which
is “a higher kind of body” that God planned from the outset “as pertaining to a higher state of
existence generally.”!® This higher state of existence sheds light on our understanding of the
ontological change of Christ’s human nature in the resurrection. As examined in Chapter One,
while in GD III, Vos interprets 10 yoywdv and 10 [Tvevpatikév in 1 Cor 15:46 as referring to
the two different kinds of bodies, in his later works, he argues that it would be a mistake to
supply ocdpa to 10 yuykdv and 10 Tvevpatikoy in v.46 because they are “generalizing
expressions... that designate the successive reign of two comprehensive principles in history,
two successive world-orders, a first and a second creation, beginning each with an Adam of

its own.”114

109 Tbid.

110 Tbid.

111 Tbid.

12 Thid. Strictly speaking, even the ethical is not restored but advanced because the believer is no
longer in a probationary state in which the communion with God is enjoyed naturally. Assuming the resurrection
of Christ and the work of the Spirit, the ethical aspect is a demonstration of the eschatological reality in which
the Spirit rules. We will further expound on this point in the next chapter. Here, Vos’s remark that the ethical is
restored and the natural is consummated is doctrinally inconsistent with his theological eschatology.

Furthermore, in Chapter Five, we will see that Herman Bavinck’s theological motif—grace restores and
perfects nature—as Brian Mattson well summarized, misses the eschatological role of the Spirit in the ordo
salutis. In short, given the work of the eschatological Spirit, the nature was never restored in any real sense.

113 Tbid.
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Put differently, the resurrection in Vos’s theology belongs to a more grandiose picture
in a way that without it, the new aeon would be blind because it would find no direction in
how to instantiate; yet without the new aeon, the resurrection would be empty because it
would be a brute fact that lacks a referential framework. It is not as a single event that the
resurrection inaugurates the aeonic eschaton. Instead, the inauguration presupposes
belongingness. In some fundamental ways, the resurrection belongs to the eschatological
aeon, the fact that it can be called the inauguration of it in the first place. Compared to the
first single event of the eschaton in a chronological sense, a better way to understand the
resurrection is that it belongs to a sweeping new aecon that comes with it, or to be more
accurate, that enlivens it.

Vos interprets Rom 1:3—4 similarly. He ventures to answer the question, “how can
resurrection from the dead be the counterpart of an issue from the seed of David”?1!° Instead
of an ontological contrast between Christ’s humanity and divinity, a redemptive-historical
contrast is what Vos proposed. Paul, according to Vos, “wished to contrast the resurrection-
process in a broad generic way with the processes of this natural life; the resurrection is
characteristic of the beginning of a new order of things, as sarkic birth is characteristic of an
older order of things.”%1 In short, “what stands before the Apostle’s mind is the contrast
between the two aeons....”1” Assuming this epochal contrast, Vos proposes that “Paul is not
thinking of the resurrection of Christ as an event, but of what happened to Christ in its
generic qualitative capacity, as an epoch partaking of a strictly eschatological nature.”118

Vos’s point is that é£ dvaotdoewng vekp@v in Rom 1:4 is the inauguration of the
eschatological epoch that happened to Christ with an all-encompassing power of qualitative

transformation. Instead of mysterious or mechanical power, the qualitatively transformative

115 1bid., 104.

116 Tbid., 105.

117 Tbid.

118 Tbid. Emphasis original.
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capacity of this epoch comes from the Spirit as “from resurrection-beginnings, from an
eschatological genesis dates the pneumatic state of Christ’s glory which is described as a
sonship of God év duvapet.”119 This sonship v duvapet is not only a new status that had been
acquired through the resurrection, but also a new human nature that includes “new qualities
amounting to a reconstructed adjustment to the future heavenly environment....”120
Therefore, Vos argues that the resurrected Jesus is “by no means the same Jesus in the
endowment and equipment of his human nature.”??! The o®po ITvevpotucov has replaced the
oOUN YUYIKOVY. 122

However, assuming the ontological significance of Christ’s resurrection, it is the
ascension of his resurrected body that inaugurated the eschatological, Spiritual communion
with God. In Chapter One, we demonstrated that according to Vos, the ideal form of religion
requires a direct, face-to-face communion between God and humanity. Evidently, while the
resurrection is a necessary step before the ascension, it does not fully demonstrate the
inauguration of direct communion with God on its own. More striking is Vos’s suggestion
that Christ’s human nature underwent further transformation to be more suited to the
heavenly environment.??? Although it is difficult for Vos to prove his claim due to a lack of
direct biblical support, his claim indirectly supports our contention that Christ’s ascension
inaugurates ontologically the eschatological, Spiritual communion with God.

As mentioned at the beginning of this section, although the idea that the ascension of

Christ as the high priest inaugurates the eschatological communion with God is not absent in

119 Tbid.

120 pPE, 209.

121 Tbid.

122 1f Vos’s construal of the nature of the resurrection body of Christ represents a strong version, in the
sense that 10 c®dpo [Tvevpatikdy is an exemplification of Spiritual physicality, then Crisp’s interpretation could
be considered a weaker version. According to Crisp, the humanity of the resurrected Christ is not significantly
different from that of his earthly ministry. Instead, the difference between the two lies more in “the
manifestation of the divine nature ‘in’ or ‘through’ his human nature than it does with some significant (perhaps
ontological) change to the human nature in question.” See Crisp, Analysing Doctrines, 203-204.

123 GD 111:250; RD 3:233.
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GD, it is only presented implicitly. In contrast, for the Vos who wrote HED, the ontological
significance of the ascended human nature of Christ is explicitly expressed as the
inauguration of communion with God. To expand, in GD, Vos framed the ascension of Christ
within a threefold significance: declarative, exemplary, and instrumental .12 These
dimensions collectively underscore the ascension as affirming the completion and acceptance
of Christ’s mediatorial work, prophesying the ascension of the believer, and preparing a place
in heaven for the believer. While the ontological inauguration of the eschatological
communion with God is implied, especially in the instrumental aspect where Christ’s
heavenly session assures the believer of her future glorification and communion with God,
the direct focus on ontology is less explicit. Put differently, Vos’s statement that “the human
nature of Jesus obtains its highest and final use in this that through it we are brought
representatively into the presence of God: Christ entered into heaven to appear before the
face of God for us” straightforwardly emphasizes that the priesthood of Christ is
fundamentally about enabling access to God.'? The concept of approach unto God centers
the discussion around the ontological change inaugurated by Christ’s ascension, where his
priestly ministry is seen as the means through which humanity is ontologically transformed to
have communion with God. To conclude, the early Vos frames Christ’s ascension more in
terms of the judicial validity of Christ’s work and the future hope and assurance it provides to
the believer, rather than the immediate ontological inauguration of a new form of communion
with God, as the later Vos highlights.

In conclusion, this exploration of Christ’s ascension as the priestly ontological
inauguration of eschatological communion with God articulates how Christ’s ascent

transcends a mere historical event, embodying a theological milestone that inaugurates a

124 GD 111:248-49; RD 3:232-233.
125 HED/SW, 214.
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profound form of communion with God. Christ’s ascension signifies an ontological threshold,
introducing a new epoch in the divine-human relationship. This transition is characterized by
Christ’s dual role: not only affirming the completion of his mediatorial work but also marking
the onset of an eschatological communion with God. The emphasis on Christ’s ascension
reflects a nuanced understanding of its significance in redemptive history—the first case of
eschatological communion with God.

C. Christ’s Priestly Ascension as the Psychical Inauguration
Unlike his treatment of the above two perspectives, Vos does not elaborate substantively on
this priestly psychical inauguration of the eschatological communion. This proportional
difference, compared to the judicial and ontological aspects, is understandable. As argued
previously, the judicial inauguration is the foundation of the other two aspects. The death of
Christ is a judicial judgment; the resurrection of Christ is a judicial justification; the
ascension of Christ is a divine judicial acceptance of his priestly work. The ontological
inauguration concerns the transformative change in the nature of existence itself—how
Christ’s works have fundamentally altered the reality of his human nature’s relationship with
God. This ontological shift is deeply intertwined with the judicial aspect but extends beyond
it to encompass the being and essence of the relationship between the divine and the human.
On the other hand, the psychical aspect concerning the inner life and experience in
communion with God is naturally interwoven with and emerges from the judicial and
ontological transformations. Through these foundational changes in status (judicial) and
being (ontological), the psychical experiences of communion with God are consequently
actualized in Christ’s human nature.

Although Vos did not elaborate on this aspect substantively, he pointed out that it is

wrong to concentrate too much on the physical aspect per se.'?6 The resurrection is a

126 PE. 154-56, 209.
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comprehensive change that must include the physical and psychical dimensions of Christ’s
human nature.'?’ “It is for the body, no less for the soul a new birth.”1?8 Remarkably, by the
soul’s new birth, Vos does not mean regeneration, which we will discuss in the next chapter,
but a new birth of the soul that comes with the ascended resurrection body. The communion
with God that Christ’s ascended human nature experienced is categorically different from
either Adam’s natural communion with God or the hypostatical union that Christ’s human
nature experienced before the resurrection and ascension. Given the evident difference, we
will only briefly compare them.

Admittedly, Adam was in perfect communion with God before the fall. However, the
perfectness of the communion does not exclude the possibility of advancement. We have
shown in Chapter One that this trajectory from the natural to the Spiritual constitutes the
basic shape of Vos’s eschatology. In the natural state, the primary source of Adam’s
knowledge of God was natural revelation. His will to respect God as the sole object of
religious love was yet to be confirmed. And the eternal Sabbatical rest, which would have
been attained through a successful probation, was still lacking. Above all this, his body was
10 o@ua Yoykov, which limited his communion with God accordingly.12®

Therefore, psychically speaking, Adam’s communion with God differs from the
eschatological communion in significant ways. The eschatological communion, particularly
as experienced by Christ in his ascension, transcends the limitations of the natural body by
embodying a Spiritual reality. This Spiritual body enables a communion with God that is
deeper and more intimate than anything possible in the natural body. Unlike the natural body,
the Spiritual body is characterized by its capacity for an eternal, unmediated, and direct

communion with God, as Vos suggests, constitutes the essence of true religion. This

127 Tbid., 209.

128 Ibid., 156.

129 Of course, it is difficult for us to argue with certainty about the exact difference between
communion with God in the natural body and in the Spiritual body.
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difference is not merely quantitative, representing a higher degree of the same type of
communion experienced by Adam, but qualitative, marking a fundamentally different mode
of existence and relationship with God.

The difference in the psychical aspect of Christ’s human nature between the
eschatological communion and the hypostatic union is also fundamental. Delving into Vos’s
distinction between the concept of person and human nature would take us too far afield here.
Suffice it to say that Christ’s human nature, though not personal in and of itself, is not
impersonal because, for not a single moment, did that human nature exist as an abstraction
without its personal existence in the person of the Son.13° While the person of the Son
provides personhood to the human nature, the human nature possesses its own consciousness,
will, and emotion.!3! It is the psychical aspect of this human nature’s consciousness, will, and
emotion that we are addressing here.

Evidently, in Christ’s priestly work on earth, his human nature did not enjoy
communion with God judicially because Christ, as the mediator, was under curse and
judgment due to the imputed guilty status. From this perspective, Christ’s human nature was
more alienated from God than the unfallen Adam. Derived from this judicial status is the
corresponding miserable condition that human nature suffered, of which death on the cross is
the climax. Christ’s human nature not only experienced limitations of Adam’s 10 c®pa
yoykov, but also suffered positively. Therefore, this judicial judgment, mainly due to its
supernatural, eschatological significance, as previously mentioned, and the derivative
miserable condition, inevitably caused insurmountable psychical pain for Christ’s human

nature.132

130 GD II:47; RD 3:42.
131 GD II:50; RD 3:45.
132 For Vos’s discussion on this aspect, See GD I11:208; RD 3:194.
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In contrast, Christ’s ascension is a fundamental reversal of this grave psychical
condition. Knowing that he is completely justified, the human nature in the person of the Son
enjoys the confirmed, Sabbatical rest in communion with God. To c®ua [Tvevpatikdv, which
exists in the celestial realm, facilitates a deep, intimate communion with God beyond
imagination. Hence, psychically speaking, the ascension of Christ also inaugurates the
eschatological, Spiritual communion with God.

D. Conclusion
In exploring Christ’s priestly ascension as the inauguration of the eschatological, Spiritual
communion with God, we have delved into the multifaceted nature of this transformative
event. Analyzing Vos’s insights across his works, we have identified three critical aspects of
this inauguration: the judicial, ontological, and psychical. The judicial aspect, foundational to
the discussion, emphasizes Christ’s ascension as the divine judicial acceptance of his
mediatorial work.

The ontological aspect further explores this transformation, highlighting the necessity
of 10 odpa [Tvevpatwkodv for the eschatological communion with God, a communion that
transcends the limitations of the natural body and inaugurates a new mode of existence and
relationship with God. This is not just a higher degree of communion but a qualitatively
different experience, marked by its depth, intimacy, and directness, fundamentally altering the
reality of human-divine interaction.

While Vos’s treatment of the psychical aspect is less extensive, it is implicit in the
discussion of the judicial and ontological transformations. The psychical aspect actualizes the
eschatological communion in Christ’s human nature, contrasting sharply with the limitations
experienced by Adam and the alienation experienced by Christ’s human nature in the

hypostatical union prior to the resurrection and ascension. Christ’s ascension thus not only

147



confirms his judicial righteousness but also inaugurates an eschatological communion that is
psychically transformative.

Chapter Conclusion

In this chapter, we have explored the theological implications of Christ’s ascension as the
high priest. Through examining Vos’s works, we have delved into the judicial, ontological,
and psychical dimensions of Christ’s ascension, each aspect revealing a facet of how Christ’s
priestly ministry inaugurates the eschatological, Spiritual communion with God. This
exploration has underscored the pioneering nature of Christ’s work—not merely as a
historical event but as a transformative reality that inaugurates a new epoch in the divine-
human relationship.

However, Vos observes a potential gap between Christ’s ascension, which inaugurates
eschatological communion with God, and the believer’s own future resurrection and
communion with God. This gap raises a critical question: How do Christians share in Christ’s
ascension and the eschatological reality it inaugurates, given that their own eschatological
experience lies in the future? He indicates:

The leap we had to make from Jesus’ resurrection to the believer’s leaves, as it were,

the intermediate spaces unfilled, and thus threatens to destroy the true organic

coherence. What we desire is to be able to show, that the believer’s whole ethico-
religious existence, the sum-total of his Christian experience and progress, all that is
distinctive of his life and conduct demands being viewed as a preparation for the
crowning grace of the resurrection. Only by showing this can the Apostle’s teaching

be fully cleared of the charge of incoherency between his religion and his
eschatology.133

The quotation from Vos highlights a theological challenge: bridging the eschatological
inauguration effected by Christ’s ascension with the believer’s lived experience of salvation.
This challenge opens up a vital avenue for exploration—how does Paul, as interpreted

through Vos’s lens, articulate a coherent link between the ordo salutis and eschatology? This

133 pE 157.
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link is crucial for understanding the believer’s journey through regeneration, justification,
sanctification, and beyond, as part of an integrated whole that is regulated by eschatology.
The forthcoming chapter aims to delve into this intricate relationship, particularly
focusing on the role of the Spirit as the eschatological substratum that not only animates the
believer’s present experience of salvation but also assures their participation in the future
glory. This exploration sheds light on the dynamic interplay between pneumatology and
eschatology, offering a richer understanding of the believer’s union with Christ and their
ultimate destiny in communion with God. By addressing this theme, we will explain how, in
Vos’s eschatological understanding of pneumatology, the Spirit bridges the temporal gap

between Christ’s ascension and the believer’s anticipated resurrection.
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Chapter Four: Pneumatology, the Ordo Salutis, and Eschatology

Introduction
We concluded Chapter Three with a question: If Christ’s ascension initiated the
eschatological, spiritual communion with God, and if the believer’s future bodily resurrection
is similarly understood, then how do we interpret the period between Christ’s ascension as the
inauguration and the believer’s resurrection as the actualization of eschatology proper? On
what basis does one’s religious life correlate to her future bodily resurrection? Is eschatology
a natural prolongation of soteriology? In other words, within our discussion of theologia
ectypa secundum quid in subiectis thus far, we examined the distributiveness of eschatology
in protology, OT symbolism/typology, and a priestly Christology. Does the significant
distributiveness of eschatology extend to NT soteriology as redemptive history advances?

This chapter aims to investigate the interplay between eschatology and soteriology
following the accomplishment of redemption. In the Reformed tradition, soteriology is seen
as the work of the Spirit in applying redemption to the believer, making the connection
between eschatology and soteriology equally significant as the connection between
eschatology and pneumatology. Essentially, the Spirit, as the eschatological substratum of
resurrection life—that is, “the element... in which, as its circumambient atmosphere the life
of the coming aeon shall be lived”—fosters a union with the resurrected and ascended Christ,
enabling an already effective eschatological, Spiritual communion with God. Furthermore,
this eschatological perspective on the Spirit’s role provides a framework for understanding
the ordo salutis, an area where Vos’s development falls short, leaving unresolved tension in
his depiction of the ordo salutis. Eventually, we revisit Vos’s ordo salutis through his mature
eschatological understanding of the Spirit and revise his doctrine of justification accordingly.

This chapter proceeds with three sections: the eschatological root of pneumatology in

the doctrine of the Trinity, the Spirit as the eschatological substratum in the bodily
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resurrection of Christ, and an eschatologically pneumatological interpretation of the ordo
salutis. The first section briefly sets up the Spirit’s role in the economy from his role in the
Triune Godhead. Vos suggests that the Spirit’s completion of the eternal circulation of the
Trinity is the ontological foundation for his eschatological function in redemption. This
theocentric construal demonstrates Vos’s overall understanding of the relationship between
theologia ectypa simpliciter and theologia ectypa secundum quid in subiectis. In the last
chapter of this project, we will move beyond Vos’s construal by highlighting the significance
of divine attributes in a proper understanding of such a relationship.

Assuming the Spirit’s role in the Trinity, the second section investigates how Vos
makes “the future the interpreter of the present, eschatology the norm and example of
soteriological experience.”! Vos argues from several key Pauline passages, such as Rom 1:3—
4 and 1 Cor 15:42-49, that Christ, in his resurrection, was Spiritualized, because the Spirit as
the eschatological substratum—the omnipresent element in the eschaton—baptizes whatever
enters into the eschatological realm with a Spiritual mode of existence and quality. This
section concludes that the Spirit, as the central influence of the eschatological era, ensures
that his entire scope and all that he encompasses are Spiritualized.

The third section examines Vos’s understanding of the ordo salutis. In his earlier
works, Vos presents a chronological interpretation of the ordo salutis, where regeneration and
union with Christ precede justification in time. Later, he develops an eschatological
conception of the Spirit within soteriology, viewing the Spirit as a gift received through
justification. This development in Vos’s thought reveals a tension between his earlier and later
soteriological views: does one first receive the Spirit’s transformative grace through
regeneration and union with Christ, followed by justification by faith, or is one justified first

and then receives the Spirit as the result of being declared righteous? This tension was

LEAP/SW, 92.
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present in a less noticeable form even before his 1912 article, but there is no indication that
Vos himself recognized this issue. Our analysis seeks to address this problem by reevaluating
Vos’s ordo salutis based on his later eschatological understanding of the Spirit.
1. Pneumatology in the Doctrine of the Trinity

In the previous chapter, we established that as theology increasingly shapes economy, one is
afforded the flexibility to articulate theology in economic terms, avoiding the pitfalls of
inappropriate analogies and anthropomorphisms. This is exemplified in Vos’s examination of
the term “Geest.” Vos points out that the initial meanings of the Hebrew and Greek
equivalents for Spirit are “breath,” “wind,” and “any invisible power.”2 Gen 2:7 offers a key
insight, stating that “breath is the distinguishing mark of life.”® In an insightful interpretation,
Vos proposes that “the Third Person of the Trinity is called Spirit because, as far as His
personal existence is concerned, He is brought forth from eternity by the Father and by the
Son, because the personal breath of life passes over as it were from them to Him.”*
Importantly, he underscores that we are “not with a mere human image used by God in
Scripture to indicate relationships within His being.”® If theology indeed governs economy,
then the principle that “the Holy Spirit... receives His personal existence from the Father and
Son” becomes the cornerstone that informs “breath as a sign of life in living beings.”®
Ultimately, Vos’s argument transcends the purview of natural theology and stems primarily
from a profound theological exploration.

Furthermore, Vos establishes a distinction between the generation of the Son and the
spiration of the Spirit. What captures our attention is his assertion that “through generation

the Son receives the necessary attribute of actual breathing. In spiration such a necessary

2 GD 1:68; RD 1:68.
3 Ibid.
4 Tbid.
5 Ibid.
6 Ibid.
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attribute is not communicated to the Spirit.”” Drawing upon this distinction, Vos concludes,
“In [the Spirit], therefore, the internal movement of the Trinity comes to a closure and rest.”®
This conclusion, however, does not suggest that the generation and spiration are finite
internal movements within the Godhead, and that spiration brings this motion to a close.
Rather, in his exploration of perichoresis, Vos notes, “there is a kind of internal circulation of
the Godhead, an eternal movement within the being of God.”® He describes the generation
and spiration as eternal and abiding—perpetual and unchanging modes of existence within
the triune Godhead.'® The concept of perichoresis provides a broader perspective of this
ongoing motion. Thus, the closure and rest brought about by the spiration of the Spirit do not
imply the termination of divine internal circulation. Rather, they signify that, logically, the
Spirit’s spiration perfects and finalizes this divine internal movement.

This trinitarian interpretation of the Spirit already hints at the eschatological role of
the Spirit. If the sequence of divine persons’ existence prescribes the order of God’s economic
operations, as demonstrated in the previous chapter, and if the spiration of the Spirit
consummates and perfects the divine inner circulation, then the Spirit’s distinctive work in
God’s economic operations encompasses “perfecting things by bringing them to their goal.”*!
Vos’s theology evidently governs his economy as he asserts, “as the Holy Spirit is the person
that completes the Trinity, so His work completes the work of God in every area.”!? Hence,
Vos’s suggestion that the eschatological state is pneumatic finds its theological foundation in
his trinitarian theology.

2. The Spirit as the Eschatological Substratum: How Eschatology Permeates Soteriology

"GD 1:72; RD 1:72.

8 GD 1:72; my translation.

9 GD 1:45; RD 1:46. Vos mentions this concept only once in his GD. Perichoresis is a Greek term
refers to the mutual indwelling and interpenetration of the three persons of the Trinity. For a Reformed
discussion on this concept, see, for example, Otto Randall, “The Use and Abuse of Perichoresis in Recent
Theology,” Scottish Journal of Theology 54 (August, 2001): 366—84.

10.GD 1:60; RD 1:60.

1 GD 1:73; RD 1:74.

12 Tbid.
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This section argues that the Spirit’s role in soteriology reflects and extends his quality as the
eschatological substratum. The primary text under examination is EAP written in 1912.13 The
significance of this article is still underappreciated, or even misinterpreted, in Vosian studies.
For instance, Danny E. Olinger, the only scholar to have penned a biography of Vos to date,
outlines and summarizes the article in a way that is lacking. Regarding the reason for Paul’s
comprehensive presentation of the Spirit in the believer’s ethico-religious life, Olinger states
that

Paul’s theological bent led him to believe that in the Christian life all must be from

God and for God. The Spirit was the agent for securing this because of the impotence

of sinful human nature for good. This is why Paul interpreted the whole Christian life

in terms of the Spirit and regarded the moral and religious life of the believer as a fruit
of the Spirit in its highest potency.4

However, within the article, Olinger’s description of the Spirit’s role in the Christian life is
one of several potential yet incomplete explanations that Vos discusses. After enumerating
these insufficient interpretations, Vos puts forth the primary argument of his article, which
Olinger overlooks:
alongside of all these motives, there worked probably as the first and most influential
cause the idea that it is the Spirit of God who gives form and character to the
eschatological life in the broadest and most pervasive sense, that the coming age is the
age of the Spirit par excellence, so that all that enters into it, forms part of it, or takes

place in it, must necessarily be baptized into the Pneuma as into an omnipresent
element and thus itself become “spiritual” in its mode of existence and quality.'®

This central argument in Vos’s article will not only be the focal point of this section but will
also serve as our interpretive lens for the forthcoming examination of the shortcomings in
Vos’s early work on the ordo salutis.

We will begin with Vos’s observation that verses such as Rom 8:11 and Gal 6:8, while

highlighting the pneumatic nature of heavenly life, are ambiguous on the relationship

13 Due to the complexity of Vos’s argument, we focus on his treatment of some key Pauline texts and
trace his arguments from the Spirit’s eschatological role in the resurrection of Christ in the historia salutis to the
Spirit’s eschatological function in the soteriological experience of the believer in the ordo salutis.

14 Olinger, Vos, 173.

1S EAP/SW, 122.
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between soteriology and eschatology. Differently, 2 Cor 5:5 presents a more explicit structure
that the believer’s present Spiritual life is a retrospective reflection of the Spirit’s role as the
eschatological substratum. Vos further elaborates by arguing from Rom 1:3—4 and 1 Cor
15:42-49 that Chrit’s resurrection demonstrates the coterminous of the eschatological and the
pneumatic.® After arguing the Spirit as the substratum of resurrection life by focusing on the
case of Christ in the historia salutis, Vos moves on to the ordo salutis to examine
eschatological elements in the Spirit’s soteriological work. He argues that both justification
and sanctification should be construed with the eschatological conception of the Spirit in
mind. In short, for Vos, eschatology explains and regulates soteriology.

A. The Spirit’s Eschatological Role in the Resurrection of Christ!’
Vos aims to “introduce the Spirit in a strictly eschatological capacity, as connected with the
future state.”8 This statement can be interpreted in two ways. First, Christ’s resurrection and
the believer’s Spiritual life are derived from the Spirit. Second, both, as a pneumatic state, are
in permanent dependence on the Spirit.2® Vos’s contention in the article is that the latter
effectuates the former. The Spirit as “the permanent substratum of the resurrection-life” is the
foundation that enables the Spirit’s role as “the instrumental cause of the resurrection-life.”20

Beginning his argument with Rom 8:11 and Gal 6:8, Vos notes that these verses
characterize the resurrection state and heavenly life as fundamentally and intrinsically

pneumatic, respectively.?! However, these verses also pose a challenge because they primarily

16 We will examine 1 Cor 15:42-49 from a different perspective here. Chapter One focused on the non-
redemptive, logical correlation between protology and eschatology. Chapter Three focused on Christ’s
ontological inauguration of the eschatological communion with God. Here, we focus on Vos’s interpretation that
the eschaton is a Spiritual realm, and the Spirit is the foundational underlying principle.

17 For Vos’s argument from the perspective of the OT and the Gospel of John, see EAP/SW, 94-99. In
this subsection, we focus on Vos’s treatment of Pauline epistle, upon which Vos’s construal of the eschatological
conception of the Spirit grounds.

18 Tbid., 101.

19 Tbid.

20 Tbid., 108.

21 Tbid., 101-102. Rom 8:11, “If the Spirit of him who raised Jesus from the dead dwells in you, he who
raised Christ Jesus from the dead will also give life to your mortal bodies through his Spirit who dwells in you.”
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address the soteriological role of the Spirit—*“the Spirit as a present factor in the Christian
life and from here moves forward to the future, so that the eschatological function of the
Spirit would be a doctrinal inference, rather than something inherent in the nature of the
Spirit itself.”?? Vos’s concern is that while Rom 8:11 and Gal 6:8 indicate that “the heavenly
life... will essentially consist in pneuma,” they leave unanswered whether this pneumatic
nature of the eschatological life is merely an extension of the current Christian spiritual life,
making eschatology a doctrinal inference from soteriology, or if the pneumatic aspect fully
encompasses the eschatological life, with the current Christian spiritual life serving as a
prefiguration and anticipation of it.2% In the first scenario, eschatology is deduced from
soteriology; in the second, the relationship is reverted.

Vos discerns this reverse order in 2 Cor 5:5—He who has prepared us for this very
thing is God, who has given us the Spirit as a guarantee—where “the dppafdv consists in the
Spirit.”?* Notably, “the Spirit possesses this significance of an dppafdv because it is a
preliminary installment of what in its fulness will be received hereafter.”?® This interpretation
shifts the logical premise from deducing eschatology from soteriology to the reverse. The
Spirit, as the substantial essence of the future life, “projects Himself into the present, and
becomes a prophecy of Himself in His eschatological operation.”?® In short, Vos here argues
that eschatology regulates soteriology.

Vos further substantiates this argument with two key passages. Romans 1:3—4 is noted
for its puzzling comparison between the resurrection from the dead and the issue from the

seed of David. While the comparison is often interpreted ontologically as contrasting the two

Gal 6:8, “For the one who sows to his own flesh will from the flesh reap corruption, but the one who sows to the
Spirit will from the Spirit reap eternal life.”

22 Tbid., 102.

23 Tbid.

24 Tbid., 103.

25 Tbid.

26 Tbid.
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natures of Christ, Vos proposes a chronological interpretation.?’” He suggests that Paul is
contrasting “the resurrection-process in a broad generic way with the processes of this natural
life; the resurrection is characteristic of the beginning of a new order of things, as sarkic birth
is characteristic of an older order of things.”?® Thus construed, the comparison is not between
two natures but two aeons. That is, “Paul is not thinking of the resurrection of Christ as an
event, but of what happened to Christ in its generic qualitative capacity, as an epoch
partaking of a strictly eschatological nature.”?® Put differently with the Spirit in view, Paul is
underscoring the transformative role of the Spirit as the fundamental substratum—the
underlying reality or substance—of the resurrection life, marking the shift from one aeon to
the next. This eschatological operation of the Spirit is not just an event, but a powerful
transformation that reveals the dawn of a new aeonic existence, of which the Spirit is the
essence. Hence, this eschatological conception of the Spirit grounds the Spirit’s instrumental
role in resurrecting Christ.

This interpretation applies similarly to 1 Cor 15:42—50. Here, 10 mvevpatikov and 1o
Yooy are “generalizing expressions... [that] designate the successive reign of two
comprehensive principles in history, two successive world-orders, a first and a second
creation, beginning each with an Adam of its own.”3? Vos contends that commonly
misinterpreted comparisons in Romans 1:3—4 and 1 Corinthians 15:42-50 relate not to the
dual natures of Christ and the divergence between Christ’s preexistent divinity and Adam’s
humanity, respectively, but instead underscore contrasts between the two aeons. The

comparison, with doctrinal accuracy, is to be construed not ontologically but historically. In

27 For an ontological interpretation, see, for example, John Calvin, Commentary on the Epistle of Paul
the Apostle to the Romans, trans. and ed. John Owen (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1948), 43—47; Charles
Hodge, A Commentary on the Epistle to the Romans, new ed. (Grand Rapids, MI: Louis Kregel Publisher-
Bookseller, 1882), 24-30; B. B. Warfield, “The Christ that Paul Preached,” in Biblical Doctrines (New York:
Oxford University Press, 1929), 235 52.

28 EAP/SW, 105.

29 Tbid. Emphasis original.

30 Ibid., 106.
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other words, the resurrection is “the moment at which 10 nvevpartikdv entered, the second
man supernaturally appeared, in the form of mvedpa {womowodv inaugurated the
eschatological era.”®! Thus, it is through this close and subjective identification with the risen
Christ that the Spirit as the eschatological substratum “imparts to Christ the life-giving power
which is peculiarly the Spirit’s own.”3? Specifically, Vos suggests that in Christ’s resurrection,
which is not an isolated event but “what happened to Christ in its generic qualitative capacity,
as an epoch partaking of a strictly eschatological nature,” he became the eschatological life-
giving Spirit because the Spirit is “the permanent substratum of the resurrection life.”33
Therefore, again, the Spirit’s instrumental role in raising Christ is grounded upon his
eschatological feature as the substratum of the resurrection life.

From the perspective of the discontinuity of the Spirit’s role as the source of natural
life in the Old and New Testaments, Vos further substantiates the primacy of the Spirit’s
characterizing of “the eschatological life in the broadest and most pervasive sense.”* Vos
first admits that it seems plausible to deduce “from what the Old Testament teaches
concerning the Spirit of God as the source of natural life in the world and in man” to “the
pneumatic derivation of the resurrection-act.”® In this construal, the primacy is on the
Spirit’s instrumental role in generating natural and resurrection life. By implication, the
Spirit’s pervasiveness in the eschatological reality is because of his instrumental role. Put
differently, eschatology is an extension of soteriology. However, Vos observes that the OT’s
portrayal of the Spirit as the source of life in nature and humankind does not maintain
prominence in the intercanonical literature or the NT.36 According to Vos, “Paul connects the

Spirit with the resurrection not because he conceives of the future life in analogy with the

31 Ibid., 107.

32 Tbid.

33 Ibid., 105-107.
34 1bid., 108.

35 Tbid.

36 Tbid.
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present life, but from the very opposite reason—because he conceives of it as essentially
distinct from the present life, as moving in a totally different element.”3’

Therefore, more probably, “the resurrection-life as pneumatic in character is with
[Paul] first in order, and that, in partial dependence on this at least, the idea emerges of the
Spirit as the author of the act of the resurrection.”® This aligns with resilient OT trains of
thought that position the transcendent, supernatural realm as the Spirit’s domain. This notion
reemerges in Paul’s writings, portraying the heavenly sphere as pneumatic, independent of its
eschatological aspects (1 Cor 10:3, 4; Eph 1:3). From this, it is a natural progression to the
concept that the eschatological state is principally pneumatic, as the highest known form of
life, that of the heavenly world, must inherently characterize it.3°

In conclusion, Vos argues that the Spirit’s role transcends mere instrumentality in
resurrection, positioning him as the foundational essence of eschatological existence. By
delving into scriptural analysis, Vos demonstrates that the Spirit’s connection to both the act
of resurrection and the sustained state of resurrection life is not merely sequential but
fundamentally integrated. His exploration reveals that the Spirit’s eschatological function, as
envisioned by Paul, is premised on the distinct nature of future life, radically different from
the present. This future life, inherently shaped by the Spirit, underscores the Spirit’s pervasive
role in defining the eschatological era. Thus, Vos establishes the Spirit’s primacy as the
substratum of resurrection life, essential for understanding the distributiveness of
eschatology.

B. The Spirit’s Eschatological Role in Justification

37 Ibid.

38 Tbid.

39 This does not mean that the ascended Christ is somehow demoted in the eschatological realm. As
seen in Chapter Three, Christ’s role is pivotal in inaugurating the eschaton. Vos here emphasizes another aspect
of the eschatological communion with God—not through the ascended Christ, but in the form of Spiritualized
humanity.

159



The above conclusion—the eschatological conception of the Spirit as the permanent
substratum of the resurrection life explains the Spirit’s work in Christ’s resurrection—also
applies to the ordo salutis, that is, the application of the merit of Christ to the believer. Most
strikingly, Vos argues against the familiar antithesis between the forensic, such as
justification, and the pneumatic, such as regeneration and sanctification, which restricts the
Spirit’s role in soteriology to the latter. Vos remarks, “into the transaction of justification also
the Spirit enters.”? To avoid misconception, he explains that he does not mean the Spirit’s
work in justification by generating faith, in adoption by convincing of sonship, or in
perseverance by producing assurance.*! In other words, Vos means that the Spirit plays a role
in the forensic aspect of the believer’s soteriological life, but different from the above
traditional construals.

Instead, he argues that the Spirit’s forensic involvement in justification is simply the
Spirit’s presence in the believer. Again, this argument underscores the Spirit’s role as the
eschatological substratum of the resurrection life. To articulate, Vos indicates, “the possession
of the Spirit is for Paul the natural correlate, the crown and in so far the infallible exponent of
the state of dikaioovvn.”* Vos deduces from the case of Christ to the believer. In line with
our argument in Chapter Three—Christ’s ontological and psychical changes are based upon
the change of his judicial status—Vos points out that “the life and glory of the exalted
Saviour are the product and seal and exponent of His status of righteousness.” Simply put, “in
His resurrection-state Christ is righteousness incarnate.”? Furthermore, given the argument
in the previous subsection regarding the Spirit’s role in Christ’s resurrection, we see that “the

resurrection-state which is thus exponential of righteousness is entirely based on the Spirit.”44

40 Tbid., 109.
41 Tbid.
42 Tbid.
43 Tbid.
44 Tbid.
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Ultimately, as mentioned in the previous chapter, “by becoming Pneuma Christ has become
the living witness of the eternal presence of righteousness for us in the sight of God.”*> Vos
means that, as the priest who, with his finished redemptive work, represents the believer in
front of God, Christ cannot be anything less than a Spiritualized figure because the
possession of the Spirit is the natural correlate of the state of righteousness.

Regarding the ordo salutis of the believer, Vos argues that the same association
between the Spirit and righteousness applies.*® On the one hand, the Spirit is “a seal attesting
justification as an accomplished fact.”*” On the other hand, the Spirit is “the normal fruit of
righteousness.”® Logically, the Spirit is the former because he is the latter: “The possession
of the Spirit seals the actuality of righteousness, because in no other way than on the basis of
righteousness could the Spirit have been bestowed.”*® As the correlate of justification and the
source of renewal, the Spirit is the link between the two.50

Here is the point we will revisit later in this chapter—the possession of the Spirit is
the natural correlate of justification. This order, logical or chronological, is at odds with Vos’s
ordo salutis, which requires chronological precedence of the possession of the Spirit for
regeneration and union with Christ so that the believer may exercise faith to be justified. The
pitfall, we argue, is that Vos did not elaborate on the eschatological nature of the Spirit’s work
in regeneration and union with Christ in his early writings. Thus, different aspects of the ordo
salutis were not integrated into the eschatological framework, where order and unity are to be
found.

Yet Vos’s argument thus far is perspicuous: for both the believer and the ascended

Christ, “this Spirit which is the seal and fruit of righteousness is none other than the Spirit of

45 Tbid.

46 Tbid.

47 Tbid.

48 Tbid. 109-110.
4 Ibid., 110.

50 Tbid.
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the consummate life and the consummate glory, the circumambient element of the
eschatological state in general.”>! Vos concludes that “the Spirit as a living attestation of the
state of righteousness in the believer has this significance, because He is in principle the
fountain of the blessedness of the world to come.”®? The logical primacy is again on the
Spirit’s role as the eschatological substratum.

C. The Spirit’s Eschatological Role in Sanctification
Vos moves beyond the eschatological conception of the Spirit in Christ’s resurrection and the
believer’s justification and applies the same conception to the believer’s sanctification. The
fact that the Spirit is intimately associated with the subjective renewal of the believer in the
ethico-religious sense is beyond doubt. Vos observes that Paul subsumes all these ethico-
religious aspects of transformation to the comprehensive conception of life, which by no
means is an exclusively physical conception.5? Instead, life is a conception that “springs from
communion with God... [with] its goal as lying in God.”** Consequently, the connection Vos
observes is between “the renewal and the renewed state [as] derived from the Spirit” and as
the conception of life.%® The subjective transformation is a phenomenon of life generated by
the Spirit as the author of life.56

Yet, the same problem regarding the primacy of the Spirit’s eschatological role occurs
here: “whether when Paul calls the new state and walk of the believer life, a life by and in the
Spirit, this has anything to do with or can receive any light from the eschatological aspect of
the Spirit.”>” One may be inclined to say that

the soteriological operation of the Spirit on its subjective side would not be in any
way affected by His eschatological association. Paul’s movement of thought in

51 Tbid.

52 Tbid.

53 Ibid., 111.

54 Ibid., 112. He argues from verses such as Rom 6:10, 11, 8:7, Eph 4:18, and Gal 2:19. This conforms
to our explication of Vos’s doctrine of the image of God and his definition of religion in Chapter One.
Essentially speaking, religion, life, and image of God have the same essence—communion with God.

55 Tbid.

56 Tbid.

57 Tbid.
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conceiving of the Spirit as the new element of the Christian state would have been
exclusively in the direction from the present to the future: because the Spirit is and
does this now, He will also be operative after the same fashion in the future.%8

This construal suggests a continuum where the Spirit’s soteriological role in the present
naturally progresses into eschatological fulfillment. Eschatology becomes a doctrinal
inference and extension of soteriology.

Vos challenges the prevailing view by emphasizing several points, the main one being
to consider “the Christological background of the soteriological process.”®® He posits that
Christ’s pneumatic life is the source of the believer’s pneumatic life. According to Paul’s
theology, to live v mvedpatt is essentially to live év Xpiot®.50 This is clearly supported in
passages such as 1 Cor 15:45 and 2 Cor 3:17-18, where he identifies the resurrected Christ as
the Spirit, explicitly calling Him the life-giving Spirit. Building on Paul’s assertion, it can
even be argued that the Spirit residing in the believer possesses a more profound connotation
than the Spirit who raised Christ from the dead. While the latter worked as the eschatological
substratum, the former, in addition to this eschatological dimension, works from yet another
eschatological dimension—the eschatological, pneumatic life of the exalted Christ.
Therefore, the believer’s pneumatic life is not a result of the soteriological work of the Spirit
without eschatological associations but “must to some extent partake of the eschatological
character.”6!

D. The Spirit in the Eschatological Drama
To avoid misconceptions regarding the nature of the believer’s pneumatic life and further
substantiate the eschatological aspect of the Spirit’s work in soteriology, Vos underscores that

different from the Hellenistic understanding of the pneuma, with Paul, “the historical factor

58 Tbid.

59 Ibid., 113. For the rest of Vos’s argument, see Ibid., 112—13.
60 Tbid.

61 Tbid., 114.
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remains the controlling one.”® Vos first observes that the Christian state is often represented
as belonging to the heavenly sphere. While this is actualized through union with the heavenly
Christ, the heavenly realm often “assumes a broader, less personal, so to speak, more local
form of expression.”® There is a lower world with a system of things that are seen and a
higher world with a system of things that are not seen. The latter is also identified with the
realm of the Spirit. In other words, “the mvevpatikov is the heavenly.”®* Vos cautiously
qualifies that the difference between this pneumatic and heavenly sphere and the physical,
earthly realm cannot be reduced to a pure ontological contrast; that is, the only difference is
the elements that compose each.

He argues that the pneumatic is to be interpreted as an eschatological phenomenon. To
quote him,

this whole opposition between a heavenly and an earthly order of things and the

anchoring of the Christian life in the former is a direct offshoot of the eschatological

distinction between two ages. The eschatological point of view is, of course, originally

historical and dramatic; a new world can come only with the new age and therefore
lies at first in the future.%®

By saying that eschatological is originally historical and dramatic, Vos means that the
eschatological, Spiritual life of the believer is actualized through the historical drama of
redemption in Christ. The heavenly, Spiritual essence of this new age entails neither its
preexistence nor its transcendentally de-historicized current existence. Instead, this new age
is comprehensively eschatological and Spiritual to the same extent as historical and dramatic.
With the resurrection and ascension of Christ, “the scheme of two successive worlds makes

place for the scheme of two coexisting worlds,” and the center of this new world has been

62 Tbid., 116.

63 Ibid., 115.

64 Ibid.

% Tbid. Emphasis added.
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carried into heaven, where Christ now is.56¢ However, according to Vos, we must remember

that the believer’s belonging to the heavenly, Spiritual world has been actualized
in virtue of the progress of the eschatological drama and will become so more in the
same decree that this drama hastens on to its final dénouement. The pneumatic life of
the believer, while centered in heaven, loses none of its eschatological setting. Back of
the static continues to lie the dramatic, the distinction between the earthly and the
heavenly is not cosmologically but eschatologically conceived. By the pneumatic as a
synonym of the heavenly Paul does not mean heaven of the spiritual in the abstract,

but heaven and the spiritual as they have become in result of the process of
redemption.%’

Again, Vos here means that the believer’s Spiritual life must be interpreted from the
eschatological perspective. Any interpretation of the believer’s religious life into a pure
existential phenomenon without the proper eschatologically qualified redemptive history in
view is reductionistic.

In short, according to Vos, “the historical factor remains the controlling one” in Paul’s
contrast between the odp& and the nvedpa.®® The correlation between the pneumatic world
and the consummated world is “not due simply to [the former’s] natural constitution as the
ideal nonsensual world, but because through the Messiah it has become the finished product
of God’s designs for man.”®® This quote affirms the significance of Christ’s priestly
ascension, as Chapter Three argued. It also hints at Chapter One’s contention that the
eschatological trajectory is from the natural to the Spiritual. Thus, Vos highlights that “To
nvevpoticdv is ‘second’ (sita) and Christ as ITvedpo {womoodv ‘became’ (¢yévero).” 70

E. Conclusion
In conclusion, Vos’s understanding of the Spirit as the eschatological substratum presents a
compelling integration of eschatology and soteriology. Through a detailed exegesis of key

biblical texts, Vos illuminates the foundational essence of the Spirit in both the resurrection of

66 Tbid.
67 Ibid., 116. Emphasis added.
68 Tbid.
%9 Tbid.
0 Tbid.
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Christ and the believer’s experience of justification and sanctification. By framing the Spirit’s
work within the broader eschatological drama, Vos argues that the future, heavenly life
promised to the believer is not merely a continuation of her current Spiritual existence but a
transformation grounded in the eschatological reality inaugurated by Christ’s resurrection.
Given the argument in this section, it is evident that Olinger’s summary of EAP
misses the gist of Vos’s argument. In his conclusion of EAP, explaining Paul’s comprehensive
treatment of the subject of the Spirit to the extent that the Christian life, especially the ethico-
religious sphere, is interchangeable with the pneumatic, Vos mentioned some relevant

99 ¢¢

motives, such as “the theocentric bent of Paul’s mind,” “the impotence of sinful human nature
for good,” “the marvelous efflorescence of a new ethical life among the early Christians,” and
“the fact that to Paul the Spirit is preeminently the Spirit of Christ.”’! However, alongside all
these motives, the most fundamental reason is that the Spirit, as the eschatological
substratum, Spiritualizes all that enters the eschatological reality. This eschatological
conception of the Spirit explains not only the ubiquity of the Spirit in the believer’s life but
also the emphasis on the believer’s ethico-religious life because it is “the most characteristic
of all the Spirit’s products” that distinguishes the coming acon from the present one.”? To put
it differently, soteriology, with its efficacy, is a manifestation of eschatology.

However, Vos’s eschatological conception of the Spirit highlights a tension within his
ordo salutis in GD. This tension becomes more evident than before because Vos views the
possession of the Spirit by the believer as a result of justification, implying that one must be
justified before receiving the Spirit. Yet, according to his ordo salutis, the Spirit’s

transformative work, including regeneration and union with Christ, must happen

chronologically before justification. This creates a conceptual dilemma: How can the

1 1bid., 122.
2 Tbid.
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possession of the Spirit, considered a consequence of justification, also begin the very
processes—regeneration and union with Christ—that are supposed to come chronologically
before justification in Vos’s framework? This paradox indicates the need to reassess and
potentially revise Vos’s ordo salutis to align the eschatological conception of the Spirit with
the ordo salutis.

Previewing the following sections that deal with this problem, we introduce Vos’s
chronological interpretation of the ordo salutis, according to which regeneration and union
with Christ occur before justification in time. This sequence sets the stage for our further
discussion. We then delve into his views on regeneration and union with Christ, pointing out
that both are viewed as transformative actions of the Spirit in Vos’s early work on soteriology.
Despite regeneration and union with Christ preceding justification chronologically, Vos
consistently maintains that justification holds logical primacy, except in one instance where
he appears to prioritize union with Christ. This logical-chronological tension leads to
inconsistencies in Vos’s work, particularly when considering his eschatological understanding
of the Spirit in EAP.

Solving the problem necessitates revising Vos’s ordo salutis, which is closely tied to
refining his doctrine of justification. Both adjustments require establishing an essential link
between justification and the Spirit’s eschatological work. The upcoming sections will argue
that the tension within Vos’s ordo salutis arises from his non-eschatological interpretation of
the Spirit’s role in imparting transformative grace, the essence of which is eschatological
reality. Vos’s unclear distinction between active and passive justification makes this problem
even trickier. To fix this, we need to rework his ordo salutis. The goal is to better fit his ideas
about justification with how he later describes the Spirit’s eschatological role.

3. Vos’s Time-bound Perception of the Ordo Salutis: The Chronological Precedence of
Regeneration and Union with Christ over Justification
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With the Spirit’s eschatological function in the historia salutis in mind, we move on to the
Spirit’s eschatological work in the ordo salutis. Once the resurrected Christ became the life-
giving Spirit, ascended, sitting at the right hand of God the Father, and petitioning for the
elect, the Spirit’s eschatological work in the historia salutis terminates. The Spirit now works
in the ordo salutis—the application of the salvation obtained by Christ to the elect.

This section argues that Vos’s ordo salutis is chronologically conceived. Specifically,
regeneration and union with Christ, as the transformative aspects in soteriology, precede
justification, the judicial aspect. He further distinguishes between conscious and unconscious
aspects of soteriology. According to this distinction, justification, as God’s declaration of
one’s status of righteousness, works upon one’s consciousness and, thus, belongs to the
former. In contrast, regeneration and union with Christ are God’s direct acts transforming
human sinful nature without addressing consciousness. Therefore, Vos argues that
regeneration and union precede justification because the precedence of the unconscious
aspect demonstrates divine initiative in redemption. Also, justification, as a conscious
realization of one’s judicial status before God, requires renewed human faculty, especially
faith, to understand and receive. A mechanism like this also entails a chronological order
from regeneration to justification.

A. The Judicial and the Transformative Aspects in Soteriology
The Reformed tradition further classifies the ordo salutis into two categories: the judicial and
the transformative. The former includes the divine act of salvation, such as justification and
adoption; the latter includes regeneration, union with Christ, sanctification, and other related
aspects of the believer’s experience. The history of this explicit distinction can be traced back

at least as far as Calvin’s duplex gratia.” Later catechetical evidence demonstrates that this is

3 Calvin, Institutes, 3.11.1.
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not an ad hoc theological idea but a well-accepted doctrine in Reformed theology.”* Vos
sticks to this distinction in his articulation of the ordo salutis. According to Vos, justification
1s “a judicial assigning to the sinner of the status of righteousness on the basis of the merits of
Christ, imputed to him by God, and in which, in faith, he places his trust.”’> The words such
as status, the merits of Christ, and imputed are to be highlighted. In contrast, a typical concept
in the transformative aspect, such as sanctification, is defined as “the gracious work of God
whereby, under the immediate operation of the Holy Spirit, the justified believer is renewed
by degrees in his whole nature, so that Christ is formed in him and he lives for God in good
works.”’® The key words are the immediate operation, his whole nature, renewed, and formed
in him. In short, the defining distinction between these two is that the former changes one’s
external, judicial relationship with respect to God, while the latter changes one’s internal,
actual condition.””

B. The Chronological Precedence of Regeneration and Union with Christ
Transitioning from the foundational distinction between the judicial and transformative
aspects of the ordo salutis to a focused examination of Vos’s interpretation, it becomes crucial
to explore both the logical and chronological sequences within the application of redemption.
Importantly, when we highlight the chronological aspect of the ordo, we are not pointing to
self-evident truths, such as justification preceding ongoing sanctification or regeneration

preceding glorification. Instead, we present that, according to Vos, regeneration and union

4 See, for example, Heidelberg Catechism, Lord’s Day 23, 32, and 33, in The Three Forms of Unity
(Port St. Lucie, FL: Solid Ground Christian Books, 2012), 86—87, 98—100.

5 GD1Vb:10; RD 4:138.

6 GD1Vb:67; RD 4:191.

T GD1V:8; RD 4:5. As we will see, however, the forensic and transformative aspects are
distinguishable but inseparable. Chapter Three has already demonstrated that the ontological and psychical
changes in Christ’s human nature result from his justification. Divine justification inherently possesses
transformative power. The argument in this chapter contends that this transformative power should be
interpreted through Vos’s eschatological conception of the Spirit.
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with Christ as the transformative aspect of the ordo occur chronologically before justification,
which is the forensic aspect.’®

Before further exploring the chronological precedence of regeneration and union with
Christ over justification, it is pertinent to understand why this investigation matters. This
sequence presents potential challenges. For instance, does the prior regeneration and union
introduce infused grace as a prerequisite for justification? Does the Spirit’s role in
regeneration and union lead to circular reasoning, where justification, predicated on the
imputation of Christ’s merits, presupposes faith, which in turn presupposes regeneration,
itself based on the imputation of Christ’s merit as the foundation of redemption? The
potential challenges raised by Vos’s sequence—ranging from the introduction of infused
grace as a prerequisite for justification to the potential for circular reasoning within the ordo
salutis—prompt a deeper examination of his eschatological view of the Spirit’s role in
redemption. This preview underscores the importance of addressing these theological issues,
setting the stage for a detailed analysis that not only seeks to resolve these tensions but also to
illuminate the broader implications for our understanding of the eschatological dimensions of
soteriology. In doing so, we aim to provide an eschatological understanding of the
transformative power of the Spirit’s work in regeneration and union.

At the beginning of GD 1V, Vos indicates, “there are a multiplicity of relationships and
conditions to which all the operations of grace have a certain connection. If the change came
about all at once, then not a single one of these would enter into the consciousness of the
believer, but everything would be thrown together in a chaotic revolution.””® Note that “at

once” is a typical term that describes temporality. Vos’s point is straightforward: the saving

8 We will elaborate on the meanings of these concepts later. For now, it suffices to note that
regeneration and union with Christ represent transformative aspects of the ordo salutis, meaning they genuinely
change humanity’s sinful nature. Conversely, justification is strictly a forensic concept, altering only humanity’s
judicial relationship with God, not its actual condition.

" GD1V:4; RD 4:1.
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benefits of redemption cannot come all at once, lest the fullness of the application of God’s
redemptive work cannot be comprehended and appreciated properly. Instead, Vos argues that
“there is order and regulative in the application of salvation as well as in every other area of
creation. The acts and operations... are connected to each other from what follows and from
what precedes; they have their basis and their result.”® Here, Vos’s argument from the
perspective of creation is striking. The common feature of creation and the application of
redemption is that both refer to objects in time. When actual things are under consideration, it
is extremely difficult, if possible at all, to conceptualize pure logical order without
corresponding chronological order. By the same token, the application of salvation also has
chronological order. Here, it does not matter that the application is done by God because the
application has reference to matters outside of God, and the act is not contained within God.8!
In short, divine acts such as regeneration and justification “terminate in time.”82 Unlike
election, which is an eternal act, the application of salvation is “a temporal act.”83 A
chronological order of the ordo salutis not only benefits the believer in understanding and
appreciating God’s works of grace better but also reflects the nature of God’s work that
unfolds in time.

Furthermore, Vos distinguishes between regeneration, which he views as an
unconscious change, and justification, which he considers a conscious change. This
distinction plays a crucial role in Vos’s soteriology. On the one hand, true grace emerges as a
supernatural surge of power from within, manifesting unconsciously as an exclusive act of

God that transcends mere persuasion and culminates in conscious life.8 On the other hand,

80 GD1V:5; RD 4:2.

81 GD1:79; RD 1:81.

82 Tbid.

83 GD1:130; RD 1:130. Vos’s contrast between election as an eternal act and the application of
salvation as a temporal act differs from J. V. Fesko’s construal of the ordo salutis as a pure logical order with no
chronological elements by making an analogy between the ordo and the divine decree. The former is atemporal
just like the latter. See J. V. Fesko, Justification: Understanding the Classic Reformed Doctrine (Phillipsburg,
NJ: P&R Publishing, 2008), 80-91. We will revisit Fesko’s point later in this chapter.

84 GD1V:14; RD 4:10.
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the essence of religion necessitates a conscious understanding and appreciation of divine
grace.® Therefore, regeneration, as God’s direct act of producing new life, occurs beneath
consciousness, while justification, a benefit necessitating acceptance and appreciation, must
be consciously received by faith.8

Assuming the chronological sequence of the ordo salutis and the distinction between
unconscious and conscious aspects of the ordo, Vos, in the beginning of GD 1V where he
discusses the ordo salutis, argues that “in relation to time, the change of the unconscious
condition certainly precedes the change in the conscious state.”®” Given that regeneration is
unconscious for the believer and justification is conscious, Vos is saying that regeneration
certainly precedes justification with respect to time. The link between the two is faith. Vos
argues that the chronological order, according to which “justification as it takes place in the
consciousness of the sinner must precede his regeneration in time,” presupposes an
impossibility.8 The reason is that “justification surely occurs by faith,” and faith as an
expression of life cannot be separated from the principle of life generated by regeneration.8®

Vos further argues this chronological relationship between justification and
regeneration in his treatment of justification in GD IV. He sharply distinguishes between
God’s treatment of the sinner by acts and by a judicial declaration. Then Vos contrasts the two
in evident chronological terms: “The former begins much earlier than when faith is present.

The latter does not begin before faith is present.”® And Vos calls this judicial declaration the

8 GD1V:20; RD 4:15.

86 We will revisit Vos’s categorization of justification as occurring in consciousness, noting his
concession that only passive justification occurs in this way. This raises the possibility that active justification
might precede regeneration. The key point, however, is that according to Vos, regeneration chronologically
precedes justification.

87 Ibid.,10; RD 4:6.

88 GD 1V:9-10; RD 4:6. In a striking contrast, Herman Bavinck remarks that “justification, like the
other benefits of the covenant, precedes faith.” Bavinck, RD 4:122.

89 GD 1V:9-10; RD 4:6.

9% GD IV/b:22; RD 4:150. Emphasis added.
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actual justification.’® Therefore, regeneration as “a recreating act” must chronologically
precede justification as a judicial declaration.%?

Admittedly, there are instances where Vos argues for a logical rather than
chronological distinction within the ordo salutis. Upon closer examination of these examples,
it becomes clear that Vos addresses aspects of the ordo that are indeed challenging to
differentiate chronologically. In fact, even the logical distinction demands precise conceptual
clarity. For example, Vos suggests that “calling, as it were, encompasses regeneration from
beginning to end. It precedes and follows it.... It hardly needs to be mentioned that this
preceding and following is not to be taken in a strictly temporal sense.”® In the context of
this quote, Vos finely distinguishes between internal/effectual calling and regeneration.
Indicating that the sequence of calling and regeneration should not be exclusively confined to
a strictly chronological understanding, Vos does not deny the possibility of a chronological
distinction altogether. In another case, Vos maintains that “in order, repentance and the
knowledge of sin precede surrendering faith.... The distinction made here is a logical one and
not a chronological one or a distinction in time.”®* Here, Vos clarifies that the distinction is
logical, not chronological. However, what he accomplishes in this context is an exploration of
the relationship between conversion and faith, differentiating between a broader and a
narrower understanding of faith. In essence, broader faith is inherent from the beginning of
conversion, while narrower faith develops through the conversion process. This bifurcation of
faith is understood as logical, not temporal.%

In conclusion, Vos’s ordo salutis is not limited to purely logical distinctions without

reference to chronological sequence. Although there are occasions where he makes logical

91 Tbid.
92 GD1V:35; RD 4:29.
93 GD 1V:46; RD 4:39.
94 GD1V:76; RD 4:67.
9 Tbid.
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but not chronological distinctions in the ordo, these cases do not negate Vos’s time-bound
perception of the ordo salutis, because even logical distinctions require precise conceptual
clarity. Therefore, we can conclude that in Vos’s ordo salutis, both logical and chronological
distinctions exist between the unconscious aspects, such as regeneration and union with
Christ, and the conscious aspects, such as justification. Most relevant to the discussion in this
chapter, the former chronologically precedes the latter.

The above exposition is foundational for understanding the transformative power of
the Spirit’s work in redemption. The sequence of regeneration and union with Christ
preceding justification not only aligns with but also significantly enriches our grasp of the
eschatological dimensions of redemption. We will argue that what might be termed infused
grace represents the Spirit’s work of bringing the believer into a new eschatological and
Spiritual realm of existence. This dynamic is not about the human contribution to redemption
through a changed nature by infused grace, but about a fundamental shift in the believer’s
state of being, entering into this eschatological reality. The Spirit’s eschatological work and
active justification occur concurrently, marking a pivotal moment in the believer’s
soteriological experience. Active justification, as the divine declaration of righteousness, is
not a standalone event but is deeply intertwined with the presence of the eschatological Spirit.
This concurrent action sets the stage for passive justification, which emerges as the believer’s
subjective acknowledgement and embrace of her righteous status through faith—a faith that
itself is generated from participating in the eschatological reality through the Spirit. Drawing
from Vos’s doctrinal insights, this nuanced understanding sheds light on the intricate
relationships between regeneration, faith, and both aspects of justification within the broader
eschatological work of the Spirit.

4. Regeneration and Union with Christ in Vos’s Soteriology
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The two transformative and subconscious aspects of the ordo salutis with chronological
precedence to justification are regeneration and union with Christ. We will survey briefly to
indicate that in Vos’s early theological construal, the Spirit’s work in regeneration and union
with Christ is not directly related to justification and eschatology. Given Vos’s chronological
construal of the ordo salutis, the precedence of this transformative grace of the Spirit
generates a tension: if regeneration and union with Christ as infused grace generate faith, and
if faith necessarily precedes justification, then in Vos’s ordo salutis, justification is in some
way based on infused grace. Admittedly, as a Reformed theologian, Vos unswervingly argues
for the logical primacy of justification. This emphasis is evident throughout his career, as will
be seen in the following section. However, the construal that infused grace precedes
justification could be problematic, given Vos’s underscoring of the forensic aspect. We will
examine some inconsistencies in his writings that are caused by this ambiguity. The eventual
solution we propose is to clarify the nature of the Spirit’s work in regeneration and union with
Christ from Vos’s later eschatological conception of the Spirit and to revise his doctrine of
justification accordingly.

A. Vos’s Doctrine of Regeneration
Vos defines regeneration as “an immediate recreation of the sinful nature by God the Holy
Spirit and an implanting into the body of Christ.”% Including union with Christ in this
definition implies a close relationship between the two, which we will examine later in this

section. Here, we focus on Vos’s description of regeneration as “an immediate recreation.” In

9 RD 4:29. Perplexingly, the English translation is not in line with the Dutch text. GD IV:35, “eene
middelijke omschrijving der zondige natuur door God den Heiligen Geest, en eene inplanting in het lichaam van
Christus.” RD translated eene middlelijke omschrijving—a mediated description or definition—into an
immediate re-creation. If there is no typo in the Dutch text, then the English translation is wrong because in GD
IV, whenever recreation is referred to, the word Vos uses is herschepping; and whenever omschrijving is used, it
means definition or description. Hence, the Dutch corresponds to the translation in RD would be eene
onmiddlelijke herschepping.

A literal translation of the definition in GD is “An indirect description of the sinful nature by God the
Holy Spirit and an implanting into the body of Christ.” However, this definition is indeed difficult to understand.
Therefore, for whatever reason Vos used eene middlelijke omschrijving, we follow the English translation
because it is certainly in line with Vos’s overall interpretation of regeneration.
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contrast to a judicial declaration, which changes the judicial relationship between the sinner
and God, regeneration as “a recreating act” changes the actual condition of the sinner. Vos
even describes regeneration as “physical” to highlight its transformative nature.®” Here, we
need to be careful not to interpret Vos as if he substantiates regenerating grace as acting
materially. On the contrary, both sin and grace are immaterial. Vos objects to calling
regeneration “a renewing of the substance of the human soul” because it suggests a
Manichaean way of understanding sin.® In calling regeneration a physical act, Vos’s sole
point is to argue that in regeneration, God actually “pours in the new principle of life,” which,
as infused grace, is transformative and innovative.? Therefore, regeneration is “the beginning
of sanctification.”00

Furthermore, regeneration, according to Vos, is “immediate in the strict sense...
[because] God does not use any kind of instrument in regenerating a sinner.”10! Vos
elaborates that even the word of God is not an instrument in regeneration. He contends that
positing the word of God as instrumental in the act of regeneration implies either a semi-
Pelagian stance, which presupposes some inherent capability in the spiritually dead to
respond to the truth, or a Lutheran interpretation that erroneously ascribes intrinsic
regenerative power to the divine word. This, Vos asserts, elevates the divine word from its
rightful status as a means of grace to an unscriptural position as a source of grace.
Consequently, Vos maintains that regeneration constitutes an immediate divine act the Spirit
performs, devoid of mediation by the divine word or any other instrument.1%

B. Vos’s Doctrine of Union with Christ

97 GD 1V:40; RD 4:34.

9% GD IV:53. My translation.

9 GD1V:54; RD 4:47.

100 GD 1V/b:71; RD 4:194.

101 GD1V:35, 48; RD 4:29, 41. As we will see, Vos’s conception of regeneration as an immediate divine
act is different from Michael Horton’s incorporation of Reformed soteriology into speech-act theory, which
generates a doctrine of regeneration that is essentially indistinguishable from effectual calling as mediated
through divine words.

102 See GD 1V:47-49; RD 4:41-42.
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Union with Christ in Vos’s soteriology is a transformative, Spiritual, and organic unity that is
reciprocal, personal yet corporate, and life-giving, whereby believers are intimately
connected with Christ and each other through the indwelling of the Spirit, leading to a life
conforming to the likeness of Christ.1% Admitting its mystical nature, Vos nowhere indicates
that this union is a metaphorical way of describing the relationship between the believer and
Christ, or a communion of will, or a general way of saying Christ is the source of saving
benefits. Instead, union with Christ for Vos is a concept of realism. Specifically, it is
necessary to indicate that the union we expound here refers to the union that happens when
the Spirit unites the believer to Christ as the first application of saving grace.1%4 Therefore,
this union changes the actual condition of the believer.

C. Regeneration and Union with Christ
Vos is ambiguous regarding the logical relationship between these two concepts.1%® On the
one hand, we see evidence that union with Christ logically precedes regeneration. For
example, Vos states that “saving grace effects at its onset a personal bond with the Mediator,
Christ.... [T]he one in whom this grace has in fact worked, or ever begins to work, is joined
to Christ. The bond with Christ brings saving grace with it.”’1% If all saving grace is to be
found in union with Christ, then regeneration is certainly one saving benefit of many that
union with Christ contains. Thus, logically speaking, one must be united to Christ first to
experience any saving grace, including regeneration. In line with this logic, Vos indicates that
“the entire ordo salutis, beginning with regeneration as its first stage, is bound to the mystical

union with Christ.”197 Here, Vos distinguishes between regeneration as the first stage of the

103 See GD 1V:31-34.

104 For more on the concept of union with Christ that is developed in line with Vos’s thought, see
Richard B. Gaffin, Jr., “Union with Christ: Some Biblibcal and Theological Reflections,” in Always Reforming:
Explorations in Systematic Theology (Downes Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2006), 271-288.

105 Note that these two saving aspects happen unconsciously. Thus, Vos does not make a chronological
distinction between the two.

106 GD IV:26; my translation.

107 DCRT/SW, 248.
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ordo salutis and union with Christ as the foundation of the whole ordo. Similarly, in GD, Vos
discusses union with Christ in the section “Ordo Salutis,” which comes before “Regeneration
and Calling.” This order also suggests that the former has logical primacy over the latter.

However, evidence also shows that regeneration logically precedes union with Christ
in Vos’s ordo salutis. For example, Vos calls regeneration “the first grace” that establishes
union.1% This means-end relationship between regeneration and union is indisputable in Vos’s
remark that Christ is “the head to whom believers are joined as members by regeneration.”
Here, regeneration is described as the means by which union with Christ is actualized.
Similarly, in arguing against eternal justification, Vos suggests that the sinner would not
experience justification as a conscious realization of the status of righteousness “until he
believes and by faith is united with Christ.”!19 Even without a chronological distinction
between the two, it is evident that one cannot experience union with Christ unless regenerated
by faith.

In Vos’s early soteriology, the logical relationship between regeneration and union
with Christ remains ambiguous. It is not explicitly stated whether regeneration occurs as a
result of the union or whether the union is the outcome of regeneration and faith. This
ambiguity stems from a lack of detailed discussion on the nature of the Spirit’s involvement
in regeneration and union. Specifically, the Spirit’s role as “the circumambient element of the
eschatological state” is underappreciated, a role that is crucial in understanding “the progress
of the eschatological drama” and is most clearly demonstrated in the ascended Christ.'t

D. Conclusion
In conclusion, after demonstrating the chronological precedence of regeneration and union

with Christ over justification in Vos’s ordo salutis in the previous section, this section delves

108 GD 1V:33; RD 4:27.

109 GD 1V:47; RD 4:40. Emphasis added.
110 GD 11:91; RD 2:89. Emphasis added.
111 EAP/SW, 110, 115.
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into Vos’s doctrines of regeneration and union with Christ and illustrates that both, as
transformative aspects of the ordo salutis, introduce infused grace before the believer’s
justification by faith. If misinterpreted, this sequence could pose a problem from the
Reformed perspective, as it appears to imply that justification is contingent upon infused
grace to a significant degree. This interpretation would shift justification from being solely an
imputation of Christ’s righteousness to being partially based on the actual change in the
sinner’s condition. Furthermore, the relationship between regeneration and union is
ambiguous in Vos’s early soteriology. As will be demonstrated, this lack of clarity and the
potential issue with the doctrine of justification stems from the same root problem: Vos’s
early soteriology lacks an eschatological examination of the Spirit’s work in the ordo salutis.
However, before addressing this issue in detail and offering a solution, we first review Vos’s
effort to prioritize the forensic over the transformative, given his chronological sequence that
places regeneration and union before justification.

It will become evident that Vos’s attempt to prioritize the forensic aspect logically and
the transformative aspect chronologically, while aiming to preserve justification as a pure
imputation of Christ’s righteousness without any change in the believer’s condition, is
unsuccessful. Resolving this tension requires revising his ordo salutis, including his doctrines
of regeneration, union with Christ, and justification, by considering his later theological work
that is deeply shaped by eschatological concerns. The key to this revision is recognizing how
the Spirit’s work in regeneration and union is not merely a temporal act within redemptive
history but an eschatological transition, where the believer is brought into participation with
the new creation inaugurated by Christ’s resurrection and ascension. This eschatological
framework clarifies the ultimate goal of salvation—not merely individual justification but full
communion with God in the eschaton.

5. Vos’s Prioritization of the Forensic and the Inconsistencies in his Ordo Salutis
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While Vos underscores the chronological precedence of regeneration and union with Christ
over justification, he does not mean that the unconscious aspect of soteriology has logical
primacy over the conscious aspect, in this case, justification. In this section, we aim to
present what Vos clearly argues for and what he fails to clarify. Simply put, Vos contends that
the believer’s justification is not based on any inherent change generated by infused grace but
solely on the imputation of Christ’s righteousness, yet, Vos is ambiguous on whether the
transformative aspect presupposes the actual justification in time. This ambiguity remained
until he published EAP in 1912 when the ambiguity became a more evident problem that
required a solution.

We examine Vos’s argument for the logical primacy of justification over regeneration
and union in GD and AL/SW, and his emphasis on the logical primacy of union with Christ in
DCRT/SW.112 The purpose is to highlight the inconsistencies embedded in his early
soteriology. Regarding the relationship between regeneration and justification, Vos argues
that while, in terms of time, regeneration precedes justification, logically speaking, the
believer’s regeneration depends on her justification. The reason is straightforward:

For God, justification in His view is the basis, regeneration the consequence. If wrath

and a relationship of punishment continued to exist, no new life would be able to

germinate. God cannot communicate subjective habitual grace unless objective

satisfaction of His justice is offered with specific application to the individual
person.113

However, this apparent reason is also problematic. According to Vos’s logic, God’s justice
needs objective satisfaction. Furthermore, this satisfaction must already be applied to the
person. The predicament is, given Vos’s chronological interpretation of the ordo salutis, as
shown previously, justification—the objective satisfaction of God’s justice—cannot be

applied to someone without regeneration and faith. Vos did not fully explicate this potential

112 In PE, we also see Vos’s prioritization of justification over transformative grace. However, he
specifically examines the relationship between justification and resurrection in the context. Thus, we will not
explore his argument in PE. Cf. PE, 148-151.

13 GD1V:10; RD 4:6.
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problem. Instead, he briefly indicated that while infusing transformative grace, God has in
view “the restored or to be restored judicial relationship.”'4 Probably trying to focus on the
historical nature of the ordo salutis, Vos did not refer to the pactum salutis, or Christ’s eternal
suretyship, as the judicial ground and logical prerequisite of regeneration, as he did in GD 11
and III, where the doctrine of the covenant and Christ’s representative priesthood are
discussed. Consequently, we have an apparent dilemma: on the one hand, God cannot infuse
transformative grace without the change of forensic relationship; on the other hand, without
infused grace, the forensic relationship would not change because, according to Vos,
justification occurs by faith.

On the relationship between union with Christ and justification, Vos presents two
seemingly different views in GD and DCRT, which require explication. His argument in GD
underscores the imputation of Christ’s righteousness rather than union with Christ as the legal
foundation of justification. While this aligns with his whole theological framework, his
hypothetical argument that God could impute Christ’s righteousness without generating union
with Christ demonstrates that his early soteriology lacks a coherent understanding of the
eschatological conception of the Spirit. Vos’s argument in DCRT presents a different
construal of the relationship, which needs to be compared with his view in GD.

In GD, Vos primarily aims to refute the notion that union with Christ is the legal basis
for imputing Christ’s saving merits. He argues that this perspective would erroneously make
the sinner’s actual condition the judicial ground for justification, thus contradicting the
Reformed doctrine of justification by imputation, not infusion. Vos asserts, “concerning the
legal relationship, being reckoned in Christ precedes, and only from that does being in the

Mediator follow.”!15 In other words, “the mystical union is not the basis on which I appear

114 Tbid.
115 GD1V:28; RD 4:22.

181



just before God but a gift that is extended to me from God’s justification.”116 In both quotes,
Vos aims to argue that the judicial aspect of soteriology has logical priority over the
transformative aspect. Logically, the latter is the result of the former. Through this
clarification of the relationship between union and justification, Vos maintains the integrity of
the Reformed doctrine, emphasizing imputation over infusion.

However, Vos’s further clarification introduces some doubts. Initially, he recognizes a
logical issue by asserting the logical primacy of union over justification. He addresses this by
questioning, “on what basis do I share in the unio mystica with Christ Himself?’*17 Vos
contends that union with Christ cannot cause itself. Thus, he concludes that the only plausible
explanation is that union occurs through “anticipation in view of impending justification.”118
This reasoning inevitably leads to circular logic: union with Christ, serving as the foundation
for justification, happens in anticipation of the forthcoming justification, which, in turn,
forms the basis of union.

Vos did not seek an answer in the pactum salutis and the work of the Spirit regarding
the basis of union with Christ. As he stated, union with Christ cannot be the cause of itself.
Yet, according to Vos’s theology, as early as presented in GD, the legal foundation of union
with Christ is the pactum salutis, and its direct cause is the Spirit. When Vos asserts that the
legal basis of all grace is justification, he still needs to clarify the legal basis of justification
itself. On what grounds can God impute Christ’s righteousness to someone legitimately?
Again, the answer must be traced back to the pactum salutis. Therefore, Vos’s critique of the

logical problem in assigning logical primacy to union with Christ over justification does not

hold up.119

116 Tbid.

117 Tbid.

118 Tbid.

119 However, recourse to the pactum salutis does not eliminate the need to construct a proper ordo
salutis, as one still needs to delineate which element of soteriology precedes the other, whether logically or
chronologically. The pactum salutis appears to provide a foundation supporting the possibility of regeneration
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Another issue in his further clarification deserves a lengthy quote because it shows
elements of abstract thinking in the early Vos that conflict with his theological framework.
After establishing the primacy of justification, he articulates that:

This actual relationship in the justice of God is reflected in the consciousness of the

sinner when he believes, for by faith he acknowledges that there is no righteousness in

himself, and that the righteousness by which he stands righteous before God is
transmitted to him by imputation. Now as far as what is judicial is concerned, it could

have remained at this. Without effecting a life-union between Christ and believers,
God still could have transmitted His righteousness to them 1?0

Here, the highlighted words remark that, according to Vos, the matter could have remained
purely judicial, implying that God could have imputed his righteousness to the believer
without creating a life-union between Christ and the believer.

To clarify, Vos’s contention that imputation without union is conceivable serves as a
theoretical argument. His fundamental point is that God indeed chose not to separate the
judicial and the existential aspects, thereby establishing a life-union that constantly reminds
the believer of her dependence on Christ’s merit. However, despite being a hypothetical
point, it is evident that Vos considers the possibility of imputation of righteousness without
union with Christ to be theologically conceivable. We argue that it is not primarily because of
the need to remind the believer of the source of grace that God chose to correlate justification
with union. Instead, the indispensability of the two lies in the covenant of works, the pactum
salutis, and the eschatological conception of the Spirit. In this context, Christ’s judicial,
ontological, and psychical inauguration of the eschatological, Spiritual communion with God
is a crucial example.

According to the covenant of works, Christ’s righteousness and its imputation entail a

transition from the natural to the Spiritual. As per the pactum salutis, this transition is realized

preceding justification. However, since Vos rejects the concept of eternal justification, the divine act within the
pactum salutis cannot be equated with justification proper. It would be more precise to say that the pactum
salutis underpins both regeneration and justification, with their logical or chronological relationship requiring
clarification within the ordo salutis.

120 GD 1V:28; RD 4:23. Emphasis added.
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by forming a redemptive organism consisting of Christ and the believer, existing since
eternity. In line with the eschatological conception of the Spirit, this existential union with
Christ is generated by the Spirit. Therefore, even as a theoretical argument, Vos’s scenario
that Christ’s righteousness can be imputed without any ontological effects is foreign to his
theology.

We find another clear emphasis on the primacy of the forensic aspect in Vos’s work,
particularly noted in ALP/SW. This statement is perhaps more widely recognized than Vos’s
arguments in GD, mainly because two contemporary Reformed theologians, J. V. Fesko and
Michael Horton, have cited it to bolster their argument that justification serves as the
foundation for any infused grace.'?! To quote Vos,

Paul consciously and consistently subordinated the mystical aspect of the relation to

Christ to the forensic one. Paul’s mind was to such an extent forensically oriented that

he regarded the entire complex of subjective spiritual changes that take place in the

believer and of subjective spiritual blessings enjoyed by the believer as the direct

outcome of the forensic work of Christ applied in justification. The mystical is based
on the forensic, not the forensic on the mystical.1?2

Vos’s highlighting of the forensic aspect of soteriology is evident in this quote. The entire
complex of subjective spiritual change must include regeneration and union with Christ.
Unlike in GD, where Vos argues that regeneration and union, with the future justification in
view as the legal basis, chronologically precede justification, here, Vos argues that they are an
outcome of the forensic work of Christ that has been applied in justification. Therefore, given

statements like this, Vos’s construal of the ordo salutis is ambiguous.12?

121 See, J. V. Fesko, The Covenant of Redemption: Origins, Development, and Reception, Reformed
Historical Theology 35 (Gottingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2016), 224; and Michael S. Horton, “Calvin’s
Theology of Union with Christ and the Double Grace: Modern Reception and Contemporary Possibilities,” in
Calvin's Theology and Its Reception: Disputes, Developments, and New Possibilities, ed. J. Todd Billings and 1.
John Hesselink (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 2012), 91.

122 ALP/SW, 384. Emphasis added.

123 In a significant way, Fesko’s and Horton’s quoting of Vos is inappropriate without mentioning the
difference between Vos’s understanding of the ordo salutis and theirs. Like Vos, both Fesko and Horton aim to
underscore the primacy of the forensic in soteriology. For instance, Horton addresses the critical question,
“whether we can articulate an ordo without any appeal to infused habits.” See Michael Horton, Covenant and
Salvation: Union with Christ (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 2007), 198. Emphasis original.
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Given the above discussion on the priority of the judicial aspect in Vos’s soteriology,
we now examine Vos’s statement, which seems contradictory to his main view (a statement
neither Horton nor Fesko addressed). In DCRT/SW, Vos remarks,

According to the Lutheran, the Holy Spirit first generates faith in the sinner who

temporarily still remains outside of union with Christ; then justification follows faith

and only then, in turn, does the mystical union with the Mediator take place.

Everything depends on this justification.... The covenantal outlook is the reverse. One

is first united to Christ, the Mediator of the covenant, by a mystical union, which finds

its conscious recognition in faith. By this union with Christ all that is in Christ is
simultaneously given 124

Vos critically compares the Lutheran and the Reformed ordo salutis. Both logical and
chronological priorities of union with Christ in the Reformed ordo seem to be presented in
contrast to the Lutheran one, according to which “everything depends on... justification.”1%®
Prima facie, therefore, Vos here argues that union with Christ makes justification possible.
Several observations warrant consideration. First, by mystical union, Vos refers to the
existential union with Christ that occurs in the believer’s life through the work of the Spirit,
as distinct from the predestinarian union in the pactum salutis. This distinction is evident
given the context and Vos’s terminology. Second, regeneration is encompassed within this
union, with faith ensuing from the union. Third, and most notably, justification, as
encapsulated in all that is in Christ, is given through this union. Although this emphasis on
union with Christ might seem to contradict Vos’s argument for the logical primacy of
justification, there is, in reality, no logical contradiction. This is because Vos does not assert

that union with Christ serves as the legal basis for justification. Instead, he appears to suggest

However, unlike Vos, Fesko adopts a non-chronological understanding of the ordo. See Fesko,
Justification, 88. From a different perspective, Horton redefines union with Christ and reconfigures regeneration
with Speech-act theory. See Horton, Covenant and Salvation, 202; Michael S. Horton, “Calvin’s Theology of
Union with Christ and the Double Grace: Modern Reception and Contemporary Possibilities,” in Calvin s
Theology and Its Reception: Disputes, Developments, and New Possibilities, ed. J. Todd Billings and 1. John
Hesselink (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 2012), 90. Emphasis added. In construing union as
koinonia or a general way of expression about the source of spiritual blessings, Horton eliminated the need for
an ontological interpretation of union and thus, the dilemma of infused grace before justifiation.

124 DCRT/SW, 256. Emphasis added.

125 Tbid. Whether Vos’s critical comparison is historically accurate is beyond the scope of this thesis.
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that, although not the legal foundation, this union is crucial for a thorough understanding of
justification. Hence, the perceived discrepancy stems from a need for further clarification on
how regeneration, union, and justification interrelate, particularly from the standpoint of the
Spirit’s eschatological role.

To conclude, this section has examined Vos’s chronological interpretation of the ordo
salutis, alongside his doctrine of regeneration and union with Christ as infused,
transformative grace. It has highlighted Vos’s emphasis on the logical primacy of justification
over regeneration and union. Unfortunately, Vos’s early theology does not clearly articulate
the Spirit’s work in regeneration and union with Christ. This omission leads to
inconsistencies in his forensic approach to soteriology, raising several questions that require
further clarification: Can God infuse transformative grace before one’s actual justification?
Does justification necessarily follow faith, which regeneration causes? How are regeneration
and union related, and what role does the Spirit play in each?

To address the above questions, first, we will critically examine Vos’s doctrine of
justification by focusing on what he means by justification proper and the distinction he made
between active and passive justification. With this refined understanding of justification, a
more precise restatement of the problem in Vos’s ordo salutis becomes this: Which
justification logically precedes regeneration, and which chronologically follows
regeneration? We suggest that active justification logically precedes regeneration, while
regeneration chronologically precedes passive justification. Second, we revisit Vos’s doctrine
of regeneration and union with Christ through the lens of his eschatological conception of the
Spirit, proposing that both are eschatological and cosmological phenomena due to the Spirit’s
being the eschatological substratum of the resurrection-life.

6. A Critical Examination of Vos’s Doctrine of Justification
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Examining a Reformed theologian’s doctrine of justification offers insightful perspectives.
However, undertaking such a critique from within the Reformed tradition presents its unique
challenges. Considering the stature of a theologian like Vos, it is less a matter of
misunderstanding on his part and more about areas where his exposition could benefit from
greater clarity. This section highlights that while Vos’s stance on eternal justification is
decisively clear, his articulation of active justification exhibits some ambiguity. This
ambiguity opens up further inquiries into the dynamics between active and passive
justification. Delving into these aspects will significantly contribute to our nuanced
understanding and revision of his ordo salutis and doctrine of justification, all through the
insightful lens of his eschatological conception of the Spirit.

A. What Is Justification Proper?
In this subsection, we examine Vos’s concept of justification from three distinct angles:
Christ’s justification, active justification, and passive justification. Making this distinction
clear is crucial for our later arguments, where a nuanced understanding of justification is
necessary for doctrinal accuracy. Without such classification, the ordo salutis becomes
confusing, especially since it is claimed that justification logically precedes regeneration but
chronologically follows faith. This raises the question: from which of the three categories are
we making this statement? Vos includes all three in his definition of justification: “a judicial
assigning to the sinner of the status of righteousness on the basis of the merits of Christ,
imputed to him by God, and in which, in faith, he places his trust.”1?6 Therefore, we will
explore each category in detail: Christ’s justification as the head of the redemptive organism,
the divine imputation and declaration of one’s righteous status in time, and one’s personal,

conscious realization of Christ’s justification as the head.

126 GD 1Vb:10; RD 4:1338.
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a. The Foundation of the Believer’s Justification: Christ’s Justification as the
Head of Redemptive Organism

According to Vos’s definition of justification, the foundation of divine assignment and
declaration is the merits of Christ. The merits of Christ constitute the basis of his
righteousness.??” As detailed in the previous chapter, Christ’s justification refers to the
righteous status God the Father conferred upon him, grounded upon his active and passive
obedience. Importantly, his justification reaches its culmination in his resurrection and leads
to his ascension.

Remarkably, Vos calls this justification of Christ “strict justification.”*?® By strict, Vos
means that Christ’s justification in the dynamic complex of redemption is, as a matter of fact,
the only justification in a strict judicial sense. To expand, first, Vos remarks that “the
justification of Christ is a justification of the Head, and to that extent of all the members who
are in this Head. By the resurrection, the judgment is pronounced that the body made up of
the elect is righteous before God.”*?° Because Christ and the believer form one organism,
what happens to Christ also happens to the body. Based on this organic unity, in Christ’s
justification, the body is also righteous. Second, God is a righteous judge only concerning
Christ. To the believer, God is a gracious God. Therefore, according to Vos, it is wrong to
interpret God’s forgiveness of sins as God’s overlooking of sins without referring to the
ground on which God’s forgiveness rests—the merits and righteousness of Christ.13 In short,
no matter how we interpret the believer’s justification, Christ’s justification is the foundation

of it.

127 GD 1V:89; RD 4:79.

128 GD 1VDb:24; RD 4:151.

129 GD 111:237; RD 3:221.

130 Tbid. In light of this clarification, Vos argues that Article 23 in Belgic Confession of Faith wrongly
posits justification in the forgiveness of sins and the imputation of Christ’s merits because the two are not
logically parallel. The latter grounds the former.
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Nonetheless, Vos never refers to the justification of Christ as justification proper.
Prima facie, this avoidance of labeling the justification of the covenant head as justification
proper is peculiar. After all, Vos acknowledges that Christ’s justification is the sole form of
judicial justification in the strictest sense. The rationale behind Vos’s terminology is that
justification in Scripture primarily denotes the divine declaration of an individual’s righteous
status.

b. Justification Proper: The Divine Declaration of One’s Righteous Status in
Time and One’s Personal, Conscious Realization of this Declaration

In explicating the concept of imputation, Vos distinguishes three means with respect to three
categories: in election, in the pactum salutis, and in time. In Chapter Five, we will critically
examine Vos’s interpretation of imputation in the first two categories and argue that his
doctrine of election and supralapsarianism suggest a scenario with no sin and Christ in view.
His occasional indication that Christ is related to election can be refined according to our
construction of a thorough-going theological eschatology by referring to divine attributes in
Chapter Six. Here, we focus on Vos’s assertion that justification occurs in time.

According to Vos, “in time there is the personal, judicial imputation for believers that
is only called justification in Scripture.”'3! Vos means that justification in the Scripture, as a
concept in the ordo salutis, refers only to the believer’s personal justification in time. By the
believer’s personal justification, Vos means that God grants absolution in the heavenly
tribunal upon the sinner’s exercise of saving faith. To quote, “this declaration of God in His
tribunal, intended for the believer personally, is justification proper.”*3? Crucially,
justification has two aspects: God’s declaration in his tribunal and the intention for the
believer personally. In other words, the divine declaration is the objective aspect of

justification proper, and the believer’s personal, conscious realization is the subjective aspect.

131 GD 1VDb:20; RD 4:148.
182 GD 1Vb:22; RD 4:150.
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This subjective-objective distinction is clearly expressed by Vos when he remarks that “the
treatment of the sinner from the side of God by a judicial declaration that is intended to be
announced to the consciousness of the sinner... [is] justification proper.”33 The two aspects
are distinguishable yet inseparable because the objective declaration is intended for
subjective reception, and the latter presupposes the former.134

B. Active and Passive Justification and the Problem of Vos’s Ordo Salutis Restated
Based on the above distinction between the objective and subjective aspects of justification
proper, Vos classified the former as active justification and the latter as passive justification.
He defines active and passive justification as follows, “active justification occurs in the
divine tribunal. It is the declaration as God makes it. Passive justification, in contrast, is the
application and announcement, or rather the carrying through, of this verdict in the
conscience of the believer, in the tribunal of the conscience.”13% Simply put, active
justification is God’s declaration in the heavenly realm that one is righteous. Once this
declaration finds its realization in the consciousness or conscience of the believer, passive
justification happens.

While this classification appears straightforward at first glance, further reflection
reveals specific problems. First, what exactly constitutes the nature of this active
justification? What does it entail for God, in the heavenly tribunal, to declare someone
righteous? Second, how does active justification relate to passive justification? Simply stating
that passive justification represents the execution of active justification within the believer’s
conscience is insufficient, as it does not explain the mechanism of this execution. Vos does

not address these two questions in any of his writings. Without clarification on these issues, it

133 Tbid.

134 Occasionally, Vos talks about justification as if it only refers to the believer’s subjective realization
of her judicial status before God. For example, “what comes to pass with the individual believer in his
justification is nothing other than the personal realization of this justification of the Surety.” See GD 111:237; RD
3:222.

135 GD IVb:23; RD 4:150.
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would be difficult, if possible at all, to explain correctly what Vos means by construing the
logical primacy of justification and the chronological precedence of regeneration and union
with Christ. Is the justification with logical primacy active justification, or passive
justification, or both as justification proper? Does regeneration chronologically precede
active justification, passive justification, or both?

Unconvincingly, without interpreting the nature of active justification and the
relationship between active and passive justification, Vos suggests that both active and
passive justification follow faith. According to him, God would not declare a sinner righteous
in his tribunal “before faith began to work in him.”136 By implication, justification proper—
active and passive justification—chronologically follows regeneration and union with Christ.
Again, while this order is in line with Vos’s ordo salutis, it is incompatible with his later
developed eschatological conception of the Spirit, according to which the believer’s
possession of the Spirit is the natural correlate, the crown, and the infallible exponent of the
state of righteousness, which, indeed presupposes justification proper.

One possible yet unlikely solution is to make recourse to the pactum salutis, or
Christ’s justification. According to Vos, God deals with the sinner as unjustified until her
actual justification in time.13” That is, justification is not eternal. Yet, the lack of actual
justification does not mean there is no work of grace based on Christ’s suretyship prior to
justification: “with regard to his unconscious state, in it God can already intend for him the
benefits of the covenant of grace prior to his justification, on the ground of the suretyship of

Christ. He does this in fact in regeneration.”'38 Here, we see that regeneration precedes

136 GD IVb:22; RD 4:150.

137 GD 11:91, “dat tot op zijne rechtvaardiging God den zondaar als een ongerechtvaardigde, dus als
een persoonlijk-schuldige behandelt of althans toespreekt”; RD, 2:89, “until His justification God deals with or
at least addresses the sinner as unjustified and therefore as personally guilty.” Note that the English translation
probably wrongly captalized “His” and attributes the justification to God. It is most likely that Vos means the

justification of the sinner and not the justification of God.
138 Tbid.
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justification chronologically. Yet, the precedence is based upon a fundamental reality: Christ’s
suretyship exists before the believer’s justification in time. Vos attributes the ground of
regeneration to Christ’s eternal suretyship, which finds its root in the pactum salutis.** The
fruit of the pactum salutis is not the Son’s abstract suretyship but “one organism consists of
Christ and the elect.!4? Through this organism, the justification of Christ is not only his but
also belongs to all who are in him. Vos remarks that “by the resurrection, the judgment is
pronounced that the body made up of the elect is righteous before God.”14! In Christ’s
resurrection as the demonstration of his justification, the body of Christ—the elect—is also
justified.

Interestingly, however, formulations that ground regeneration upon either the pactum
salutis or Christ’s historical justification appear only in GD II and III, where Vos expounds on
the doctrine of the covenant and Christology. Yet, when it comes to the discussion of the ordo
salutis in GD 1V, he seems to refrain from referring to the pactum salutis and Christ’s
historical justification as grounds for interpreting the initial infused grace in regeneration and
union with Christ. The reason for this is possibly Vos’s emphasis on the primacy of
justification. As indicated above, although the pactum salutis serves as the eternal foundation
and Christ’s justification functions as the historical foundation of justification, the only
justification Vos refers to as justification proper—both active and passive—occurs in the
believer’s life experience. If infused grace finds its ground in categories other than
justification proper, then one can argue that the forensic is logically based upon the
transformative from a soteriological perspective. Therefore, possibly due to this concern, Vos

meticulously attempts to present the relationship between regeneration/union and justification

139 GD 11:92; RD 2:90.
140 GD111:133; RD 3:124.
141 GD 111:237; RD 3:222.
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within the category of the ordo salutis.**?> We will follow Vos’s approach in the following
exposition and revision of his ordo salutis. If the concept of the ordo salutis matters at all, an
order is to be found from within.

To conclude, Vos’s conceptual distinction between active and passive justification
brings us closer to resolving the tension within his ordo salutis. Could it be that active
justification—the divine declaration of one’s righteous status through the imputation of
Christ’s righteousness—Ilogically precedes regeneration, while passive justification—the
individual’s subjective realization of their righteous status, also due to the imputation of
Christ’s righteousness—Ilogically and chronologically follows regeneration?

C. Bavinck’s Doctrine of Active and Passive Justification43
The purpose of discussing Bavinck’s understanding of active and passive justification is
twofold. First, it serves as a comparative tool to help reconcile the logical and chronological
aspects of justification and regeneration. While Vos’s early theology presents ambiguity
regarding the relationship, Bavinck’s clearer articulation of active and passive justification
provides a conceptual model that can shed light on the tension. Second, Bavinck’s
framework, though broader than Vos’s in its definition of active justification, offers insights
that align with Vos’s later eschatological development. By examining Bavinck’s doctrine, we
find a way to integrate Vos’s eschatological conception of the Spirit into a revised ordo
salutis. Bavinck’s approach helps us better understand the logical precedence of justification

without disrupting the chronological order of regeneration and faith that Vos holds. This

142 Bavinck treats this issue differently from Vos. Bavinck does not hesitate to ground all saving
benefits in the pactum salutis when discussing the ordo salutis. See, Bavinck, RD 3:523.

However, grounding all the saving benefits in the pactum salutis does not negate the ordo salutis. The
pactum salutis is an indispensable background. Given this background, Bavinck’s attempt to examine the ordo
salutis also contains some tension, which we will examine soon.

143 Bavinck is Vos’s friend and theological counterpart in the Netherlands. Their similar theological
background provides the possibility of a critical incorporation of their doctrines. For a recent publication on
Bavinck’s life and theology, see James Eglinton, Bavinck: A Critical Biography (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker
Academic, 2020). For a more comprehensive introduction of the relationship between Bavinck and Vos, see
George Hunsinger, “Herman Bavinck and Geerhardus Vos,” in Calvin Theological Journal 45, no.1 (2010): 18—
31.
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comparison helps bridge the gap between Vos’s earlier soteriological views and his later
eschatological focus.

To articulate, Bavinck suggests that “active Justification already in a sense occurred in
the proclamation of the gospel, in the external calling, but it occurs especially in the internal
calling...”** Bavinck does not fundamentally distinguish internal calling from regeneration:
“Regeneration in the active sense, the regenerative activity of God, is only another name for
the call: the efficacious call of God.”*® This leads to the conclusion that active justification,
in Bavinck’s view, particularly takes place within regeneration. Thus, “logically this active
justification precedes faith.”146 Notably, Bavinck defines active justification in a broader way
than Vos does. Active justification in Bavinck’s construal is not limited to a divine declaration
in the heavenly tribunal but includes a series of acts that generate transformative grace. We
will not attempt to follow Bavinck in revising Vos’s definition of active justification. Instead,
we will expound on the concept of imputation, which is at the core of Vos’s definition of
justification, to avoid introducing unnecessary heterogeneous elements into our revision of
Vos’s ordo salutis as much as possible.

From a critical standpoint, however, Bavinck does not make a chronological
distinction between active and passive justification. He says the distinction between active
and passive justification “has no temporal significance.”4’ The difference in order is
“coupled with simultaneity in time.”148 Bavinck’s concern with a chronological distinction
between active and passive justification is twofold. First, he wants to adhere to the traditional
view of justification by faith, instead of teaching justification to faith. Second, because active

justification is “the effectual proclamation of God’s Spirit that one’s sins are forgiven,” the

144 Bavinck, RD 4:219.
145 Ibid., 77.

146 Tbid., 219.

147 Ibid.

148 Tbid.
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faith that comes from it might “completely [change] its character, inasmuch as it is then no
longer an activity in relation to the person of Christ but an intellectual acceptance of the
verdict that one’s sins have been forgiven.”14® Without delving deeply into Bavinck’s
argument here, a few of his statements highlight the complexity of this issue. First, regarding
the meaning of justification by faith, Bavinck remarks, “Justification in the concrete sense is
totally a Justification from and by faith because, objectively included in Christ as it is, it can
only be personally accepted, appropriated, and enjoyed by faith.”10 This raises the question
of why active justification, like passive justification, must be actualized by faith. Second, on
the chronological relationship between regeneration and faith, Bavinck mentions,
“regeneration in a restricted sense, as the infusion of the principle of the new life, may also
temporally precede faith.”1%! This suggests a conceivable chronological order from active
justification to passive justification, which relies on faith. Third, Bavinck distinguishes
between the epistemological and ontological grounds in soteriology. According to him,
“While it is true that the believer first, by faith, becomes aware that he or she belongs to the
covenant of grace and to the number of the elect, the epistemological ground is distinct from
the ontological ground.”?5? This hints at the potential for active justification, as an ontological
basis, to precede passive justification, understood epistemologically.13

Whether Bavinck’s formulation of the simultaneity of active and passive justification
is legitimate falls outside the scope of our interest here. However, in light of his remark that

active justification logically precedes faith, we will expound on the concept of imputation in

149 Tbid.

150 Ibid., 220.

151 Ibid., 123.

152 Bavinck, RD 3:524.

153 Interpret the quote in the context of this section: “ontological” could refer to the objective reality
that God assigns righteous status to a person. Later, in our revision of Vos’s ordo salutis, we propose that active
justification has an ontological aspect in addition to its forensic nature.
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Vos’s doctrine of justification from the perspective of his eschatological conception of the
Spirit and propose a revision of his ordo salutis accordingly.

7. A Revision of Vos’s Ordo Salutis and Doctrine of Justification Based on his
Eschatological Conception of the Spirit

Assuming our study thus far, in this section, we attempt to revise Vos’s ordo salutis and his
doctrine of justification according to his eschatological conception of the Spirit in order to
address the inconsistencies we have encountered in his early writings and between his later
and early writings. Before we delve into the proposed revision, it is crucial to reiterate the
identified tension. According to Vos’s ordo salutis, the unconscious aspect, like regeneration
and union with Christ, chronologically precedes the conscious aspect, such as justification
and sanctification. Specifically, justification must follow faith, which results from
regeneration. Yet, according to his eschatological conception of the Spirit, the believer’s
possession of the Spirit manifests her status of righteousness.?>* Therefore, the ambiguity in
Vos’s ordo salutis, which has existed since the early stage of his theology, became a tension
that requires revision.

In this section, we first expound on the concept of imputation in Vos’s doctrine of
justification, proposing that what is imputed is not simply Christ’s righteousness but also the
righteous Christ. Second, this imputation of the righteous Christ suggests an eschatological
recalibration of Vos’s doctrine of regeneration and union with Christ. Eventually, a revised
ordo salutis follows.

A. The Nature of Imputation in Active Justification

154 To argue that the Spirit’s work in regeneration and union does not equate to the possession of the
Spirit, thereby eliminating any tension, is not feasible. Vos clearly states that “the possession of the Spirit works
in the believer a mystical, vital union with Christ.” See EAP/SW, 113. Furthermore, as discussed above, while
Vos is ambiguous about the relationship between union with Christ and regeneration, it is reasonable to assert
that both necessitate a substantial possession of the Spirit by the believer, rather than a mere tangential
involvement of the Spirit.
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According to Vos’s definition of justification, an essential notion is imputation. The divine
declaration is effectuated by the divine imputation of Christ’s righteousness to the believer.
Vos interprets this imputation of Christ’s righteousness as the imputation of Christ’s merit.
More specifically, this merit refers to Christ’s active and passive obedience per God’s
covenant of works. By all means, this imputation is strictly forensic without transformative
grace in view.

Vos’s eschatological conception of the Spirit, as outlined in EAP, offers a deeper
understanding of this imputation. While maintaining the forensic nature of the imputation,
Vos reveals that it is naturally correlated with and infallibly expressed by the Spirit.
Reflecting on Christ’s case, as mentioned earlier, Vos profoundly states that “the resurrection
of Jesus is in a very real sense the justification of the Christ.”%® He strikingly adds that “in
His resurrection-state Christ is righteousness incarnate.”% Further elaborating, Vos explains
that “the resurrection-state which is thus exponential of righteousness is entirely based on the
Spirit. By becoming Pneuma Christ has become the living witness of the eternal presence of
righteousness for us in the sight of God.”'%” In essence, Christ’s justification involves his
possession of the eschatological Spirit. Alternatively, and perhaps more precisely, Christ’s
justification, resurrection, and role as the life-giving Spirit are interdependent and
interpretatively linked.

This “association between the Spirit and righteousness” also appears in the case of the
believer.1>® The Spirit is, on the one hand, “a seal attesting justification as an accomplished
fact,” on the other hand, “the normal fruit of righteousness.”%° Significantly, “the possession

of the Spirit seals the actuality of righteousness, because in no other way than on the basis of

155 EAP/SW, 109.
156 Tbid.
157 Tbid.
158 Tbid.
159 Tbid.
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righteousness could the Spirit have been bestowed.”160 This quote suggests that the believer’s
possession of the Spirit is based on the divine imputation of Christ’s righteousness. And the
Spirit, as the seal, authenticates and secures the imputed righteousness. Put differently, as the
infallible exponent of righteousness, the Spirit is “a living attestation of the state of
righteousness in the believer.”'6! We can conclude, therefore, that the bestowal of the Spirit is
an indispensable aspect of the imputation of Christ’s righteousness in active justification.
Pertinent to our forthcoming recalibration of Vos’s doctrine of regeneration and union
with Christ, it is necessary to highlight the eschatological nature of the Spirit’s bestowal in
active justification. As previously argued, this Spirit should not be understood in a de-
historical sense—as the Spirit of an invisible, higher, immaterial reality. Instead, the nature of
the Spirit bestowed in active justification is defined in redemptive-historical and dramatic
terms, signifying that he is the life-giving Spirit whom Christ embodies. More fundamentally,
the redemptive-historical nature of the Spirit is grounded in his being “the circumambient
element of the eschatological state in general.”162 Drawing from the essence of Vos’s
argument in EAP, we aim to recalibrate his doctrine of regeneration and union with Christ in
the subsequent subsection. This recalibration suggests that regeneration and union with
Christ, when understood pneumatologically, are intrinsically eschatological and universally
cosmological. Consequently, the so-called infused grace, imparted in regeneration and union
with Christ, transcends mere changes to individual inner conditions—which could lead to the
misleading interpretation that justification is based on transformed nature. Instead, it signifies
a spherical transition in a cosmological sense. To borrow the terminology from Chapter One,

through regeneration and union with Christ, the believer transitions from the natural cosmic

160 Tbid., 110. Emphasis added.
161 Ibid. Emphasis added.
162 Tbid.
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realm to the Spiritual cosmic realm. To put it provocatively, regeneration and union with
Christ are accidentally Christological but necessarily pneumatological.

B. An Eschatological and Cosmological Interpretation of the Spirit’s Work in
Regeneration and Union with Christ

For unclear reasons, neither EAP/SW nor PE, the two principal works in which Vos
elaborates on his eschatological conception of the Spirit, explores the Spirit’s role in
regeneration and union with Christ. In both sources, Vos mentions regeneration and union
with Christ on five occasions each. However, he does not explore how these concepts relate
to justification.!63 Instead, Vos focuses on the Spirit’s involvement in the forensic aspects and
offers an eschatological interpretation of the Spirit’s soteriological effects in the believer’s
ethico-religious life.

Our exploration thus far allows us to construct a more comprehensive eschatological
and, consequently, cosmological interpretation of regeneration and union with Christ. The
argument in Chapter One shows that the original goal of God for creation and humanity is
“not a mere question of the conversion of man (absolute ethical relation to God), but of the
transformation and supernaturalizing of the world.”164 According to Vos, this goal of
consummation is “irrespective of sin.”16%> By implication, we argue that this goal does not
depend on Christ, whose sole purpose addresses the problem of sin, as argued in Chapter
Three. If we adhere to Vos’s assertion that “the original goal remains regulative for the
redemptive development of eschatology,” then the Spirit’s role in soteriology should be
considered more fundamental than Christ’s. Thus, while Christ’s priestly work is accidentally
eschatological, the Spirit’s transformative work is necessarily so. Furthermore, assuming the

natural-Spiritual trajectory, the Spirit’s eschatological work is also cosmological in that it

163 If we take phrases such as “in Christ” and “with Christ” into account, then the numbers increases a
lot. Yet, none of the cases addresses the relationship between union with Christ and justifiation from the
perspective of the ordo salutis.

164 TEQOT, 73.

165 Tbid.
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transforms and supernaturalizes the world through Spiritualizing all that enters into the
eschatological reality. The Spirit achieves this as the eschatological substratum.

A comparison of two claims made by Vos in 1903 and 1930, respectively, further
supports our argument and leads to our recalibration of his doctrine of regeneration and union
with Christ. In TP, Vos notes that the believer’s subjective experiences, such as “conversion
and regeneration are described by [Paul] in Christological terms.”66 Vos concludes that for
Paul, viewing “everything from the standpoint of the living, glorified Christ” is “[a]
soteriological reduction of everything to terms of Christ.”16” This reduction does not carry a
negative connotation in the context. However, twenty-seven years later, in PE, Vos writes, “in
the Pauline soteriology.... The Holy Spirit is, comparatively speaking, even more elemental
than the Risen Christ.”'® By more elemental, Vos means that the Spirit serves as “the
permanent substratum of the resurrection-life, to which He supplies the inner, basic element
and the outer atmosphere.”'% Even Christ, through his resurrection—and possibly even more
so through his ascension—was endowed by the Spirit with a Spiritual body.

Given the above discussion, we can doctrinally articulate the believer’s possession of
the Spirit in regeneration and union with Christ as a baptism “into the Pneuma as into an
omnipresent element and thus itself become ‘spiritual’ in its mode of existence and
quality.”170 This Spiritual mode of existence and quality, although incomplete without the
resurrection body still pending for the believer, does not detract from the fact that the Spirit’s
presence in the believer’s soteriological life must be interpreted with the same eschatological

and cosmological quality, albeit to varying degrees.

166 TP/SW, 360.

167 Tbid.

168 PF, 166. Emphasis original.
169 [bid., 165.

170 EAP/SW, 122.
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We suggest that union with Christ can be reconceptualized as the believer’s
possession of the eschatological Spirit, which implies a broader, cosmological perspective
than the narrower, redemptive perspective union with Christ usually carries.1’! In the
subsection on “The Spirit and the Eschatological Drama,” we presented Vos’s argument that
the realm of the Spirit, though eschatological, cannot be reduced to the higher, immaterial
mode of existence. Within the redemptive-historical, dramatic context, this eschatological
Spirit is the Christ who became the life-giving Spirit who communicates himself to others.!72
“To be joined with the Lord is to be one Spirit with Him.”1”® By this Spirit who is closely
related to Christ, Vos does not mean the Spirit of Christ, but “the Spirit which Christ
became.”*’* Vos elaborates, “being thus closely and subjectively identified with the Risen
Christ, the Spirit imparts to Christ the life-giving power which is peculiarly the Spirit’s own:
the Second Adam became not only [Tvedua but Tvedpa {womolodv. This is of great
importance for determining the relation to eschatology of the Christ-worked life in
believers.”' " Therefore, union with Christ is essentially possessing the eschatological Spirit,
who is the Christ who became the life-giving Spirit. More fundamentally, this possession of
the Spirit is a Spiritualization by the Spirit into an eschatological reality, within which the
Spirit is the eschatological substratum.

More specifically, the Spirit is not the eschatological substratum in abstraction but
“the substratum of the resurrection-life, the element, as it were, in which, as in its
circumambient atmosphere the life of the coming acon shall be lived.”*’® As “the permanent

substratum of the resurrection-life... [the Spirit] supplies the inner, basic element and the

171 This does mean that union with Christ is inherently uncosmological. However, demonstrating the
contrary requires a deliberate explication of the correlation between the ascended Christ and the eschatological
Spirit. Hence, it would be more explicit and straightforward to recalibreate union with Christ within the context
of the possession of the Spirit.

12 EAP/SW, 113.

173 Ibid., 114.

174 PFE, 168. Emphasis original.

175 Ibid., 168-69.

176 PE, 163. Emphasis added.
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outer atmosphere.”t’” Therefore, regeneration, instead of the Spirit’s direct act of bestowing
new life to an individual in a discrete manner, could be more accurately defined as the Spirit,
as the substratum of the resurrection-life, incorporates the believer into an eschatological
reality with inner Spiritual element and outer Spiritual atmosphere. This new life is
undoubtedly a redemptive life through union with Christ. Nonetheless, on the most
fundamental level, it is a Spiritual life embedded in the natural-Spiritual trajectory.

C. A Tentative Revision of Vos’s Ordo Salutis
Assuming the argument thus far, we can revise Vos’s ordo salutis accordingly. In this revised
framework, active justification—encompassing God’s imputation of Christ’s righteousness to
the sinner and the conferral of righteous status—serves as the foundational concept. This
imputation involves imputing the righteousness of Christ, which is a forensic transaction. Yet,
this forensic imputation has an indispensable correlate, namely the possession of the Spirit.
Significantly, as the eschatological substratum of the resurrection-life, this Spirit is both the
inner element and outer atmosphere that generates union with Christ and bestows the new
life. Given this cosmologically transformative grace, instead of individually infused grace,
the believer responds in faith by believing the Gospel message, based on the act of which
passive justification is actualized.

In this revised ordo salutis, Vos’s emphasis on the forensic stays intact. His later
development on the eschatological conception of the Spirit is incorporated. His doctrine of
regeneration and union with Christ are recalibrated accordingly. His doctrine of justification
is further clarified. The existing tension within his current ordo salutis is resolved.

Chapter Conclusion
Moving from the distributiveness of eschatology in Christology, this chapter explores it in

soteriology and pneumatology. We first briefly examined Vos’s trinitarian theology,

177 Tbid., 165. Emphasis added.
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presenting that the dynamic in the Triune Godhead provides the ontological foundation for
the Spirit’s role in eschatology. As the spiration of the Spirit completes, yet without stopping,
the divine inner circulation, the Spirit also works eschatologically in bringing things to their
end—in our case, the consummated Spiritual communion with God.

Based on the trinitarian foundation, we studied how Vos interprets the resurrection of
Christ as the Spiritualization of Christ’s human nature. The idea is that as the eschatological
substratum, the Spirit must transform anything that enters the eschatological realm.
Furthermore, we also studied the eschatological role of the Spirit in applying Christ’s
redemptive work to believers. According to Vos, the soteriological life of the believer is an
eschatological phenomenon. Vos also carefully avoids reducing the believer’s soteriological
experience to an existential encounter with the divine that lacks historical and redemptive
grounding. The eschatological work of the Spirit must always be viewed in light of the
historical work of Christ and the Spirit’s transformative work upon the historical Christ.

We also examined the tensions in Vos’s earlier views of the ordo salutis and
justification, particularly the unresolved questions about the Spirit’s role in regeneration and
union with Christ. Through this analysis, we proposed a recalibration of Vos’s ordo salutis
that aligns more closely with his later eschatological development, situating the Spirit as the
key agent in bringing believers into a transformative, eschatological reality.

Looking forward, Chapter Five transitions our focus toward a deeper exploration of
Vos’s distinctive supralapsarianism and how it undergirds his eschatological framework.
While we have already seen how eschatology permeates various doctrinal /oci, the next
chapter will delve further into whether and how Vos’s supralapsarianism provides the decretal
foundation for this eschatological structure, particularly in relation to the covenant of works.

This deeper investigation will further clarify the distributive nature of eschatology and
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ultimately pave the way for constructing a Vosian theological eschatology with sufficient

backward reference to God in the final chapter.
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Part II: Eschatology in the Category of Theologia Ectypa Secundum Quid in Se

In Part I, we argued that Vos’s eschatology is a distributive doctrine that permeates protology,
typology/OT soteriology, Christology, and pneumatology/NT soteriology in different ways.
Chapter One argues that Vos’s eschatology has a basic shape—from the protological natural
to the eschatological Spiritual. Based on this fundamental shape, Chapters Two, Three, and
Four, from the perspectives of typology/OT soteriology, Christology, and pneumatology,
further explain how “the original goal remains regulative for the redemptive development of
eschatology.” It is worth remarking that Vos does not say eschatology is regulative for other
doctrines in an imposing manner. What is regulative is the natural-Spiritual trajectory with
respect to eschatology in its redemptive historical development. The essence of eschatology
and the goal of creation—a Spiritual communion with God—is intact despite the fall, while
the original natural-Spiritual route presented in the covenant of works is modified to a
redemptive one. Typology/OT soteriology, Christology, especially its priestly element, and
pneumatology/NT soteriology represent the form of the unfolding of eschatology in different
stages in redemptive history.

Building on the distributive role of eschatology explored in Part I, this chapter
investigates whether Vos’s distinctive supralapsarianism provides a decretal foundation for
his eschatological framework and, if so, to what extent. Since Part I established eschatology
as a principle that permeates various doctrinal /oci, it is now essential to examine its
foundational basis within the divine decrees, particularly through the lens of
supralapsarianism. The rationale for this transition lies in the need to understand how Vos’s
eschatological vision is anchored in his view of divine foreknowledge and predestination,
which are inherently linked to the lapsarian debate, especially regarding the covenant of

works.

L ESOT, 74. Emphasis added.
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Chapter Five: The Distributiveness of Eschatology and Vos’s Supralapsarianism

Introduction
Supra- and infralapsarianism are usually distinguished by two primary criteria: obiectum
praedestinationis and ordo decretorum.? Regarding the first distinction, the object of election
is either uncreated and unfallen in supralapsarianism or created and fallen in
infralapsarianism. As for the second distinction, the order of the decrees is either
election/reprobation, creation, the permission of the fall, and redemption, or creation, the
permission of the fall, election/reprobation, and redemption, respectively. This chapter will
not elaborate further on the historical debate between supra- and infralapsarianism for three
reasons.® First and foremost, Vos’s supralapsarianism does not neatly fit within these
traditional categories. Second, both positions, including Vos’s, overlooked the incorporation
of the covenant of works into lapsarian theology, making it more relevant to focus on this
common pitfall rather than the distinction between the two. Third, this chapter will engage
with Bavinck’s critique of both positions, which offers a concise summary of the debate. The
first two points will be clarified before moving to the central theme of this chapter.

First, Vos’s distinction between supra- and infralapsarianism does not neatly fall into

the above categories.* According to Vos, the difference is neither the objects of predestination

2 See, for example, Turretin, Institutes, 1:341-50, where Turretin distinguishes the two stances by the
object of predestination; and Ibid., 417-30, where he does so by the order of divine decrees.

8 For resources on this topic, see, for example, J. V. Fesko, “Diversity within the Reformed Tradition:
Supra- and Infralapsarianism in Calvin, Dort, and Westmisnter (PhD diss., University of Aberdeen, 1999);
Edwin Christiaan van Driel, Incarnation Anyway: Arguments for Supralapsarian Christology (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2008); Michael Allen, “Jonathan Edwards and the Lapsarian Debate,” Scottish Journal of
Theology 62 (2009): 299-315; Shao Kai Tseng, Karl Barth s Infralapsarian Theology: Origins and
Development 1920—1953 (Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2016).

4 Richard A. Muller helpfully remarks that the defining distinction between the two views is not the
obiectum praedestinationis, but the logical structure of the decrees. “In all of the supralapsarian definitions, the
prior purpose of God is the manifestation of his glory in the mercy of election and the justice of reprobation,
while the creation itself and the decree to permit the fall are secondary purposes, or means to the end, of election
and reprobation.” See, Richard A. Muller, “supra lapsum,” Dictionary of Latin and Greek Theological Terms.
Drawn Principally from Protestant Scholastic Theology, 2" ed. (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2017),
349. Furthermore, election and reprobation are a means to the ultimate end, which is the glory of God. In
contrast, infralapsarianism does not teach the logical structure of means and ends within the decrees. See, Ibid.,
349.
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nor the order of predestination, but the scope of predestination, the logical structure of
predestination, and the personal nature of election. While we will explicate these aspects
later, several points are worth noting. First, unlike the common understanding of
supralapsarianism, the divine election/reprobation in Vos’s supralapsarianism has sin in view.
Vos suggests that the object of election is neither human beings created and fallen nor human
beings uncreated and unfallen, but human beings to be created and to be fallen. This is in
diametrical contrast to distinguishing the two theological stances based on the nature of
obiectum praedestinationis. Second, although with sin in view, election cannot be reduced to
redemption.® Vos’s unique definition of divine foreknowledge, as eternal fatherly love, makes
it the starting point of election. Third, this fatherly love entails Vos’s emphasis on the
personal-distinguishing character of predestination, which is perceivable in a supralapsarian
but not infralapsarian framework because the latter suggests that personal relationship to
God—election/reprobation—comes after mass creation and the permission of the fall.

The second clarification is that the doctrine of the covenant of works is unjustifiably
lacking in the supra/infralapsarian debate. Surprisingly, although extremely rich in the
tradition of covenant theology, Reformed theology lacks an integration of the covenant of
works and lapsarian theology.® Apparently, the covenant of works has been simplified as the

permission of the fall in the supra/infralapsarianism debate. Neither side incorporates the

It is worth noting that a school of supralapsarianism admits that the object of divine election is fallen
(in the knowing aspect of God’s decree), and Vos belongs to this tradition. This evidence suggests that Shao Kai
Tseng’s argument—that supra- and infralapsarianism are to be decisively distinguished by the obiectum
praedestinationis, and thus that Karl Barth’s doctrine of election is basically infralapsarian—requires
qualification. See, Shao Kai Tseng, Kar! Barth's Infralapsarian Theology. Similarly, Bavinck’s critique that
supralapsarianism is inconsistent for softening the doctrine of reprobation, due to its inclusion of sin in God’s
condemnation, might also miss the point.

5 The equivalance of election and redemption is common in Reformed discussion on lapsarian
theology. See, for example, Turretin, Institutes, 1:342. This subtle distinction between election and salvation in
Vos’s supralapsarianism is crucial for our elaboration of his supralapsarianism and eschatology in the next
chapter.

6 A sufficient example is that Fesko’s works on historical theology never mention the correlation
between supralapsarianism and the covenant of works, either by other theologians in his survey or by himself.
See, Fesko, “Diversity within the Reformed Tradition,” The Covenant of Works, and The Covenant of
Redemption.
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covenant of works into the discussion of ordo decretorum. Similarly, with respect to obiectum
praedestinationis, infralapsarians do not interpret fallen humanity in any context;
supralapsarians also equate election with salvation, thereby decontextualizing salvation. This
neglected doctrinal incorporation of the covenant of works into lapsarian theology is a
significant flaw because the fall must be interpreted within the context of the covenant of
works, according to Reformed theology, as Chapter Two presents.

The pitfall of this negligence is subtle with respect to eschatology. On the one hand,
from the perspective of the lapsarian debate without the covenant of works in view,
infralapsarianism is incompatible with the natural-Spiritual trajectory. The fall and
redemption are necessary milestones from natural creation to Spiritual consummation. That
is, decretally speaking, there is no natural-Spiritual trajectory. On the other hand, when
infralapsarians construe the doctrine of the covenant of works, the natural-Spiritual trajectory
inevitably emerges. Hence, tension arises when comparing the decretal and historical
perspectives of infralapsarianism. The essential problem is that the covenant of works has not
been incorporated into lapsarian theology.

Unlike infralapsarianism, Vos’s supralapsarianism begins with divine foreknowledge
as the eternal, fatherly love intended for communion. As the first step of predestination,
which regards one’s final state, this divine foreknowledge is an eschatological concept in
Vos’s supralapsarianism. However, Vos immediately qualifies that this love has the impulse to
save. By indicating the non-redemptive nature of divine foreknowledge as the first step of
predestination and the inseparable redemptive element that follows in election and
reprobation, Vos tries to maintain a subtle distinction between communion with God as an
eschatological concept and as a redemptive concept.

Given this fine distinction, intuitively, it seems that Vos’s supralapsarianism could be

the decretal foundation for the shape of his eschatology. The idea is that an eschatological
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concept of communion with God is conceivable without referring to sin and redemption. The
decree of creation has never been a standalone one that inaugurates the creator-creature
relationship. Instead, before the creator-creature relationship, there was logically the loving
relationship between God the Father and the ones he loved, and the decree of creation
constitutes this relationship ontologically. This suggests that transitioning from the natural to
the Spiritual has always been the intended trajectory. Suppose the decree of creation in Vos’s
theology is not merely about bringing entities into existence but also about actualizing the
logically pre-existent loving relationship between God and his people. In that case, the
natural-Spiritual trajectory is inherent in creation itself, anticipated to unfold into Spiritual
communion, with or without the intervention of sin and redemption.

Nonetheless, articulating the logical connection between Vos’s supralapsarianism and
the shape of his eschatology is difficult, if not impossible. Like the infralapsarians, Vos did
not incorporate the covenant of works into his supralapsarianism. The lack of incorporation
leaves the theological significance of the covenant of works unexplained on the decretal
level. Plainly put, why not the consummated Spiritual state from the outset? If God intends to
have loving communion with the objects of his divine foreknowledge, then why not create in
the way that the decree of creation refers directly to the eschatological, Spiritual state of
existence? What is the decisive difference between a Spiritual creation within which no
eschatological advancement is conceivable and a natural creation within which an
eschatological advancement lies in the outlook?

Vos’s answer to the above questions is that human beings, based on God’s prior work,
must demonstrate the divine image and reveal God’s virtues actively and consciously. We will
argue that this answer is not theologically sufficient. A more theologically charged answer
requires an investigation of the dynamic between divine attributes and divine decrees and

how the dynamic leads to the covenant of works as it was historically presented in
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redemptive history. This constructive move is the theme of the following chapter, which is
also the last one of this project.

Regarding the structure of the argument, this chapter begins with an investigation of
Vos’s supralapsarianism as he presented in GD I, with a specific focus on his unique
understanding of the divine foreknowledge as eternal, fatherly love, which allows for a subtle
distinction between election and salvation within the framework of divine decrees. Following
this, we examine Bavinck’s critiques of both supra- and infralapsarianism, with particular
attention to his objections to supralapsarianism and Vos’s response to these objections in his
review of Bavinck’s RD 2. This critical interaction will further enrich our understanding of
the relationship between Vos’s eschatology and supralapsarianism, as it demonstrates that
Bavinck’s objections logically undermine the distributiveness of eschatology, whereas Vos’s
supralapsarianism upholds and affirms it.”

Although Bavinck is not exclusively infralapsarian or supralapsarian, his inclination
towards infralapsarianism provides a critical perspective. Bavinck’s statement that the whole
creation is infralapsarian denies a creational eschatology, which Brian Mattson claims is a
doctrinal idea that Bavinck elaborates on. Hence, after introducing Vos’s supralapsarianism,
presenting Bavinck’s objection to supralapsarianism, and engaging with Vos’s answer to
Bavinck, this chapter moves on to argue that infralapsarianism is incompatible with the idea
of creational eschatology, or, in the wording of this thesis, the shape of Vos’s eschatology

from the natural to the Spiritual. Bavinck’s inclination to infralapsarianism is in tension with

7 It is important to note that Bavinck also hints at a pre-redemptive eschatology within the framework
of the covenant of works. However, on the level of the divine decrees, his critique of supralapsarianism reveals
an incompatibility between his lapsarian theology and the eschatological structure inherent in the covenant of
works. This incompatibility creates a tension in Bavinck’s theology, which does not exist in Vos’s theology.
Nevertheless, Vos’s supralapsarianism, when considered apart from the covenant of works, falls short of fully
interpreting the eschatological shape of his theology. We will explore this shortcoming further in this chapter.
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his doctrine of the covenant of works. Therefore, Mattson’s thesis on Bavinck’s creational
eschatology needs qualification.®

Eventually, this chapter argues that although Vos’s supralapsarianism generally
supports the distributiveness of eschatology, it does not explain the exact logical connection
between supralapsarianism and the covenant of works. While infralapsarianism is
incompatible with the covenant of works, the relationship between Vos’s supralapsarianism
and the covenant of works is ambiguous. Given the close relationship between the covenant
of works and the pactum salutis, this is only another way of expressing Vos’s point that he
cannot find the causal nexus between supralapsarianism and the pactum salutis. This chapter
proposes that the missing causality is to be found in the logical connection between
supralapsarianism and the covenant of works, through which supralapsarianism is linked to
the pactum salutis. The next chapter will explore this missing gap and tentatively argue that
divine attributes shape the trajectory of eschatology from the natural to the Spiritual in the
form of the covenant of works.?

1. Vos’s Argument for Supralapsarianism: Biblical Terms and Doctrinal Formation

This section examines and presents Vos’s supralapsarianism to lay a foundation for further
exploration of the relationship between his supralapsarianism and eschatological trajectory.
Despite Vos’s extensive treatment of the doctrine of predestination, we have to limit our
exploration to the content of which Vos’s unique supralapsarianism is expressed. This chapter
argues that the most distinctive feature of Vos’s supralapsarianism is his construal of the first

step of election as a non-redemptive divine fatherly love aimed at communion between God

8 As we will see, Mattson’s creative interpretation of Bavinck’s use of infralapsarianism in the
statement that the whole creation is infralapsarian contrasts his argument for Bavinck’s creational eschatology.
% To avoid creating unnecessary complexity, this chapter will refrain from investigating some
hypothetical cases, such as incorporating the covenant of works into the supra- and infralapsarian debate in its

current form.
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and his people. This construal renders a non-redemptive eschatology with communion with
God as its essence.

To articulate, the first subsection studies Vos’s exposition of two biblical terms—
npoyvwolg and ekdéyesbar—to lay a foundational conception that election for Vos is not
exclusively redemptive. The second subsection further presents this conception from the
doctrinal perspective and concludes that the defining feature of Vos’s supralapsarianism is the
personal, fatherly love, instead of redemptive election, as the beginning of the creator-
creature relationship in the divine decree. Subsections three and four contribute to a
presentation of Bavinck’s critique of supralapsarianism and Vos’s responses to Bavinck’s
critiques. In short, this section exposits the personal, non-redemptive aspect of Vos’s
supralapsarianism and argues that this implies the distributiveness of eschatology in theologia
ectypa secundum quid in subiectis.

A. Clarification of Biblical Terms: I[Ipéyvwoig and ExAéyecfa
This subsection expounds on how Vos moves from analyzing biblical terms to construing
doctrinal conclusions. Two terms are under view: npoyvooic and exAéyesBou. To avoid
redundancy, we will not enumerate and examine Vos’s treatment of each Bible verse. We only
examine a few verses to demonstrate Vos’s methodology as he similarly interprets other
verses. As will be shown, although one may challenge Vos’s theological hermeneutics given
modern studies in biblical semantics and a participatory and dramatic understanding of
Christian doctrines, Vos’s methodology is justifiable due to his careful analysis of text in
context and an extension of theological narrative into the divine economy. This subsection
will briefly lay the conceptual foundation of a non-redemptive conception of election for
further elaboration and argument.

a. Ilpdyvooig
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In discussing the biblical terms used by Scripture regarding the doctrine of predestination,
Vos begins with tpoéyvwocic. The reason is evident because mpoéyvm stands at the beginning in
Rom 8:29-30.1° [Ip6yvmwoig means foreknowledge. Together with some other forms of this
word, such as ytyvookew (to know), poytyvowkew (to foreknow), and mpoéyvw (those He
has foreknown), Tpdyvmaic is to be distinguished into a classical Greek meaning or Hebrew-
Hellenistic meaning.!? Vos remarks that in classical Greek, to know means “to become
acquainted with something” or “to acquire knowledge regarding something.”'? Differently, in
Hebrew-Hellenistic meaning, to know means establishing an intimate relationship.1?

Without a doubt, this broad distinction could lead to misunderstandings and
oversimplifications in biblical interpretation. According to James Barr, “the damaging thing
about such pieces of etymologizing is not that they attempt to make historical statements
about the words but that they are worked into arguments in which something seems to depend
on these words, and commonly give a spurious twist to the meaning of a word at some crucial
point in an argument.”'* Barr underscores the importance of understanding word meanings
within their specific contexts rather than relying on historical or etymological assumptions.
Hence, if Vos’s argument exclusively relies upon this decontextualized, dubious distinction
between classical Greek and Hebrew-Hellenistic meanings, then Barr’s charge applies to
Vos’s argument. However, given Vos’s detailed exposition of specific verses, the validity of
this general distinction does not affect Vos’s argument that the New Testament concept of

foreknowledge refers not to foreseen facts but “a knowing of love.”!®

10 GD1:98; RD 1:100.

11 Tbid. The comparison between the classical Greek meaning and Hebrew-Hellenistic meaning
highlights how the Greek language was adapted to convey Hebrew theological ideas during the Hellenistic
period.

12 Tbid.

13 Tbid.

14 James Barr, The Semantics of Biblical Language (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1961), 108.

15 GD1:99; RD 1:102. Vos admits that the notion of foreknowledge as an awareness of something in
advance is not complete absent in the NT. For example, he listed 2 Peter 3:17 and Acts 26:5. But he observes
that nowhere in these cases is the foreseen object faith or good works in relation to election. See Ibid., 101.
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Vos observes that in the places foreknowledge is used for election in the New
Testament, “nowhere is added what God had known in advance in man.”1® However, if
foreknowledge means knowing in advance of something, the content of knowing would be
essential. Vos remarks that if one knows something beforehand, then everything depends on
this knowledge.!’ In contrast to 2 Peter 3:17 and Acts 26:5, where the election is not the topic
and the object of knowledge is evident, foreknowledge in Rom 8:29, 11:2, and 1 Pet 1:20, for
instance, where election is addressed, has no object of knowledge.!®

According to Vos, Rom 11:2 indisputably demonstrates that rejection and
foreknowledge exclude each other.!® If God foreknows Israel in the classical Greek sense,
then the object of his knowledge would contain Israel’s apostasy, which would entail
rejection. However, God maintains Israel’s future salvation amid its apostasy and rebellion.
Hence, it is incontestable that Israel’s salvation is not grounded upon God’s foreseen
goodness in Israel. Vos concludes that the logical relation is entirely the reverse: “Precisely
because in His free choice God took into account not what Israel would be in itself but
exclusively His own good pleasure..., He cannot reject them.”?° The foundation of Israel’s
deliverance is God’s love instead of Israel’s good works.

Vos moves on to doctrinal summaries based on biblical evidence such as these. There
are three key points. First, “God was first in this act of predestination.”?! Second, this
foreknowledge is “not an act of cold arbitrariness but an act of love in which the Lord, as it

were, has been absorbed in knowing and contemplating His beloved from eternity.”?? Third,

16 GD1:99; RD 1:101.

17 Tbid.

18 Contrary to Vos, Charles Hodge applies Rom 8:29 as an argument against supralapsarianism. He
remarks that foreknowledge precedes predestination, as Rom 8:29 states. Yet, due to his epistemic understanding
of foreknowledge, Hodge moves on to indicate that “foreknowledge implies the certain existence of its objects;
and certainty of existence supposes on the part of God the purpose to create.... [Therefore], foreknowledge,
founded on the purpose to create, precedes predestination.” See Hodge, Systematic Theology, 2:318.

¥ GDI1:100-101; RD 1:102.

20 GD1:101; RD 1:103.

21 GD1:103; RD 1:105.

22 Tbid.
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this foreknowledge does not stand on its own but “carries in itself the impulse for a range of
divine acts of salvation.”?? “The impulse” is a crucial notion in this quote. Vos suggests two
ideas: 1. Foreknowledge as divine fatherly love is not salvation; 2. It generates salvation.
Unfortunately, Vos did not articulate how divine fatherly love generates the impulse for
salvation. There is undoubtedly a gap between aiming for a loving communion, an
eschatological concept simpliciter, and achieving communion through redemption, a
soteriologically oriented eschatology. We will argue that Vos’s failure to find the logical
connection between supralapsarianism and the pactum salutis, as he mentioned to Warfield, is
due to this oversight.?4
b. ExA\éyecOat

The second biblical word Vos examines is ekAéyectat. Again, the focus here is Vos’s fine
distinction between election and redemption. He enumerated three elements of the meaning
of exAéyecBat and then moved on to biblical evidence. Succinctly, the three elements are a
divine preference for a particular object in distinction from others, divine good pleasure
accompanying the choosing ones, and the setting apart for a specific, mutual relationship.?®

However, prima facie, Vos’s doctrinal exposition of this word is unconvincing
because the biblical verses he interacts with are limited to discourses regarding historical
incidents and not on an eternal, decretal level. For example, the é€eAe&auny in John 15:19 is
about Jesus’ historical election of his disciples, from which Vos summarizes the first element
of the concept of election. From verses such as Psalm 78:68—but [God] chose the tribe of
Judah, Mount Zion, which he loves—Vos concludes the second element. Furthermore, from
verses such as Num 16:7 and Psalm 135:4, Vos indicates the third element: that election is to

set apart for the Lord. In short, it is striking that Vos substantiates his doctrine of election with

23 Ibid., 106.
24 Vos to B. B. Warfield, 7 July 1891, in Letters, 162.
25 Ibid., 107.
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scriptural verses that address this concept not from a decretal but a historical perspective.26
Had not Wittgenstein successfully argued that the different uses that a single word may have
in various contexts have, at most, a family resemblance? Put differently, is Vos’s use of
Scripture a propositionalism that leads to homogenized proof-texting and monologized
system building, two common errors of theological exegesis, as Kevin Vanhoozer observes??’
By substantiating his doctrine of election with scriptural verses that address historical
incidents, could Vos potentially conflate these historical narratives with eternal, decretal
truths?

Alternatively, Vanhoozer proposes a canonical-linguistic approach to understanding
Scripture as “divine communicative action” and doctrine as “direction for the fitting
participation of individuals and communities in the drama of redemption.”?® Succinctly put,
“what canonical-linguistic theology ultimately seeks is a vital participatory understanding
that enables the church rightly to get involved in the action, to speak, think, and live out the
theo-drama.”?® Vanhoozer criticizes that “modern theology is overdependent on a single
form: dedramatized propositions, statements about God taken out of their context in the

economy of divine communicative action.”® The question is whether Vos’s doctrine of

26 As we will see, Vos’s theological stance justifies his hermeneutical method here.

27 Another term for propositionalism is “cognitive-propositional theology,” as coined by George
Lindbeck. See George Lindbeck, The Nature of Doctrine: Religion and Theology in a Postliberal Age
(Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 1984), 15-19. For the pitfalls of Lindbeck’s understanding of
propositionalist theology, see Alister McGrath, The Genesis of Doctrine: A Study in the Foundation of Doctrinal
Criticism: A Study in the Foundation of Doctrinal Criticism (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1997), 14-20.

More recently, Vanhoozer argues that the main theological complaint against propositionalism is that
“its view of language, Scripture, knowledge and, for that matter, God, is too small. By ‘small,’ read
reductionistic: propositionalism tends to see all of Scripture in terms of revelation, to see the essence of
revelation in terms of conveying information (e.g., truth content), and to see theology in terms of processing this
information (e.g., scientia).” See Vanhoozer, The Drama, 270.

Two major features of propositionalism are systematic monologization and hermeneutic
homogenization. The former errs in reducing “dialogical form” to “monological substance.” See Ibid., 269. The
latter errs in forcing “every biblical sentence into the same mold in a kind of ‘one size fits all” hermeneutic [by
reading] roughshod the diverse literary genres of Scripture.” See Ibid., 271. Eventually, “both monologizing
system building and homogenizing proof-texting are ultimately strategies of dedramatization: the first removes
the dialogical action the second obscures the contextual and situational features of the actions.” See Ibid., 272.

28 Vanhoozer, The Drama, 102 and 277.

29 Tbid., 307. Emphasis original.

30 Ibid., 269. Emphasis original.
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election, derived from the economy of divine communicative action in redemptive history, is
a dedramatized proposition because Vos’s doctrinal statement seems to be an eternalized
decontextualization.

A prudent reflection shows that Vos’s approach aligns with Vanhoozer’s canonical-
linguistic approach.?! Instead of a dedramatized proposition, Vos’s approach is dramatization
on the deepest level. That is to incorporate the historical incidents into the theo-drama on the
decretal level, namely, the decree of election and the pactum salutis. Therefore, Vos’s
doctrine of election, instead of a dedramatized proposition taken out of the economy of divine
communicative action, is thoroughly dramatized into the economy of divine communicative
action, yet not the historical economy but the decretal economy. Vanhoozer would affirm this
assessment by arguing that election provides “a covenantal context” within which God takes
“the decisive communicative initiatives.”®? Hence, “personhood and identity ultimately refer
not to social roles only but to theological vocations.”®® The root of theological vocations is to
be sought in divine election. Furthermore, Vos’s theological methodology in hermeneutics
reaffirms our attempt to find the decretal foundation of the shape of his eschatology. If Vos
dramatizes the historical incidents in the biblical record into the eternal divine economy—that
is, theologia ectypa sequndum quid in se—then the overall shape of history from the natural

to the Spiritual must have a decretal foundation as well.

31 A more comprehensive comparison of the two is beyond the scope of this thesis. Suffice it here to
point out that within the similarities, such as an emphasis on polyphonic biblical authorship, pluriform texts of
the Bible, reading the Bible as divine communicative action, and a dramatic understanding of the Bible and
doctrines, a defining difference is theological plenitude.

For Vanhoozer, canonical plurality almost entails “a recognition of theological diversity.” See Ibid.,
274. He argues that if the four Gospels present Jesus from different perspectives, Paul and James emphasize
faith and work respectively, and Wisdom literature refuses to be incorporated into theological systems such as
covenant or salvation history, then we need to avoid “totalizing attempts” in “imposing a theological system
onto the text rather than discerning a unified theology within it.” Ibid.

For Vos, however, these are not theological diversity but historical multiformity.

32 Ibid., 367-68.

33 Ibid., 368. Emphasis original.
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Despite his methodology, which needs justification under the scrutiny of modern
readers, Vos’s clarification on the irreducibility of election to salvation is evident. More
accurately, the concept of election is distinct from salvation. Based on the meaning of
exAéyecBat as shown above, and verses such as Deut 14:2 and Eph 1:4, where the purpose of
election is described as communion in love, Vos argues that salvation is not the primary
meaning of election.3* According to Vos, what is indispensable to the concept of election is “a
special relationship of belonging to God.”%® While “eternal salvation is connected,” the
meaning of election is not salvation but divine preference for a communal relationship.3

However, as Vos asserts without explanation that tpdyvmoig carries the impulse for
divine acts of salvation, what is evident yet lacks clarification is how the notion of salvation
in the concept of election is implied and connected. Unlike npdyvwaic, which is by definition
immune to the notion of salvation, while carrying the impulse to save, ekAéyecBar is by
definition distinguishable but inseparable from the notion of salvation. For God to give
preference to the elect in distinction from others, logically, there must be a group from which
God chooses. For example, analyzing the difference between election and predestination, Vos
remarks that predestination contains election and reprobation.3” While it is certainly biblical
to say that election refers to specific persons for a specific relationship, salvation undoubtedly
accompanies election because the non-elected are reprobated. Hence, assuming Vos’s
distinction between election and salvation, we must also affirm the conceptual inseparability
between the two.

c. Conclusion
The above study of Vos’s exposition on npdyvwoig and ekhéyesBat shows a subtle distinction

between election and salvation in Vos’s theology. By underscoring npdyvwoig as the first step

34 GD1:106; RD 1:108.
35 Ibid.
36 Tbid.
87 GDT:112; RD 1:112.
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of election, Vos presents a conceivable eschatology without soteriology. And by
distinguishing election and salvation, Vos further underscores that the fundamental meaning
of election is relational and not redemptive, though the latter is attached to the former.

B. Vos on Supralapsarianism
Vos’s non-exclusively soteriological construal of election is in line with supralapsarianism,
according to which the decree of election precedes the permission of the fall. However, Vos’s
definition of divine foreknowledge is more constructive, namely, eternal fatherly love, which
renders a conceptually unique understanding of Vos’s supralapsarianism. The distinction
between supra- and infralapsarianism is no longer limited to obiectum praedestinationis
and/or ordo decretorum, but “the personal-distinguishing character of predestination.”®® This
defining feature of Vos’s supralapsarianism further supports the idea of the distributiveness of
eschatology in conceiving a non-redemptive conception of communion with God as the goal
of creation from the beginning.

This subsection contains two parts to elaborate on Vos’s supralapsarianism. First,
assuming Vos’s unique understanding of divine foreknowledge and the subtle distinction
between election and salvation, we move on to explore the relationship between
foreknowledge, election, and the pactum salutis. On the one hand, Vos is clear on the logical
order regarding the three concepts; on the other hand, he explains nothing about how the need
for election with salvation in view and the pactum salutis emerged. This pitfall also caused
his abstract conception of election that logically precedes the existence of Christ as the
mediator based the pactum salutis. Second, Vos’s unsatisfying exposition of the relationship
between the three concepts highlights the need to explore the logical connection between his

supralapsarianism and the pactum salutis. The approach is to pinpoint the most unique

38 GD1:148; RD 1:147. Or, more accurately, according to Vos, obiectum praedestinationis is only a
short version or subset of this personal-distinguishing character in the lapsarian debate, as we will see.
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character of his supralapsarianism and work from there. This subsection will stop at
expounding the personal character of Vos’s supralapsarianism and leave the exploration of the
logical connection between supralapsarianism and the pactum salutis to the last chapter,
where we will argue that the logical connection between the two determines the shape of
Vos’s eschatology.

a. Foreknowledge, Election, and the Pactum Salutis

According to Vos, the logical order is that foreknowledge precedes election, and election
precedes the pactum salutis. Vos straightforwardly remarks that the starting point of
predestination is “to be found in God’s eternal love.”% This divine love is the foreknowledge
we discussed earlier: “a free sovereign love.”* Again, Vos refers to Rom 8:29, where this
foreknowledge is the first in the series of divine acts of salvation. Furthermore, Vos highlights
that this love is “a personal love.”*! He interprets that God loves “particular people,” the
knowing is “a personal knowing,” and “love is in its nature something personal.”#? Based on
this emphasis on the personal nature of divine love, Vos argues that nothing is the foundation
or presupposition of this love because otherwise, the personal nature would be at stake. For
example, taking mercy as the foundation of divine love depersonalizes the starting point of
predestination because anyone who is in misery has a right to claim mercy.*3

Nonetheless, using mercy as an example suggests that Vos, though arguing for the
non-redemptive nature of the starting point of predestination, is not as articulate as he could
be in his argument. He seems to fall short of integrating the different concepts into his
supralapsarian framework. For clarity, Vos could have argued that concepts such as mercy

and grace cannot be the starting point of predestination because of their redemptive nature.

39 GDI:133; RD 1:132.
40 Tbid.
41 Tbid.
42 Tbid.
43 Tbid.
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This kind of reason is present in GD I, where Vos, discussing the logical relationship between
supralapsarianism and other doctrines, indicates that “a logical connection (nexus causalis)
cannot exist between supralapsarianism and other doctrines, already simply because all the
other parts of the doctrine of salvation presuppose sin.”** Instead of stating that there is no
logical connection between supralapsarianism and other doctrines at all, which is impossible
given the coherence of Vos’s theology, Vos means that supralapsarianism is the logical
starting point of other doctrines while the reverse is invalid. What is relevant to our
discussion here is that Vos is generally clear that the logical starting point of predestination is
non-redemptive divine fatherly love. However, due to the lack of the incorporation of the
covenant of works into his supralapsarianism, Vos is ambiguous on how the foreknowledge
as divine love developed into the concept of election, which is essentially relational but
contingently redemptive. This pitfall is also evident in Vos’s construal of the relationship
between election and the pactum salutis.

According to Vos, the pactum salutis does not precede but follows election in a logical
order. More specifically, Vos construes the pactum salutis as “the first step in the
implementation of the idea of election.”® However, Vos’s argument for his construal is not
convincing. In his argument, he attempts to secure the particularity of Christ’s suretyship and
rejects redemptive universalism. Vos reasons that if the Son entered suretyship not for the
whole human race but only for the elect, the elect must have been determined before the
Father and the Son were concerned with suretyship.*¢ On the one hand, it is indefinite why
the elect cannot be determined while the Father and the Son make the eternal covenant of
redemption. On the other hand, and more significantly, Vos fails to incorporate the pactum

salutis into his supralapsarian framework, the starting point of which is divine

4 GD1:152; RD 1:150.
4 GD1:132; RD 1:131.
46 GD1:132; RD 1:132.
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foreknowledge. If Vos had done so, he would have highlighted divine foreknowledge as the
first step of predestination with the loved ones in view, and redemptive universalism would
have been outside the horizon from the outset. In short, Vos’s doctrine of divine
foreknowledge makes it possible for election and the pactum salutis to happen together,
logically speaking.
b. The Defining Feature of Vos’s Supralapsarianism:

After expositing biblical terms such as npdyvmoig and ekAéyecBou and articulating the logical
relationship between foreknowledge, election, and the pactum salutis, Vos discusses the
difference between supra- and infralapsarianism at the end of his exposition on the doctrine
of predestination.*’ He enumerates three main differences: “1. A difference in the extent of
predestination.... 2. A difference in connecting the various parts of the divine decree....
[And] 3. A difference in extending the personal-distinguishing character of predestination...
to include the decree of creation and the fall.”*® The third one is the most distinctively Vosian
supralapsarian element among the three differences. A brief survey of the lapsarian debate
suggests that few, if any, have approached the distinction between supra- and
infralapsarianism in the same way as Vos.*®

To zoom in, Vos remarks,

a difference in extending the personal-distinguishing character of predestination,

especially of election, to include the decree of creation and the fall. The

supralapsarian taught that in His decree to create God already had in view the elect as

His personal beloved; likewise for the decree to permit the fall, there was not a

moment in God’s counsel in which the elect stood outside this personal relationship to
God of being beloved.>°

Vos’s emphasis on the personal character in God’s dealing with his people is evident. Based

on the concept of foreknowledge as divine love, Vos consistently argues that this personal -

47 We have inevitably skipped over many details to remain concise and focused. For Vos’s doctrine of
predestination in detail, see GD 1:95-156; RD 1:97-155.

48 GD 1:147-148; RD 1:146-47.

49 Refer to footnote 3 in this chapter.

50 GD1:148-49; RD 1:147.
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distinguishing character extends to the decrees of creation and permission of the fall. Thus,
unlike infralapsarianism, according to which the personal relationship between God and his
people only begins after the election, leaving the elect in an impersonal, indistinguishable,
general mass in the decree of creation and permission of the fall, Vosian supralapsarianism
emphasizes the personal relationship between God and his beloved ones through and through.

Vos further indicates that one of the common distinctions between supra- and
infralapsarianism—obiectum praedestinationis—is only “a short formula” of the above
difference.®! According to the distinction of obiectum praedestinationis, the object of
predestination is either created and fallen (creatus et lapsus; infralapsarian) or still having to
be created and still having to be fallen (creabilis et labilis; supralapsarian). From the
perspective of Vos’s personal-distinguishing character, as objects creatus et lapsus in divine
decree, the elect belongs to a general mass before being electively distinguished from the
reprobate. Consequently, God’s personal relationship with the elect does not exhaust the
decrees of creation and the permission of the fall. In contrast, as objects creabilis et labilis,
the personal relationship between God and the elect exhausts other decrees because it initiates
them. In addition, Vos qualifies that creandus et lapsurus (will be created and will be fallen)
more accurately expresses the idea that sin was taken into account than creabilis et labilis,
which might demote the notion of sin in predestination.

To conclude, the most distinctive feature of Vos’s supralapsarianism is the exhaustive
personal character in the divine decree. It logically follows Vos’s definition of divine
foreknowledge. The communion between God and his beloved as felos regulates the decree
of creation and the permission of the fall to the extent that the latter two decrees must be
interpreted through the lens of this personal communion. Hence, Vos’s supralapsarianism

provides a solid foundation for construing the distributiveness of eschatology. Again, the

51 Tbid.
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weakness of Vos’s presentation thus far is the lack of incorporation of the covenant of works
into his supralapsarian framework. In the following subsection, we will introduce Bavinck’s
critique of supralapsarianism, followed by Vos’s answers. The aim here is to deepen our
understanding of Vos’s supralapsarianism, specifically to demonstrate how it forms a robust
foundation for the distributiveness of eschatology throughout various doctrinal loci. In
particular, Vos’s supralapsarianism emphasizes the means-end relationship between creation
and communion with God, highlighting the personal nature of this communion rather than
reducing it to an indifferentiated creator-creature relationship.

C. Herman Bavinck’s Objections to Supralapsarianism
Doctrinally speaking, lapsarian theology represents one of the most distinguishing points of
divergence between Bavinck and Vos. While Vos adheres to supralapsarianism, Bavinck does
not align himself with either the supralapsarian or infralapsarian positions. For Bavinck,
neither framework fully captures the richness and complexity of the divine decrees. In this
subsection, we refrain from delving into Bavinck’s broader lapsarian theology or his critique
of infralapsarianism. Instead, we focus on his critique of supralapsarianism to provide the
necessary context for examining Vos’s response.

Given the complexity of the issue, before presenting Bavinck’s critique of
supralapsarianism, we state his understanding of the two views, together with a snapshot of
comparison between the two and the advantages he sees within each accordingly. According
to Bavinck, within the merely verbal difference, “it is characteristic for the infralapsarian
position that the decree of creation and fall precedes that of election and reprobation.
Supralapsarianism, by contrast, so expanded predestination that it includes the decree of
creation and the fall, which are then considered as means leading to an ultimate end: the

eternal state of rational creatures.”® Given this difference,

52 Thid., 384.
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infralapsarians adhere to the historical, causal order; supralapsarians prefer the ideal,
teleological order. The former construe the term “predestination” in a restricted sense
and have the decree of creation, fall, and providence precede it. The latter subsume all
the other decrees under the term “predestination.” In the thinking of the
infralapsarians, the emphasis lies on the plurality of the decrees; in that of the
supralapsarians, on the unify of the decrees. In the former, all the decrees to some
degree have a significance of their own; in the latter, the preceding decrees are all
subordinate to the final decree.>3

In short, Bavinck means that infralapsarianism focuses on the chronological unfolding of the
decrees in history, which logically entails a specific order of decrees—creation, fall,
providence, and predestination—that, in turn, highlights the plurality of the decrees and the
independent significance of each decree. In contrast, supralapsarianism, in preferring the
teleological order, logically incorporated other decrees into predestination to the extent that
the unity of the decrees overshadows the diversity as an end outshines the means.

In his RD 2, Bavinck describes and evaluates supra- and infralapsarianism in three
sections. In “Supra- and Infralapsarianism,” Bavinck’s presentation is primarily descriptive.
He briefly presented Augustine and Calvin’s views on lapsarian theology, and in a cursory
manner, he mentioned Luther, Zwingli, and some Roman Catholic theologians. What matters
here, however, is his presentation of the order of decree in supralapsarianism and his critique
of it. Bavinck indicates that supralapsarianism believes that “the two decrees of election and
reprobation are to be viewed as acts of divine sovereignty prior to those concerning the fall,
sin, and redemption in Christ.”®* According to Bavinck, the problem of this order is evident
because “the election of the church was separated from that of Christ by (two) decrees of
creation and fall.”® Bavinck’s neo-Calvinist organic thinking is apparent in his emphasis that

Christ is not only the mediator but also the head of the elect.5® Put differently, the elect forms

53 Ibid., 385. Emphasis added.
54 Bavinck, RD 2:364, 366.

55 Ibid., 366.

56 Tbid., 403.
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a single organism with Christ as the head.>” To conceive the elect, which is the church,
without correspondence to its head, Christ, is an abstract and inorganic way of thinking.58

This challenge is only the beginning of Bavinck’s critique of supralapsarianism. In
two other sections, “Predestination” and “Inadequacy of Supra- and Infralapsarianism,”
respectively, Bavinck, while admitting the inadequacy of infralapsarianism, evidently
critiques supralapsarianism more disapprovingly. It is especially striking that after stating that
the difference between the two views is “not material but merely verbal,” Bavinck presents a
critique of supralapsarianism materially, not merely verbally, different from his critique of
infralapsarianism.>

Unlike infralapsarianism, which, if being pushed to reasoning backwards, would
inevitably end up with a supralapsarian position, supralapsarianism shows no reluctance to
advance by grounding reprobation and election in God’s good pleasure.®0 “Yet it is, if not
more unsatisfactory, at least as unsatisfactory as infralapsarianism.”6! From three
perspectives, Bavinck demonstrates the problems of supralapsarianism. First, he argues that

“while it is true that the revelation of all God’s perfections is undoubtedly the ultimate goal of

57 Ibid., 402. It is worth noting that Bavinck, like Vos, argues that the election of Christ is a biblical
concept, yet for different reasons. Vos approaches this topic from the perspectives of foreknowledge, election,
and foreordination. Simply put, he argues that in each of these categories, Christ’s identity is to be taken as the
mediator, that is with his covenantal appointment and divine and human nature in view. See GD, 1:137-138; RD
1:136-37. In contrast, admitting the election of Christ as the Father’s designation of the Son to be mediator,
Bavinck argues that Christ’s ordination can be called election primarily because “Christ’s human nature was
foreordained—by grace alone and aside from any merit—to union with the Logos and to the office of mediator.”
Bavinck, RD 2:403.

Hence, the election of Christ in Bavinck’s construal is twofold, namely, the ordination of the Son and
the election of Christ’s human nature. To his credit, Bavinck qualifies that the election of Christ’s human nature
can be understood as the arrangement of means to an end. See Ibid. Yet it still demonstrates that Bavinck’s
understanding of election has categorical difference than that of Vos. Election for Bavinck is God’s gracious act.
To quote him, “election operates according to grace.” Ibid., 402. Therefore, it seems that Bavinck, while being
critical of both supra- and infralapsarianism, already assumed an infralapsarian doctrine of election regarding
the nature of election, that is, gracious. For Vos, however, to say election is gracious is a categorical confusion
from the outset, as shown above.

58 At this juncture, we shall only indicate briefly that to argue that election is in Christ, and thus
supralapsarianism is to be condemned because election is not to be severed from Christ, is once again a
categorial confusion between eschatology and soteriology.

59 Bavinck, RD 2:383.

60 We will not examine Bavinck’s critique of infralapsarianism in detail. See RD 2:385-86 for
reference.

61 Tbid., 386.
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all God’s ways, supralapsarianism is mistaken when it immediately includes in this ultimate
end the manner in which this glory of God will in the hereafter manifest itself in the eternal
state of his rational creatures.”®? Bavinck explains that both election and reprobation are a
means to reveal divine glory. While the end is absolute, the means is contingent.®® He
remarks that “one cannot say that God could not have manifested his glory in the salvation of
all, had he so desired.”* In short, while the ultimate goal of all God’s works is his glory, how
his glory will shine forth is indeterminate. Hence, supralapsarianism’s haste to include the
manner—election and reprobation—in the ultimate end of demonstrating divine glory is
unjustifiable 55

Bavinck’s second critique of supralapsarianism is a common one. His twofold
argument originates from the same essential contest: “the objects of the decree of election and
reprobation [in supralapsarianism] are possible humans.”6® Given this fundamental challenge,
Bavinck first argues that “logically speaking, if the object of election is the salvation of
possible persons, the decree must include the incarnation of a possible Christ.”®” Bavinck did
not explicate what problems a possible Christ would entail. Yet, from his presentation, it is
safe to say that the notion of a possible Christ necessitates an inconsistency in
supralapsarianism. By equating election to the salvation of the elect, Bavinck cannot but
challenge the legitimacy of the soteriological efficacy of a possible Christ. There is a subtle
yet fundamental difference between the viability of the election of possible human beings and
the viability of a possible Christ. The former carries no inherent logical problem except that it

soon resorts to infralapsarianism, as will be discussed in the next paragraph. The latter,

62 Tbid. Emphasis original.

63 In the next chapter, we will argue that this may not necessarily be the case. Once the goal of divine-
human communion is established, the dynamic between divine attributes and decrees will also shape the means.

64 Tbid.

8 Tbid.

%6 Tbid.

67 Ibid. Apparently, Bavinck makes no distinction between election and salvation here, which leads to
the hypothetical dilemma of a possible Christ.
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however, makes the concept of election impossible because election is the salvation of the
elect in Christ. Now, if the election of possible persons entails the notion of a possible Christ,
which renders the election inefficacious, then the election of possible persons must be
problematic.

The other aspect of Bavinck’s second critique is that if the object of God’s decree of
election and reprobation is “not yet actual but only provisional,” then “before very long
supralapsarianism must again proceed to the infralapsarian order.”® Bavinck’s logic goes like
this:

Following the first decree concerning the election and reprobation of possible

humans, comes the decree actually to create these possible humans and to let them

fall. This decree must then be succeeded by still another with respect to these
humans—now no longer regarded as possible but as actually existing entities—to
elect some and to reject others. The logical order in supralapsarianism, therefore,

leaves a lot to be desired. Actually it differs from infralapsarianism only in that... it
prefaces the infralapsarian series of decrees with a decree concerning possibilities.®®

In short, Bavinck challenges the viability of “a decree concerning possible human entities
whose actual future existence is still absolutely uncertain.”’® Referring to God’s necessary
knowledge, Bavinck concludes that “in the consciousness of God there is an infinite number
of possible humans who will never really exist. The objects of the decree of election and
reprobation, therefore, are ‘nonbeings,’ not specific persons known to God by name.”’! Put
differently, if the objects of election are only possible humans, then they are indistinguishable
from the infinite number of possible humans in God’s necessary knowledge who will never
really exist. Therefore, the objects of divine election in supralapsarianism are impersonal
nonbeings. We shall evaluate Bavinck’s implicit assumption—the decree of creation is the
first occasion in which the possibilities in God’s necessary knowledge are transited into the

actualities in God’s free knowledge—Ilater.

68 Tbid., 387.

89 Tbid.

0 Tbid. Emphasis added.
1 Tbid.
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Bavinck’s third critique of supralapsarianism is that “it makes the eternal punishment
of reprobates an object of the divine will in the same manner and the same sense as the
eternal salvation of the elect; and further, that it makes sin, which leads to eternal
punishment, a means in the same manner and the same sense as redemption in Christ is a
means toward eternal salvation.”’? This critique deserves elaboration. In Bavinck’s view, this
critique describes what supralapsarianism would be like in its ideal form. In other words,
without nuanced qualifications, double predestination would make election and reprobation,
together with the means, in Christ and sin, respectively, on the same bar. Nevertheless,
Bavinck points out that no supralapsarian Reformed theologian “has ventured to speak of a
‘predestination to sin” for obvious reasons.”® Although God’s permission of sin is
efficacious, an act of his will, sin is “not a means to the ultimate goal but a serious disruption
of God’s creation, and therefore that Adam’s fall [into sin] was not a forward step but most
certainly a fall.”’4 Bavinck’s final word regarding this third critique is that “supralapsarianism
is consistently inconsistent... [in that] almost all of [the supralapsarians] are reluctant to place
the decree of reprobation (in its entirety and without any restriction) before the decree to
permit sin.””® This conclusive remark is tantamount to saying that almost no
supralapsarianism is strictly consistent with being supralapsarian. Hence, this critique would
be grave for supralapsarianism if the defining feature of this theological stance is the ordo
decretorum.

To conclude with the theme of this chapter in view, Bavinck’s critique of
supralapsarianism suggests that the divine-human communion does not take priority over
other aspects of creation, that the conception of creation and ontology is more fundamental

than election and relational communion, and that the sin-defined relationship—whether

72 Thid.

73 Tbid., 388.
74 Thid., 387.
75 Thid., 388.
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through redemption or reprobation—becomes the starting point of the divine-human
relationship according to supralapsarianism. However, as we will further clarify in the next
section, Vos’s supralapsarianism places the final zelos of divine-human communion as the
driving force behind creation and the entirety of the redemptive history.

D. Vos’s Response to Bavinck’s Objections
This subsection critically examines Bavinck’s objections to supralapsarianism from Vos’s
supralapsarianism and his review of Bavinck’s RD 2 to further highlight the correlation
between Vos’s supralapsarianism and the distributiveness of eschatology. Vos answers
Bavinck’s challenges either directly or indirectly in his writings regarding whether the
legitimacy of the eternal state of God’s rational creatures as the means to God’s glory,
whether supralapsarianism teaches a decree concerning possible human entities, whether
supralapsarianism is inconsistent in presenting a reprobation before the permission of the fall,
and whether supralapsarianism is exclusively teleological.

In his book review of Bavinck’s GD 2, Vos directly answered Bavinck’s challenge to
supralapsarianism that this view too rashly makes the eternal state of God’s reasonable
creatures the means through which God glorifies himself. Vos indicates that

one [cannot] escape from closely identifying the supreme end of God with the final

state of His reasonable creature, seeing that the latter is not merely @ means to an end,

but obviously in the development of the world-drama the final and eternal means to
the final and eternal end. A certain degree of this tendency to concentrate the whole

interest of history upon the issues of eternity in their dualistic character is certainly
justified by Scripture.’®

Unlike Bavinck’s more philosophical thinking regarding means and end, Vos’s biblical
thinking drives him to argue that one inevitably gets the sense from Scripture that election
and reprobation constitute not merely a means but the primary, final, eternal means to the

end—the demonstration of divine glory. In fact, in Bavinck’s RD 2, in the section “Human

6 GD2/SW, 490. Emphasis original.
230



Nature,” statements such as “man had to be a recapitulation of the whole of nature” and “man
forms a unity of the material and spiritual world, a mirror of the universe, a connecting link,
compendium, the epitome of all of nature, a microcosm, and, precisely on that account, also
the image and likeness of God, his son and heir, a micro-divine-being (mikrotheos),” raise the
question of why Bavinck did not emphasize the eternal state of human beings as the final and
ultimate means, as Vos did.”’

Another perspective to examine Bavinck’s point is voluntarism.”® To claim that “one
cannot say that God could not have manifested his glory in the salvation of all, had he so
desired” is a typical voluntaristic expression, which emphasizes the absolute freedom and
sovereignty of God’s will, running the risk of reducing the divine will to an abstract,
universal concept devoid of specific attributes. One finds similar statements in Abraham
Kuyper. For example, in “Calvinism and Politics,” he expresses the following view: “God
might have created men as disconnected individuals, standing side by side and without
genealogical coherence. Just as Adam was separately created, the second and third and every
further man might have been individually called into existence; but this was not the case.””®
These kinds of statements are too loose. In Kuyper’s case, he did not consider the relation
between the doctrine of the Trinity and creation. In Bavinck’s case, he did not discuss which
manner would be the most magnificent and pertinent in demonstrating divine glory.
Admittedly, as Bavinck indicates, it is incorrect to say that “in the eternal state of the lost,
God exclusively reveals his justice, and in that of the elect he exclusively reveals his mercy.”?°
However, this statement would not challenge the supralapsarian insistence that divine justice

and mercy are primarily revealed by reprobation and election, respectively.

7 For more similar claims, see Bavinck, RD 2:561-62

8 This is not Vos’s response, but relevant to our development of theological eschatology in the last
chapter.

9 Abraham Kuyper, Calvinism: Six Stone-lectures (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 127). Emphasis
original.

80 Bavinck, RD 2:386. Emphasis original.
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Only a fine line exists between voluntarism and the Reformed confession of divine
incomprehensibility. It can be argued that stopping reasoning whenever it seems necessary to
resort to the divine will inevitably open the door to voluntarism, which resembles both
Platonism and Kantian phenomenalism in the context of this discussion. Like in Platonism,
according to which ultimate relations exist in universals but not in particulars, divine will in
voluntarism is accentuated as an abstract universal, but the particular divine attributes are off
the board. Like Kantian phenomenalism, divine will in voluntarism would become an
abstractly regulative limiting concept without particular divine attributes as a constitutive
reference. To close the door, even not entirely, is to follow Vos’s suggestion that God’s free
will is to be interpreted in its dynamic with divine attributes. We will articulate this topic in
the next chapter.

Vos’s positive construal of the personal aspect of election, as emphasized in
supralapsarianism, addresses Bavinck’s second critique. Without reiterating Vos’s argument,
we shall only specify each conclusion and investigate Bavinck’s conclusion from the
perspective of the doctrine of divine knowledge, leaving the exploration of the inconsistency
in Vos’s theology to the next section. For Vos, supralapsarianism highlights the personal-
distinguishing character of predestination because, given the election, “there was not a
moment in God’s counsel in which the elect stood outside [the] personal relationship to God
of being beloved” in either the decree of creation or the permission of the fall.8! For Bavinck,
however, “the objects of the decree of election and reprobation... are ‘nonbeings,’ not
specific persons known to God by name.””82 Bavinck’s conclusion is grounded upon his

application of the notion of God’s necessary knowledge to lapsarian theology.

81 GD, 1:148-149; RD 1:147.
82 Bavinck, RD, 2:387.
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Traditionally understood, God’s necessary knowledge includes God’s knowledge of
himself and all the possibilities given the former, viz., what he can do.8 On the other hand,
free knowledge refers to God’s knowledge of everything among all possibilities that will be
actualized. In short, free knowledge is a subset of necessary knowledge. In his scant
discussion of God’s necessary and free knowledge, Bavinck shows that his doctrine of divine
knowledge conforms to this traditional distinction and definition of divine knowledge.*
However, granted that “in the consciousness of God there is an infinite number of possible
humans who will never really exist,” would not God’s act of election be a specification of the
divine will that identifies the elect from within the possible human entities and by this
identification, transforms them into entities in the decree (not in reality)?8 In other words,
even if we assume the legitimacy of the application of God’s necessary knowledge to
lapsarian theology accordingly, the decree of election would play the role that the decree of
creation played, that is, actualizing the objects of the election from possible nonbeings into
existing entities in the decree. In essence, the key is neither the decree of creation nor election
but their function of specification.

Regarding Bavinck’s third critique, which posits that supralapsarianism hesitates to
construe reprobation before the permission of the fall, Vos does not offer a direct response.
However, as expounded in the previous section, Vos aligns himself with the tradition that
construes reprobation in light of sin. For Vos, reprobation is not decreed in a vacuum but is
always understood in the context of human sinfulness. While Vos affirms the eternal decree,
which includes both election and reprobation, he does not separate the latter from its basis in

divine justice, as manifest in the reality of sin. The key to understanding Vos’s approach lies

83 Muller, “scientia necessaria,” Dictionary, 326-327.
84 See Bavinck, RD 2:195.
8 Ibid., 387.
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in the fact that the ordo decretorum is not a defining feature of his supralapsarianism. In this
light, Bavinck’s critique becomes largely irrelevant to Vos’s doctrine.

To address Bavinck’s critique that supralapsarianism reduces the organically
interconnected relation of the creation as a systemic whole into a teleological order, Vos
argues that this construal of the doctrine shows “a hypersoteriological one-sidedness.”8
Arguably, “coordination and subordination in different respects can exist side by side. In view
of the actual development of history supralapsarianism has rightly insisted that creation and
the entrance of sin must be in order to redemption, though not in order to redemption
alone.”® In other words, Bavinck neglected that the teleological order of supralapsarianism,
in contrast to infralapsarianism’s emphasis on the historical order and diversity of decrees, is
not necessarily exhaustive and exclusive. Bewilderingly, Bavinck did not try to ascribe an
organic construal of the relationship of divine decrees—both among themselves and
concerning divine glory—to the distinctively teleological order of supralapsarianism.8

E. Conclusion
This section has examined Vos’s argument for supralapsarianism by focusing on his unique
theological stance. Vos’s supralapsarianism is distinctive due to his interpretation of the first
step of election as a non-redemptive divine fatherly love aimed at communion between God
and his people. This foundational aspect sets the stage for a non-redemptive eschatology
centered on communion with God. By analyzing the biblical terms npoéyvwoic and
exAéyecBa, Vos establishes that election, in his view, is not exclusively redemptive but
relational. This distinction is crucial as it aligns with his supralapsarian perspective, where

the divine decree of election precedes the permission of the fall. The defining feature of Vos’s

86 GD2/SW, 490.

87 Tbid.

88 Tseng noted the pitfall of Bavinck’s narrow unerstanding that “the presentation of the ordo
decretorum as primarily, if not exclusively, a chain of final (teleological) causes.” See Tseng, Karl Barth's
Infralapsarian Theology, 72.
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supralapsarianism is the personal, fatherly love inherent in God’s predestination, which
extends even to the decrees of creation and the fall. This theological approach emphasizes a
personal relationship between God and his people, underscoring the distributiveness of
eschatology with respect to other doctrines.

Bavinck’s objections to supralapsarianism, including concerns about its teleological
order and the implication of reprobation, present significant critiques. Bavinck argues that
supralapsarianism too hastily includes election and reprobation in the ultimate end of divine
glory, raising issues about the viability of the election of possible persons and the
coordination of predestination with sin. Vos responds to these critiques by emphasizing the
personal-distinguishing character of predestination. He argues that there was never a moment
in God’s counsel when the elect stood outside God’s personal relationship of love, even in the
decrees of creation and the fall. This counters Bavinck’s claim that the objects of election in
supralapsarianism are impersonal non-beings.

Despite these responses, Vos’s failure to fully incorporate the covenant of works into
his supralapsarian framework leaves a gap in his theological explanation. While the previous
analysis demonstrates that Vos’s supralapsarianism supports the distributiveness of
eschatology in a way that Bavinck’s lapsarian theology does not, the following sections will
explore Bavinck’s infralapsarian view of creation. We will argue that Bavinck’s inclination
toward infralapsarianism prevents him from developing a fully-fledged creational
eschatology, particularly concerning the natural-Spiritual trajectory. However, the
incompatibility between this natural-Spiritual trajectory and an infralapsarian interpretation
of creation does not automatically mean that Vos’s supralapsarianism fully explains this
trajectory either. We will argue that Vos’s supralapsarianism also falls short in explaining the
shape of his eschatology. This sets the stage for the next chapter, where we will further

explore the relationship between Vos’s supralapsarianism and the shape of his eschatology.
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2. The Tension between Infralapsarianism and Creational Eschatology

As previously mentioned, Bavinck is neither supra- nor infralapsarian. However, his
inclination towards infralapsarianism is evident not only through his harsher critique of
supralapsarianism but also through his application of infralapsarianism to creation. In three
places in RD, Bavinck states that creation is infralapsarian. Furthermore, Mattson argues that
Bavinck’s famous theological motif—grace restores and perfects nature—presupposes a
creational eschatology, which means that eschatology was embedded in protology without
redemption in view. If both Bavinck’s infralapsarian construal of creation and Mattson’s
exposition of Bavinck’s creational eschatology are demonstratable, then infralapsarianism is
compatible with the covenant of work, which embodies creational eschatology. Suppose this
is the case, Vos’s supralapsarianism would have no unique role to play in the shape of his
eschatology.8?

However, this section argues that Bavinck’s statement that creation is infralapsarian
suggests a pitfall in Bavinck’s understanding of the typological relationship between Adam
and Christ. For Bavinck, the typological relationship is inherently redemptive. Within
Bavinck’s infralapsarian framework, Mattson’s proposed creational eschatology, which he
argues on behalf of Bavinck, does not stand. This does not mean that the idea of creational
eschatology is completely lacking in Bavinck’s theology. On the contrary, we admit
creational eschatology, which is simply another way of expressing the covenant of works, to
be an element in Bavinck’s theology. Nonetheless, any attempt to elaborate on this aspect of

Bavinck’s theology must examine his infralapsarian interpretation of creation and qualify the

89 As previously mentioned in the introduction, Guerrero’s study on piety in Bavinck’s theology
suggests that the distributiveness of eschatology is probably not a unique Vosian construal. However, the
argument in this section is not primarily about the distributiveness of eschatology, but about whether the supra-
/infralapsarianism distinction makes any difference to a theologian’s stance and construal on the concept of
creational eschatology. In this regard, this section argues that there is probably a difference between Vos and
Bavinck, in that Vos’s supralapsarianism is conceptually more consistent with the eschatological outlook of the
covenant of works and a creational eschatology.
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elaboration accordingly. In short, there is tension between Bavinck’s infralapsarian
interpretation of creation and his doctrine of the covenant of works and Mattson’s construal
of a creational eschatology in Bavinck’s RD needs qualification. This conclusion leads to our
exploration of the relationship between Vos’s supralapsarianism and the shape of his
eschatology.

A. Bavinck’s Infralapsarian Interpretation of Creation
The whole creation is infralapsarian. Bavinck states so in RD 2 and 3 three times. Before we
examine Bavinck’s three statements in context, two general reflections are in order. First, if
lapsarian theology strictly refers to divine decrees instead of historical order, then is it
appropriate to apply the infralapsarian framework to creation? Can Bavinck avoid categorical
confusion in this application?® Second, related to the first point, if infralapsarianism
emphasizes reflecting the historical, causal order on the decretal level, then it is by definition
more suitable for describing creation from the historical perspective. However, if for both
supra- and infralapsarianism, the historical order in creation is the same, then how can
Bavinck argue that the whole creation is infralapsarian? With these questions in mind, we
now examine Bavinck’s statements in context to see whether Bavinck justifies them properly.

Bavinck’s first statement appears in “Human Destiny,” the chapter in RD 2 where
Bavinck exposits the covenant of works. Explaining 1 Cor 15:45-49, Bavinck, unlike Vos,
articulates that Paul’s contrast of the two covenant heads is more metaphysical than
redemptive-historical.®! He remarks that the contrast was “not so much (as in Rom 5:12-21
and 1 Cor 15:22) in terms of what they did as in terms of their nature and person.... The
whole Adam, both before and after the fall, is contrasted to the whole Christ, after as well as

before the resurrection.”? Bavinck’s claim is highly obscure. He seems to suggest a non-

9% As we will see, Brian Mattson redefined infralapsarianism in Bavinck’s describing of creation as
infralapsarian. However, his concern is not the same as ours here.

91 For Vos’s exegesis of 1 Cor 15:42—49, see Chapter One, 40—48.

92 Bavinck, RD 2:564.
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redemptive typology between Adam and Christ since the correlation is based on their nature
and person, not on what they did. Yet, on the one hand, Bavinck neglected that the nature and
person of Christ are inconceivable without the redemptive context, as he has shown in
Chapter Six of RD 3. The redemptive-historical context determines the metaphysics of the
nature and person of Christ. The fact that the chapter on “The Person of Christ,” which
includes the discussions of the two natures of Christ, follows the doctrine of sin and the
covenant of grace in RD 3 affirms our argument, too. On the other hand, Bavinck
immediately explains that Adam’s nature and person is “in virtue of creation” and Christ’s is
“by his resurrection,” which, again, is only conceivable given the redemptive context.%
Therefore, it is debatable whether the typology between Adam and Christ, as presented by
Bavinck, is redemptive or not.

Evidently, Bavinck’s comparison here is not as redemptive-historically sensitive as
Vos’s. The typological relationship between the whole of Adam (before and after the fall) and
the whole of Christ (before and after the resurrection) is very confusing. For Vos, the
comparison in 1 Cor 15:45-49 is strictly between the pre-fall Adam as the representative of
the natural order and the resurrected Christ as the representative of the eschatological,
Spiritual order. In Chapter One, we learned that Vos argues from the existence of 10 oc®dpo
Yooy to 1o [vevpatikdv. In Vos’s construal, although the Spiritual nature of the
resurrected Christ would be unintelligible if deprived of the context in terms of what Christ
did, per Chapter Three examines, Vos remarks that not the redemptive route through which
Christ becomes Spiritual but the natural-Spiritual trajectory is the gist of 1 Cor 15:42—49.

This precise shape of Vos’s eschatology is diminished in Bavinck’s claim.

93 Bavinck, RD 2:564.
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Nonetheless, we do not deny that, though less sensitive to redemptive history in
expositing 1 Cor 15:45—49 and perplexing on whether the typological relationship between
Adam and Christ is redemptive or non-redemptive, Bavinck, like Vos, saw the correlation
between the pre-fall Adam and Christ. He remarks that “Adam pointed to Christ; already
before the fall he was the type of Christ. In Adam’s creation Christ was already in view.”%*
One could be tempted to explain Bavinck’s statement in light of Vos’s natural-Spiritual
trajectory and conclude that the shape of Bavinck’s eschatology is the same as Vos’s. This is
Mattson’s explanation, as we will critically engage in the following subsection. Again, the
crucial point is whether, in Bavinck’s construal, the life-giving Spiritual Christ is primarily
the eschatological counterpart of the natural Adam without the notion of sin and redemption.
Bavinck’s conclusion of his exposition of 1 Cor 15:45—49 and the typological relationship
between Adam and Christ implies that soteriology is indispensable to his notion of Christ’s 10
GO TVELULOTIKOV.

Bavinck concludes that “the whole creation, including the creation of man, was
infralapsarian. The natural came first, the spiritual second.”® While this statement is still
perplexing, it is the key to interpreting whether the typology between Adam and Christ in 1
Cor 15:42—49 is redemptive, according to Bavinck. Put the question of whether Bavinck’s
application of infralapsarianism to creation is legitimate away; according to
infralapsarianism, the decree of creation precedes the permission of the fall and the decree of
election. By saying that creation is infralapsarian, Bavinck probably means that even before
the fall, at the moment of creation, both the fall and election in Christ were planned. Put
differently, because the historical order reflects the logical order of infralapsarianism, the

creation can be loosely described as infralapsarian. The natural came first, the spiritual

% Tbid.
% Tbid.
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second. Yet, the former expects the fall, and the latter is a soteriological result. Hence,
Bavinck’s infralapsarian construal of creation negates the natural-Spiritual trajectory, as we
see in Vos.

However, what justifies Bavinck’s deduction from the typological relationship
between the pre-fall Adam and the Spiritual Christ to the conclusion of an infralapsarian
creation? The reason is probably that Bavinck’s understanding of Christ is exclusively
redemptive. Hence, Bavinck, unlike Vos, who suspended the soteriological aspect in
underscoring the direct correlation between the natural and the Spiritual, unreflectively
assumes that the Spiritual Christ in 1 Cor 15:45-49 must be interpreted through the lens of
soteriology. If the unfallen Adam is already a type of the soteriological Christ, then creation
already assumes the fall and election. Therefore, the whole creation is infralapsarian.

Bavinck’s second statement appears in “The Punishment of Sin” in RD 3. In this
context, Bavinck aims to explain suffering as a result of sin. In his discussion of suffering, he
mentions infralapsarianism to explain that God anticipated the fall and included it in his
counsel. Bavinck argues that creation was structured to accommodate the consequences of the
fall, thus explaining the presence of suffering and natural disasters. This perspective
highlights that the fall and its effects were not a surprise to God but part of his eternal plan,
showing that creation was always meant to handle both the potential for divine glory and the
reality of human sin. In light of this big picture, Bavinck emphasizes that one must not
overlook that “theologically speaking, the creation itself was in a sense infralapsarian.”%

Unlike the interpretative difficulty we see in the first case, here, Bavinck is
unambiguously clear that creation is infralapsarian because, in the divine plan, the fall

follows creation.®” Given the context, Bavinck does not need to mention election in Christ.

9 Bavinck, RD 3:182.

97 We will revisit this point when interacting with Mattson’s unfortunate interpretation of Bavinck’s
application of infralapsarianism to creation. In a nutshell, Mattson’s interpretation is out of context and misses
Bavinck’s theological reasoning.
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Yet it is evident that Bavinck refers to infralapsarianism to articulate why the creation after
the fall is hostile to humanity, with the essence remaining the same. It is because God
“incorporated [the fall] into his counsel, and already took account of it in creating the world.
Creation, therefore, took place in such a way that, in case Adam as its head fell, the whole
world could become as it is now.”%® In short, creation is infralapsarian.

Bavinck’s third statement appears in the chapter “The Person of Christ” in RD 3,
where he explores “The Centrality of the Incarnation.”% Without articulating every detail,
here is the logical flow of Bavinck’s argument. First, the trinitarian being of God is the
presupposition and foundation of the incarnation. Second, aside from its foundation in the
Trinity, the incarnation also has its “presupposition and preparation in the creation.”1%0
Specifically, “the creation of humans in God’s image is a supposition and preparation for the
incarnation of God.” 191 So far, the conclusion is that “generation, creation, and incarnation
are closely related.”1%2 Each provides the metaphysical foundation and possibility for the
next.

This metaphysical correlation inevitably raises a question: If creation provides the
metaphysical foundation for the incarnation, would the latter happen without sin? Incarnation
anyway theory, answers this question affirmatively. According to this theory, if creation and
incarnation are so closely related, from the perspectives of metaphysics and divine decrees,
respectively, then “the incarnation of God cannot be accidental and cannot be grounded in sin

as an accidental and arbitrary act of humans.”%% Bavinck’s statement that “creation itself

% Tbid.

% Ibid., 277-80.

100 Tbid., 277.

101 Tbid.

102 Tbid., 278.

103 Ibid., 279. A more recent definition of this incarnation anyway theory, or supralapsarian Christology,
is that “the divine will to become incarnate logically precedes (supra, before) the fine will to allow sin.” See,
van Driel, Incarnation Anyway, 5.
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already must be conceived in infralapsarian fashion, and Adam was already a type of Christ”

must be interpreted as his attempt to answer the above question negatively.1% To quote,
In the act of creation, God already had the Christ in mind. In that sense the creation
itself already served as preparation for the incarnation. The world was so created that
when it fell, it could again be restored; humanity was organized under a single head in
such a way that, sinning, it could again be gathered together under another head.
Adam was so appointed as head that Christ could immediately take his place; and the
covenant of works was so set up that, broken, it could be restored in the covenant of

grace. People were therefore wrong in thinking that the incarnation of the Son of God
would also have taken place without sin.1%

The logic of Bavinck’s articulation is that in an infralapsarian creation, within which
everything created is contingently ready for the fall, for God’s condemnation, and for
redemption, the incarnation is not automatically entailed. Although creation provides the
metaphysical foundation for the incarnation, it is not a sufficient explanation for the latter.
Instead, only because God already had the Christ in mind in the act of creation, that is, when
God created, he already had the plan of the permission of the fall and redemption, the
incarnation becomes contingently necessary. The incarnation depends not on creation but the
fall and redemption. This order, again, is infralapsarian.

To conclude, although it appears in different contexts, Bavinck’s statement that
creation is infralapsarian expresses the same idea—in the act of creation, God had the fall and
redemption in Christ in view. Bavinck did not address the two questions presented at the
beginning of this subsection. He applied infralapsarianism, which is technically restricted to
the decretal level, to creation without any qualification. Hence, ironically, Bavinck’s

reasoning from God’s having the fall and redemption in view in the act of creation to an

104 Tbid.

105 Thid. This quote supports our intereptation of Bavinck’s reasoning from the typological relationship
between the unfallen Adam and Christ to an infralapsarian creation. For Bavinck, the concept of sin and its
solution are indispensible to the incarnation and the notion of Christ. Therefore, if Adam is a type of Christ even
before his fall, then creation must have the fall and redemption in view, hence, infralapsarian.

What Bavinck missed is the gist of Vos’s natural-Spiritual trajectory, according to which, the notion of
Christin 1 Cor 15:42—49 cannot be exhausted by a soteriological interpretation. If one can apply the supra-
/infralapsarian framework to creation at all, Vos would argue exactly the opposite. For Vos, the fact that the
unfallen Adam was already a type of Christ demonstrates that creation was not infralapsarian.
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infralapsarian creation seems dubious because supralapsarianism would completely agree
with the premise. More importantly, however, Bavinck’s infralapsarian creation idea is rooted
in his exclusively soteriological interpretation of Christ. Adam was a type of Christ before the
fall because creation was contingently ready for the fall and redemption. Given this
infralapsarian framework, it is difficult, if possible, to construe a creational eschatology that
moves from the natural to the Spiritual already because the Spiritual is strictly redemptive.

However, Mattson argues that Bavinck’s theology presents a creational eschatology,
according to which “the eschatological destiny or felos inherent in the created order is
explicitly provided by the doctrine of the covenant of works” and “creation could have
achieved its felos non-soteriologically, apart from the incarnation, the cross, redemption,
etc.”19 This observation contradicts our conclusion that Bavinck’s infralapsarian
interpretation of creation does not foster a creational eschatology. To further elaborate on the
incompatibility between infralapsarianism and creational eschatology, we move on to
examine Brian’s argument before investigating the significance of Vos’s supralapsarianism to
the shape of his eschatology.

B. Brian Mattson’s Construal of Bavinck’s Creational Eschatology: A Critique
Mattson’s main argument in his book is that “it is Bavinck’s eschatology, rooted in his
covenant theology, that functions to preserve the organic relationship of nature and grace on
the historical level.”197 Put differently, Mattson sees the relationship between nature and
grace as the central motif of Bavinck’s theology. This relationship can be defined more
specifically as grace restoring and perfecting nature. A dualistic understanding of nature and
grace would inevitably distort the meaning of this relationship. Thus, an organic relationship

between the two is required to interpret the statement that grace restores and perfects nature

106 Brian Mattson, Restored to Our Destiny: Eschatology and the Image of God in Herman Bavinck's
Reformed Dogmatics, Studies in Reformed Theology 21 (Leiden/Boston, MA: Brill, 2012), 66—67, 100.
107 Tbid., 4-5.
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properly. Mattson argues that the organic relationship between nature and grace is to be found

in Bavinck’s eschatology, which is rooted in the covenant of works. In Mattson’s words,
Grace “perfecting” nature is completely superfluous unless restoration alone leaves
creation short of its original eschatological goal. Simply put, in Bavinck’s formulation
“restoration” answers to the original, sub-eschatological order corrupted by sin, and
“perfection” answers to the eschatological order God originally promised in the
covenant of works. On this extremely elegant rationale, the end and the beginning, the
telos and the origin... are organically related. It is precisely this unity that provides

for Bavinck the resources to overcome the contempt or disregard for creation inherent
in all dualistic systems....108

In essence, the covenant of works is the foundation for Bavinck’s eschatology, which
encapsulates the seamless integration between nature and grace.

Therefore, for Mattson, Bavinck’s theology presents a creational eschatology. The
eschatological destiny is inherent in the created order. This relationship between the end and
the beginning is embedded in the covenant of works. An implication of this creational
eschatology is that “creation’s eschatological destiny is not in principle synonymous with
redemption.”% Quoting Bavinck, “the state of integrity—either through the fall or apart from
the fall—is a preparation for the state of glory,” and “however the first human being should
choose, creation could not miss its destiny,” Mattson comments that “on Adam’s obedience,
creation could have achieved its te/os non-soteriologically, apart from the incarnation, the
cross, redemption, etc.”*1% Under Mattson’s pen, Bavinck’s eschatology is very Vosian.

To serve the aim of this chapter—arguing that supralapsarianism is more compatible
with the shape of Vos’s eschatology or is potentially the foundation of it, the critical
engagement of Matton’s argument will be limited to his interpretation of Bavinck’s claim that
creation is infralapsarian. Mattson argues that Bavinck redefines infralapsarianism to mean
that the decree to create followed the decree to permit the fall. However, this interpretation

misreads the historical controversy and Bavinck’s actual statements. Through the following

108 Thid., 106.
109 [bid., 100.
110 Bavinck, RD 2:588; Mattson, Restored, 100.
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examination, it should become clear that infralapsarianism is incompatible with the creational
eschatology embedded in the covenant of works. If this is the case for Bavinck, who critiques
both supra- and infralapsarianism and holds fast to covenant theology, then probably only
supralapsarianism, especially the Vosian version, can explain the shape of eschatology.

Although Matton neglected Bavinck’s claims regarding infralapsarian creation in
“The Punishment of Sin” in RD 3, he noticed the other two and explained the one in “The
Person of Christ” in RD 3. After quoting Bavinck that “creation itself already must be
conceived in infralapsarian fashion, and Adam was already a type of Christ,” Mattson
remarks that in the context, Bavinck indicates that this view is unacceptable “from the
standpoint of those who think that God proceeded to the work of creation without a plan or
decree and at the creation passively awaited to see what humans would do.”'! Assuming our
investigation on Bavinck’s infralapsarian construal of creation, what Bavinck means is that
the inherent divine plan—creation, the permission of the fall, and election—in
infralapsarianism is challenging for one who assumes a Pelagian freedom of the will and
treats sin as an accident and a disappointment to God.!1? The crucial point is that this
infralapsarian divine plan is essential for Bavinck’s exegesis of 1 Cor 15:45-49, his
interpretation of suffering, and the typological relationship between Adam and Christ, as
shown above.

Surprisingly, Mattson finds a problem here. He writes, “careful readers may be
initially confused by this.”*13 The reason is that “this last allegation, that God created without
a pre-ordained plan, is precisely what supralapsarians have historically argued against
infralapsarians. What could Bavinck possibly mean when he asserts that infralapsarianism

secures rather than loses divine predetermination for creation? This seems to be directly

111 Bavinck, RD 3:278. Also see Mattson, Restored, 175.
112 Bavinck, RD 3:279.
113 Tbid.
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inverse to the historical debate.”* Given our exposition on Vos’s supralapsarianism,
Bavinck’s examination of supra- and infralapsarianism, and Bavinck’s infralapsarian
construal of creation, Mattson apparently made a mistake. Infralapsarianism does not teach
that God created without a pre-ordained plan. Neither, of course, do the supralapsarians argue
against infralapsarians on this point. In Bavinck’s words, what is characteristic of the
infralapsarian position is that “the decree of creation and fall precedes that of election and
reprobation,” not that when God created, other decrees were unsettled.!'® The Dutch
theologian explicitly points out that the ones who think that God created without a plan in
mind refer to the Pelagians and, by implication, not infralapsarianism.1® Where would this
misconception of the lapsarian debate lead Mattson in his interpretation of Bavinck’s claim
on infralapsarian creation?

Mattson redefined infralapsarianism in Bavinck’s claim. Or, he thought Bavinck
redefined the term. He argues that “the key to unravelling this conundrum is to realize that
Bavinck has lifted the terminology of the lapsarian debate from its native soil and redefined it
for related, though quite different purposes.”*!’ Different from the traditional use of the term,
which is precise, technical, and narrow, Bavinck’s use of infralapsarianism, according to
Mattson, “has changed the referents substantially: here he is concerned with whether the
decree to create (note, the material question is not election) preceded (supra) or followed
(infra) the decree of the fall.”118 By all means, this is a radical reading of Bavinck’s
expression. If one still doubts whether Mattson meant that infralapsarian in the context means
the decree to permit the fall precedes the decree of creation, his further elaboration eliminates

all uncertainties. Mattson remarks that “Bavinck is not arguing the lapsarian question with

114 Ibid. Empbhasis original.

115 Bavinck, RD 2:384.

116 Bavinck, RD 3:279. “If one assumes a Pelagian freedom of the will, and sin, therefore, is something
accidental and a disappointment to God....”

117 Mattson, Restored, 175.

118 Tbid., 175-76. Emphasis original.
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respect to election and reprobation at all, but rather with respect to creation. Thus, he
advocates that God’s decree to create followed (infra) the decree to permit the fall into sin
(lapsum).”11® Quoting Bavinck, Mattson concludes that “in this sense, ‘in the act of creation,
God already had the Christ in mind. In that sense the creation itself already served as
preparation for the incarnation.”120

To draw the threads together, Mattson’s explanation of Bavinck’s use of the term
“infralapsarian” is unconvincing. His argument for reinterpretation is based on an inaccurate
perception of the historical controversy between supra- and infralapsarianism. According to
this inaccurate perception, infralapsarianism believes that God created without a pre-ordained
plan. Hence, as stated by Mattson, Bavinck’s statement that creation is infralapsarian—
without a pre-ordained plan—is incompatible with Bavinck’s later arguments that creation
points to the incarnation. Mattson’s solution is to define infralapsarianism differently from its
traditional use and instill new meaning. Yet, Mattson’s interpretation is not only redundant
and confusing for a proper understanding of Bavinck’s claim but also undermines his own
argument that Bavinck’s covenant theology entails a creational eschatology that resolves the
nature-grace dualism. We will not elaborate on the tension between Mattson’s thesis and his
interpretation of Bavinck’s use of infralapsarianism because it stems from a misconception.
Yet, if the decree of creation follows the permission of the fall, as Mattson construes it, then
the concept of a creational eschatology becomes inconceivable because creation itself, in
Mattson’s view, is inherently oriented towards redemption rather than an eschatological goal
independent of the fall.

To conclude, this section demonstrates that infralapsarianism, as applied by Bavinck,

is incompatible with Vos’s natural-Spiritual trajectory. Bavinck’s application of

119 Ibid., 176. Emphasis original.
120 Tbid. C.f., Bavinck, RD 3:278.
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infralapsarianism to creation suggests an inherently redemptive framework, wherein the fall
and redemption are foreseen and integral to the act of creation. This perspective contrasts
with supralapsarianism, where the fall and redemption are also foreseen but positioned within
a broader eschatological framework that maintains a distinct progression from the natural to
the Spiritual.

Mattson’s reinterpretation of Bavinck’s infralapsarianism introduces further confusion
and represents an even stronger negation of the concept of creational eschatology than
Bavinck’s original statements. By redefining infralapsarianism to suggest that the decree to
create followed the decree to permit the fall, Mattson makes it even more difficult to conceive
of a creational eschatology independent of redemption. This reinterpretation positions
creation as inherently oriented towards redemption, undermining the notion of an
eschatological goal embedded in creation itself.

With these findings, it becomes crucial to investigate whether Vos’s supralapsarianism
can more adequately align with and support his natural-Spiritual trajectory. The following
section will explore this potential compatibility, examining how Vos’s supralapsarian
framework might offer a more coherent eschatological vision that harmonizes with the
natural-Spiritual progression central to his theology.

3. Vos’s Supralapsarianism and the Shape of his Eschatology: Continuity and
Discontinuity

Above, we have argued that Vos’s supralapsarianism begins with divine foreknowledge,
which in and of itself is not a redemptive concept. This non-redemptive understanding of
election, unlike infralapsarianism, according to which the route from the natural to the
Spiritual is necessarily redemptive, suggests a possible distinction between eschatologies
with or without soteriology in view. The question now is this: whether, or to what extent,

does Vos’s supralapsarianism ground and explain the shape of his eschatology?
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In this last section, we argue that due to the lack of incorporation of the covenant of
works into the logical presentation of divine decrees, Vos’s supralapsarianism, though
supporting the distributiveness of eschatology, does not explain the shape of his eschatology
sufficiently. First, we explicate how Vos’s supralapsarianism underscores the distributiveness
of eschatology in his theology. Second, we examine Vos’s hasty reasoning from divine
foreknowledge without sin in view, though inexplicably, with the impulse to save, to election,
which, though not a concept of redemption, is indispensably linked to redemption. We
conclude that what is evidently missing is the link between the eternal, divine love and the
miserable condition from which the object of this love needs to be saved. We propose that
this exploration is not an unnecessary, arbitrary speculation upon Vos’s theology, but
addresses his own concern that he could not find the causal nexus between supralapsarianism
and the pactum salutis, to which we will turn in the last chapter.

A. Vos’s Supralapsarianism and the Distributiveness of Eschatology: Continuity
The distributiveness of eschatology in theologia ectypa secundum quid in subiectis has been
argued throughout Chapters One to Four. According to Vos, the essence of religion is
communion with God, and eschatology pertains to the consummated Spiritual form of this
communion. Even before the fall, a conception of eschatology existed with a natural-Spiritual
trajectory. The fall and redemption did not introduce eschatology but altered its shape from a
natural-Spiritual trajectory to a natural-redemptive-Spiritual one. As the regulative principle
guiding the development of redemptive history, eschatology also constitutes significant
aspects of Christology and pneumatology, as explored in Chapters Three and Four. The
distributiveness of eschatology in redemptive history is informed by its trajectory from the
natural to the Spiritual.

Given a natural creation, Vos’s supralapsarianism aligns with this shape. By

construing divine foreknowledge as the starting point of all decrees, Vos presents the
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potential distributiveness of an eschatological communion on the decretal level. The Father’s
intention for a loving communion with the beloved is not only the starting point of the God-
human relationship but also the ultimate goal. Thus, the natural creation and this conception
of an eschatological, Spiritual communion with God form the natural-Spiritual trajectory as
we see in Vos’s eschatology.

B. Vos’s Supralapsarianism and the Shape of his Eschatology: Discontinuity
However, Vos’s supralapsarianism does not explain this shape sufficiently. From Vos’s
supralapsarianism, we know that creation is not an independent divine act. Creation is to be
interpreted teleologically and eschatologically. Contrary to Bavinck’s critique, Vos argues that
this teleological interpretation of creation does not negate its significance but enriches its
meaning eschatologically. That is, the richness and beauty of creation are conceivable
independent of the fall, redemption, and consummation. Yet, the redemptive narrative
provides a framework for a dynamic understanding of creation, within which the meaning of
creation finds its consummation in the eschaton.

Vos’s supralapsarianism falls short of explaining the rationale for a natural creation
instead of a Spiritual creation from the outset. According to Vos, the first step of
predestination is divine foreknowledge as God’s eternal love towards his people. The
actualization of this divine love is an eschatological concept of communion with God. The
question is, why did God create a natural creation with the potential for advancement instead
of the highest possible Spiritual state? Vos’s supralapsarianism does not sufficiently address
why a natural creation, with its inherent potential for development and eventual fall, was
preferred over an immediate Spiritual creation that would presumably fulfill the divine love
and communion without the intermediary steps of fall and redemption. This gap in Vos’s

explanation leaves a significant question unanswered: If the ultimate goal is the communion
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of God with his people in a perfected state, why introduce a natural state with all its
accompanying developments and consequences?

Vos answers this question not from the perspective of supralapsarianism but from the
covenant of works in DCRT/SW.12! Vos’s main argument concerning the covenant of works
and the natural-Spiritual trajectory is that it reflects the Reformed principle—the preeminence
of God’s glory—in three aspects:

1. All of man’s work has to rest on an antecedent work of God; 2. In all of his works

man has to show forth God’s image and be a means for the revelation of God’s

virtues; 3. The latter should not occur unconsciously or passively, but the revelation of

God’s virtues must proceed by way of understanding and will and by way of the
conscious life, and actively come to external expression.1?2

In the article, Vos further articulates these principles by comparing Reformed theology with
Lutheran and Pelagian theology. Without delving into all the details of his articulation, suffice
it here to summarize that Adam is disposed not to his bliss in and of itself but to the bliss as a
conscious reflection of the eternal blessedness of God. This emphasis on human beings’
conscious life relationship with God as a reflection of the divine life itself makes a historical
development of this relationship that conveys a many-sided unfolding of all God’s virtues a
more intelligible option than the highest bliss from the outset. The latter option would
potentially reduce an enriched life relationship with God that generates conscious reflection
on the diversity of God’s virtues to a blessed yet monotonous life relationship with God. As
mentioned in Chapter One, the human being’s innate idea of God is “only a principle of
knowledge of God requiring contact with the outer world and all kinds of inference in order
to develop to actual knowledge of God.”?3 In other words, if there is no temptation, evil, or

sin in the highest bliss, a proper context is lacking for Adam to develop actual knowledge of

121 To recall, in Chapter One, where the covenant of works as a nutshell of the shape of Vos’s
eschatology was discussed, we indiated that what Vos falls short in articulating is the reason that God begins
with a natural instead of Spiritual creation. Here, we present Vos’s argument but also suggest that it is not
sufficiently theological because Vos did not incorporate the covenant of works into his surpralapsarianism.

122 DCRT/SW, 243.

123 NT, 45.

251



some of God’s virtues, such as justice and mercy, and to reflect on them consciously. Hence,
unlike the hypothetically decontextualized highest state of bliss, a trajectory from natural to
Spiritual provides a necessary platform for Adam to reveal and reflect upon God’s virtues
consciously.

This interpretation generates two questions, both of which lead us to the content of the
following chapter. The first question: Is Vos’s interpretation of the meaning of the covenant of
works sufficiently theological? Put differently, Vos’s reasoning from human beings’ conscious
demonstration and reflection upon divine attributes as the best way to glorify God to the
necessity of the covenant of works as an embodiment of the natural-Spiritual trajectory is
more an anthropological, or doxological, interpretation of the covenant of works, instead of
theological. Our questioning of Vos’s interpretation is not unnecessarily demanding but is
based on Vos’s own intention to underscore the theological significance of the pactum salutis.
According to Vos, the Lutheran doctrine of justification, aimed at securing peace and stability
for a restless conscience which finds no tranquility in Rome’s doctrine of salvation by works,
has “not a purely theological, but a partly anthropological motif.”1?* In contrast, “the doctrine
of the covenant has found its genuinely theological rest point” in the pactum salutis.}?> Vos
explains that “only when it becomes plain how it is rooted, not in something that did not
come into existence until creation, but in God s being itself, only then has this rest point been
reached and only then can the covenant idea be thought of theologically.”1%6 Accordingly, by
a genuinely theological doctrine, Vos means that it finds its ultimate explanation in God’s
being rather than anything created. Following this standard, Vos’s interpretation of the
significance of the natural-Spiritual trajectory is not sufficiently theological because it hinges

upon the created Adam’s demonstration and reflection of divine attributes. Be it

124 DCRT/SW, 246.
125 1bid., 247. Emphasis added.
126 Tbid. Emphasis added.
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anthropological or doxological, it is not theological as long as the trajectory does not derive
from God’s being, according to Vos’s own standard.

This first question naturally leads to the second: How can the covenant of works be
incorporated into Vos’s supralapsarianism? If Vos’s doctrine of the covenant of works
embodies the shape of his eschatology, and if we can incorporate the covenant into his
supralapsarianism, then Vos’s supralapsarianism could potentially offer a sufficiently
theological explanation of the shape of his eschatology. As previously mentioned, a subtle yet
significant flaw in the lapsarian debate is the lack of incorporation of the covenant of works,
to the extent that the discussion of the permission of the fall has often replaced this doctrine.
Vos is not an exception to this pitfall. Furthermore, without the covenant of works, the
pactum salutis, which presupposes the fall, lacks a soteriological prerequisite. Vos’s difficulty
in articulating the logical connection between supralapsarianism and the pactum salutis
reflects his oversight in incorporating the covenant of works into his supralapsarianism. The
incorporation requires a theological rationale for the key elements of the covenant of works
that are derived from divine foreknowledge.

To elaborate, Vos’s doctrine of divine foreknowledge sets the fundamental tone that
the relationship between God and his people is a loving one. Based on this relationship, Vos
asserts, without explaining, that this divine love carries an impulse to save. On the one hand,
this assertion is generally true: if the object of divine love is fallen, then God’s love naturally
proceeds as salvation. On the other hand, this assertion does not explain the logical
connection between divine foreknowledge and the need for a covenant of works. If the fall
occurred within the context of the covenant of works, what requires explanation is not
primarily that divine foreknowledge intends to save when necessary, but rather that divine
foreknowledge entails the covenant of works. This covenant explains both the fall and the

nature of the salvation that is required.
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Furthermore, according to Vos, while salvation does not exhaust the meaning of
election, election does have sin in view. Therefore, another aspect of incorporating the
covenant of works into Vos’s supralapsarianism is to provide a proper context for the doctrine
of election. Between the first step of election—divine foreknowledge—and the actual
election, which is primarily a relationship concept but with redemption in view, we need a
middle step—the covenant of works—that connects the two. This middle step might also
reveal the missing link between supralapsarianism and the pactum salutis, a connection that
Vos admits he struggles to articulate. Addressing this gap is the task of the following and final
chapter of this thesis.

Chapter Conclusion

This chapter has explored the foundational connection between Vos’s supralapsarianism and
the distributiveness of eschatology within his theological framework. We have argued that
Vos’s supralapsarianism, with its starting point in divine foreknowledge understood as
eternal, fatherly love, aligns with centrality of eschatology in his theology. This
understanding secures the distributiveness of eschatology by emphasizing communion with
God as both the goal and the essence of religion throughout redemptive history.

However, while Vos’s supralapsarianism underscores the distributiveness of
eschatology, it falls short of explaining the exact shape of that eschatology. His theology
leaves unanswered the question of why a natural creation, as opposed to an immediate
Spiritual one, was chosen as the starting point. This gap reveals the need for further
exploration of the logical connection between supralapsarianism, the covenant of works, and
the pactum salutis, which Vos himself acknowledges as a challenge.

This chapter concludes by suggesting that incorporating the covenant of works into
Vos’s supralapsarian framework may offer a more robust theological explanation for the

shape of his eschatology. In light of Vos’s insight into the dynamic between divine attributes
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and decrees, the final chapter will aim to develop the connection from divine foreknowledge

to the covenant of works, and to the eventual redemptive history that unfolds from it.
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Part III: Eschatology in the Category of Theologia Ectypa Simpliciter

In Part I, we studied the distributiveness of eschatology in theologia ectypa secundum quid in
subiectis in Vos’s theology. To recapitulate, eschatology in protology suggests the natural -
Spiritual trajectory embedded in creation. After the fall and before the historical work of
Christ, eschatology in the OT era became a twofold conception, with the soteriological aspect
construing eschatology as the philosophy of redemptive history and revelation and the non-
soteriological aspect construing the Mosaic theocracy as a symbol and type of the
consummated kingdom of God. As the outworking of the pactum salutis symbolized by the
OT ritual laws, the covenant of grace has Christology at its core. Vos’s Christology strongly
emphasizes Christ’s priesthood, which is essentially an eschatological concept, as Vos argues
that the defining element of the priesthood is to bring near to God. After the ascension of
Christ, the Spirit, as the eschatological substratum, fosters a union with the resurrected and
ascended Christ, enabling an already effective eschatological, Spiritual communion with
God. In short, according to Vos, eschatology in theologia ectypa secundum quid in subiectics
is a distributive doctrine that permeates other doctrinal /oci.

After arguing for the distributive nature and the natural-Spiritual trajectory of Vos’s
eschatology in theologia ectypa secundum quid in subiectis in Part I, Part II/Chapter Five
moved on to explore to what extent Vos’s supralapsarianism, that is, theologia ectypa
secundum quid in se, provides the foundation for the distributiveness and shape of his
eschatology in theologia ectypa secundum quid in subiectis. Given Vos’s construal of divine
foreknowledge as the first logical step of election, we argued that Vos’s supralapsarianism
supports the primacy of eschatology in his theology because this loving communion with
God as the beginning and telos of God-human relationship determines the meaning of other

doctrinal /oci in between. However, due to the lack of the incorporation of the covenant of
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works, Vos’s supralapsarianism does not explain the specific shape of his eschatology from
the natural to the Spiritual.

Therefore, this section aims to delve one layer deeper—to advance from theologia
ectypa secundum quid in se to theologia ectypa simpliciter. Ultimately, we intend to present a
potential framework for a Vosian theological eschatology that is rooted in theologia ectypa
simpliciter, nurtured in theologia ectypa secundum quid in se, and actualized in theologia
ectypa secundum quid in subiectis. Underpinning this movement is the inseparable
correlation between divine attributes, manifested in various ways both in naturae opera and
gratiae opera, and divine decrees.! Vos unambiguously posits that “the doctrine of creation
forms the basis of the doctrine of revelation.”? In other words, the very act of creation is
revelational because God, in the self-conscious and free act of creation, “cannot desire to do
anything other than to reveal Himself directly in an unmistakable way to the world thus
created.”® Furthermore, moving from the general revelation in naturae opera, we turn to a
richer, fuller manifestation of divine attributes in gratiae opera. The exhibition of divine love,
mercy, justice, holiness, and power, to name a few, in redemption is beyond dispute in Vos’s
theology.

However, what currently lacks scholarly attention is not merely the fact that both
nature and redemptive history unveil divine attributes, nor how a particular divine attribute is
disclosed in a specific aspect of redemption. Rather, what remains understudied is how these
divine attributes shape the trajectory of redemptive history with a distinct eschatological
orientation. We are, therefore, not arguing for the obvious—that the divine attributes of God
are revealed in nature and grace. Instead, we argue that these divine attributes do not merely

act as a passive backdrop but actively determine and shape the structure and progression of

! Here, we focus our examination on Vos’s theology; otherwise the topic would be too sophesticated to
handle in a thesis chapter aims to do constructive theology.

2 GD1:160; RD 1:160.

8 GD1:160; RD 1:159.
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redemptive history. We focus on this critical influence, demonstrating how God’s attributes
have moulded redemptive history, eschatologically guiding it towards its divinely appointed

telos.
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Chapter Six: Divine Attributes and Divine Decrees: How Theologia Ectypa
Simpliciter Determines the Shape of Vos’s Eschatology

Introduction

Two essential clarifications are necessary before we delve into the actual discussion. First, the
dynamic interplay between divine attributes and decrees, and the sequence of decrees that
follows, is strictly logical and serves only for the purpose of articulation—it is not temporal.
As Chapter Four mentions, Vos—in sharp contrast to theologians such as Fesko—treats the
ordo salutis considering both logical and temporal order. After all, if the ordo salutis is the
work of the Spirit in time, then conceptualizing a purely logical order with no temporal
sequence becomes challenging. However, the case of divine decrees is entirely different.
When we examine the interplay between divine attributes and decrees and the generation of
additional decrees as a result, we do not suggest that, in the divine mind, God forms the ideas
of decrees sequentially. Even the logical sequence falls short of describing the dynamic
because God’s knowing and willing are non-discursive. However, as long as Vos’s insights
align with the Reformed tradition—that divine decrees find a rational ground and motivation

in divine attributes—our attempt to construct the dynamic is feasible.
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Second, the constructive reflection in this chapter does not aim to solve the problem
of evil.* In dealing with this problem, Vos consciously preserves its mysterious nature.®> For
Vos, the mystery of this issue i1s twofold. First, it is inscrutable how God can will something
that contradicts his nature. Second, it is equally unfathomable how the perfect, albeit not yet
confirmed, Adam could fall.® Occasionally, he seems to present a divine glory theodicy, i.e.,
the existence of sin and evil is for the maximized manifestation of divine glory.” Even his
supralapsarianism might be misinterpreted in this manner—the purpose of sin and evil is for
the manifestation of divine glory—such that the existence of evil is no longer a mystery.
However, careful reflection on this issue suggests otherwise. It remains a mystery how a
benevolent God would decree something that contradicts his attributes to manifest them. It is
also unclear how the holy Adam would fall instead of keeping the divine commandment.
These two problems cannot, and are not intended to be, solved by this constructive study. The
interplay between divine attributes and divine decree will highlight this mystery even more,

rather than solve it.

4 In simplest terms, the problem of evil examines the apparent contradiction between the existence of
evil and suffering in the world and the belief in a benevolent, omnipotent, and omniscient God. There are
various attempts to solve this problem, at least partially, for example, Alvin Plantinga’s free will defense,
according to which even an omnipotent God could not create a world where free beings always choose good, see
Alvin Plantiga, God, Freedom, and Evil (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1974), John Hick’s soul-making
theodicy (in line with Irenaeus’s theodicy), according to which experiencing evil and suffering is necessary for
spiritual and moral growth of createdly imperfect human beings into the likeness of God, see John Hick, Evil
and the God of Love (New York: Harper & Row, 1966), and Eleonore Stump’s argument on the compatibility of
suffering and love, see Eleonore Stump, Wandering in Darkness: Narrative and the Problem of Suffering
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2010).

What has been done in the Reformed tradition to attempt to release the tension a bit is by distinguishing
divine will into different categories. For a comprehensive study on this topic, see, for example, Richard A.
Muller, Post-Reformation Reformed Dogmatics: The Rise and Development of Reformed Orthodoxy, ca. 1520 to
ca. 1725, vol. 3, The Divine Essence and Attributes (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2003), 432-75,
hereafter cited as PRRD. Vos distinguishes between God’s active will and permissive will, which is in line with
Muller’s category of voluntas efficiens sive effectiva and voluntas permittens sive permissiva. According to Vos,
God’s permissive will applies to sin and evil in the sense that God does not actively ordain evil. However, Vos
immediately qualifies that God’s permissive will is not inactive. See GD 1:128. In short, for Vos, we cannot
explain fully God’s permissive decree of sin. See GD 1:93.

5 See, for example, GD 11:46, 51, and 58; RD 2:43, 49, and 56.

6 GD1:86; RD 1:88.

" DCRT/SW, 243-248.
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Having established these two clarifications, we are now ready to outline the structure
of this final chapter, which aims to offer a more nuanced understanding of the trajectory of
Vos’s theological eschatology. The first section will briefly examine Vos’s doctrine of divine
attributes and decrees, focusing on their interplay. In essence, divine attributes form the
foundation upon which divine decrees interact with each other. The second section will
constructively argue how this dynamic extends specifically from divine foreknowledge to the
pactum salutis, traversing through the Trinity and the shape of divine foreknowledge,
holiness and the decree of the probation for consecration, wisdom and the permission of the
fall, as well as mercy, justice, and the pactum salutis. This constructive analysis essentially
represents a modest attempt to articulate a point that Vos hinted at but never fully
developed—the causal nexus between supralapsarianism and the pactum salutis 2

1. The Dynamic between Divine Attributes and Divine Decrees
This section expounds on Vos’s doctrine of divine attributes and decrees and the relationship
between the two to lay a conceptual and structural foundation for the following section.
Although Vos was clear that divine attributes and decrees are closely related, he did not
elaborate on the relationship between the two. He argued for the unity and diversity of both
divine attributes and decrees yet fell short in presenting a nuanced dynamic that moves from
the unity of the former to the unity of the latter. This section suggests that an alternative and
more nuanced route that begins with the unity of divine attributes, unfolds according to the
dynamic between divine attributes and decrees, and concludes with the unity of divine
decrees is possible.

We actually observe this idea in Vos’s analysis of divine decrees. He argues that God’s

decree is one as a direct result of the simplicity of God.? One viable interpretation of Vos’s

8 Vos to B. B. Warfield, 7 July 1891, in Letters, 162.
9 GD1:80; RD 1:82.
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argument pivots on the connection between God’s simple nature and the unified, singular, and
indivisible nature of the divine decree; if God is not composed of parts, then neither is his
decree.1 While this interpretation is plausible, we can also interpret Vos’s argument from a
more dynamic perspective that aligns with his previous assertion that divine decrees result
from the dynamics between divine attributes and decrees.

In the context of GD I, Vos’s argument about the simplicity of God leading to the
oneness of the divine decree follows his exploration of the interaction between divine
attributes and decrees. This sequential presentation introduces an intermediary step between
divine simplicity and the oneness of the divine decree, which is the correlation between the
distinguishable divine attributes and the corresponding divine decrees.!!

A. Vos on Divine Attributes
This subsection demonstrates that a proper comprehension of the diversity of divine attributes
requires interpreting them within the framework of theologia ectypa secundum quid in se.
Vos’s emphasis on the unity and distinctness of divine attributes shows that they are not
understood in isolation but in relation to God’s decrees. These attributes both inform and
shape the decrees, manifesting in God’s unified and indivisible purpose. Thus, the decrees are
guided by the harmonious interaction of God’s attributes, through which a coherent and
unified trajectory for God’s actions throughout history is formed.

Vos characterizes divine attributes as “the revealed being of God himself insofar as it
is made known to us under certain circumstances.”? Vos articulates both the unity and the
distinctness of divine attributes. Concerning unity, Vos posits that existence and attributes are

intimately linked in humans and even more so in God due to the principle of divine

10 To clarify, we will never fully comprehend God’s knowing and executing mechanism regarding his
decree. Thus, this exploration remains within the realm of theologia ectypa, based on what God has revealed
about himself.

11 We will examine Vos’s definitions of these terms soon.

12 GD1:6; RD 1:4.
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simplicity, which he elucidates as “that attribute of God whereby He is free of all composition
and distinction.”'3 The unity of attributes emphasizes this divine simplicity, suggesting that
the divine nature is indivisible. Furthermore, the association between divine simplicity and
the unity of attributes suggests that the latter’s interpretation hinges on theologia ectypa
simpliciter. In other words, God’s simple nature offers a comprehensive explanation for the
unity of these attributes. Succinctly put, divine attributes unite in their essence as “the
revealed being of God Himself.”14

Unlike unity, diversity conveys the complexity that becomes apparent when God’s
elementary nature unfolds. It is vital to acknowledge that this unveiled complexity does not
negate divine simplicity. On the contrary, it signifies how divine simplicity appears when
manifested. The undivided divine essence, upon revelation, inevitably portrays a depth and
variety often described as complexity.®

While the unity of attributes aligns with the interpretative principle of theologia
ectypa simpliciter, diversity resonates with theologia ectypa secundum quid in subiects.
Reflect on Vos’s definition: divine attributes are “the revealed being of God Himself insofar
as it is made known to us under certain circumstances.”'® Without God revealing his
attributes under specific conditions, our understanding of them would remain limited.
Moreover, if God’s revelation corresponds to divine decrees, then the decrees as theologia
ectypa secundum quid in se frame the presentation of the diverse divine attributes. Yet, it
remains ambiguous whether these attributes influence decrees and, if they do, how.

Additionally, if the actualization of decrees manifests the diversity of attributes and these

B GDI1:10; RD 1:9.

14 GD1:6; RD 1:4.

15 For more on the relationship between divine simplicity and revealed complexity, see, for example, B.
A. Bosserman, The Trinity and the Vindication of Christian Paradox: An Interpretation and Refinement of the
Theological Apologetic of Cornelius Van Til (Cambridge: James Clarke, 2014).

16 GD1:6; RD 1:4.
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attributes maintain unity, one must question whether the decrees possess unity and, if so,
where its foundation lies.

B. Vos on Divine Decrees
A proper exploration of these concerns necessitates an examination of Vos’s interpretation of
divine decrees. Vos describes divine decrees as “the free determination of His rational will
concerning everything outside Him that will be and how it will function.”” Viewed as both
the act of decreeing externally and the entity decreed through divine intention, divine decrees
sit within the category of theologia ectypa secundum quid in se. These decrees are not as
essential as God himself, nor as transient as created entities. The deliberations of the previous
chapter primarily center on his doctrinal /ocus. Of Vos’s expressions concerning divine
decrees, what is most relevant to our study is his emphasis on the divine freedom of
decreeing and the timelessness of divine decrees.

In accentuating the freedom in God’s decreeing process, Vos simultaneously points
out the non-arbitrary essence of this freedom. For Vos, absolute arbitrariness is an
imperfection.'® He suggests, “the freedom of God in His decree is utterly unlimited and
stands under no other rule than that of His own glorious virtues that form His being itself.”°
The proposition that a divine decree should align with divine attributes does not diminish the
freedom involved in decreeing. Vos believes the act, though guided by divine attributes,
remains autonomous since “there is something in his very being that impels him to his
actions.” Rather than the divine will passively conforming to the attributes, these attributes
steer the will “as a living organism from within.”?! Hence, the link between divine attributes

and decrees emerges organically, not through stringent regulation.

7 GD1:89; RD 1:91.
18 GD1:76; RD 1:78.
¥ GDI.75; RD 1:78.
20 GD1:85; RD 1:87.
21 1bid.; my translation.
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The notion of the eternity of divine decrees and its impact on our exploration into the
interplay between divine attributes and decrees is complex. Notably, a significant portion of
Vos’s commentary on the decree’s eternity is not about eternity but God’s freedom in
orchestrating means to a designated end. Within this disproportion in emphasis lies Vos’s
strong belief in the interaction between means and ends in divine decrees. He posits that
divine decrees are eternal “in the strictest sense of the word.”?2 This stringent eternity
suggests an absence of temporal succession within various facets of God’s decrees, meaning
in terms of these decrees, the means do not predate the end.?

Consequently, the end does not inherently supersede the means within divine decrees.
When God wills an outcome, He is not bound to will the mechanisms leading to that result.?*
Vos notes, “God causes the means completely freely.”?> By asserting this profound freedom,
Vos does not deny the logical coherence between means and end but emphasizes that external
norms or laws do not restrain God.?® Hence, no specific end demands corresponding means in
alignment with natural laws or logical entailments.

However, while refuting both the temporal progression from means to end and the
logical transition from end to means, Vos remains steadfast in saying that “there is certainly
an order in the decree of God.”?’ In Vos’s perspective, this order emerges from the
interrelation between divine attributes and decrees, a topic we will delve into now.

C. Vos on the Dynamic between Divine Attributes and Decrees
This current exploration of the dynamic between divine attributes and decrees is pivotal. Not

only does it provide a bridge between our previous discussions on divine attributes and

22 GD1:79; RD 1:81.

23 Vos refers to passages such as Eph 3:11, Acts 15:18, 2 Tim 1:9, 1 Cor 2:7, and 1 Peter 1:20, among
others, to support his argument.

24 Tbid.

25 Tbid.

26 Tbid.

27 Tbid.
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decrees, but it also forms the foundation upon which our subsequent section is constructed.
Given its centrality to the following arguments, we will quote and analyze Vos’s texts with
particular care and precision. By understanding this dynamic in depth, readers will be better
positioned to appreciate the intricate connections in the concrete dynamics we will tackle in
the subsequent section.

Crucially, Vos remarks that “Only insofar as God’s attributes come into contact with
things is one decree tied to another or involved in the other.”?® In this statement, Vos
introduces two interrelations: the interaction of God’s attributes with things and the
correlation between God’s decrees. What Vos implies is that when God’s attributes—such as
righteousness, justice, or mercy—interact with the content or outcomes of his decrees, this
interaction necessitates a new decree that is intrinsically connected to a prior one.

An example provided by Vos clarifies this somewhat abstract concept. He explains,
“if God determines to permit sin, necessarily tied to that is that there shall be punishment for
sin, for His righteousness demands that.”?° In this context, de dingen does not refer to
tangible objects in reality, but rather to the specific elements or content of divine decrees. The
emergence of divine judgment is not merely an arbitrary decision but is a necessary outcome
because of the interaction between God’s attribute of righteousness and his decree to permit
sin. Essentially, Vos is articulating that one decree is related to another when God’s attributes
engage with the specific content of his decrees. This interaction between attributes and
decrees creates a necessary link between them, demonstrating how God’s sovereign decisions
are interconnected in a coherent and logical manner.

Vos’s depiction of the relation between divine attributes and decrees and the resultant

links between various decrees upholds God’s sovereignty and freedom. It also underscores

28 GDI:79; RD 1:82.
29 Tbid.
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the unity of decrees and the underlying logic of this unity. Synthesizing his observations on
this dynamic, Vos asserts that the relationship between means and end in divine decrees
comprises both “an order of free dependence” and “an order of necessary connection.” In
the former, “means and ends are freely conjoined.”3! This autonomous interrelation of means
to end underscores God’s sovereignty and freedom, as he is not confined by any natural or
logical constraints. In the latter, “where the unchangeable attributes of God affect things
decreed and cause new decrees, as it were, to originate.”3? Vos astutely suggests that divine
attributes are not reactionary or contingent on decrees. Rather, they serve a foundational
purpose, shaping and structuring decrees. They influence the decreed matters by delineating
their logical outcomes, resulting in subsequent decrees. Hence, Vos’s insights into the
interplay between divine attributes and decrees offer a coherent framework for analyzing the
diversity and unity within divine decrees.

D. Conclusion
Vos’s theological deliberations, as evidenced by his discourse on the relationship between
divine attributes and decrees, are indeed profound. It is apparent from our analysis that his
eschatological stance is rooted in divine foreknowledge. Furthermore, the progression of his
eschatological perspective mirrors a dynamic that transitions from this divine foreknowledge
to the pactum salutis.

What remains puzzling and worthy of further inquiry is Vos’s lack of a more explicit
and detailed discussion of this transition. Given his profound insights into the interaction
between divine decrees and the broader theological framework, a deeper exploration of its
implications for eschatology would have been enlightening. In light of this omission, this

chapter is faced with a compelling task: to extrapolate from Vos’s work and address the gaps
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in his eschatological framework. The following section of this thesis takes up this challenge,
building on Vos’s insights while venturing into unexplored areas to further develop and refine
his eschatological vision.

2. Revisiting Supralapsarianism and the Shape of Vos’s Eschatology in the Light of
Divine Attributes

Vos’s supralapsarianism posits God’s decree of creation and permission of the fall as
instrumental to the supreme objective—glorifying God through divine justice and mercy.
Consequently, any examination of the interaction between divine attributes and decrees
should commence with the decree of election. However, it warrants emphasis that the
ultimate objective—God’s glorification—does not necessarily dictate the employment of
specific means. As Vos proposes, God is not bound to will particular means to achieve a
specified end. Thus, it would be a misstatement to assert that God could only glorify his name
through election. However, once the decision of election was made, subsequent decrees
evolved, bound by a necessary interconnection. In short, this section aims to fill the gap that
Vos left between the beginning of election—divine foreknowledge—and the end of election—
election into Christ with Vos’s idea on the dynamic between divine attributes and decrees.

A. Divine Foreknowledge: The Exhaustively Personal God and the Personal-
distinguishing Character in Election, Creation, and the Fall

Vos’s supralapsarianism begins with the doctrine of election, which in turn begins with divine
foreknowledge. Correspondingly, our construction begins with divine foreknowledge in
examining its personal and eschatological nature. Then, we will explore how this
foreknowledge, in dynamic contact with divine attributes, leads to the generation of other
divine decrees in the following subsections.

To facilitate our argument, we first reiterate some critical points on divine
foreknowledge discussed in the preceding chapter. First, while scientia Dei is often classified

under the rubric of divine attributes as intellectual attributes of God, scientia libera, as the
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aspect of God’s knowledge concerning his free will in decreeing what will come to pass, lies
more in the realm of decretum Dei.®® In short, divine free will, free knowledge, and decrees
are coterminous concerning their content as knowable objects. Second, as a subset of scientia
libera, foreknowledge, in its history of reception, refers to God’s knowledge of future
contingencies. The fact that future contingencies are the results of the divine decree does not
negate their contingent nature, as WCF states that in God’s decree, the liberty or contingency
of second causes is not taken away but rather established.3* Third, according to Vos’s biblical
analysis, divine foreknowledge, rather than being a broad understanding of God’s knowledge
of future contingencies, is more accurately linked to the doctrine of election. It refers to a
divine act of love where God, since eternity, is engrossed in knowing and contemplating his
beloved.

Assuming this recapitulation, our inquiry positions divine foreknowledge as the initial
logical step of election within the realm of free dependence, while also embodying God’s
personal nature. To borrow Vos’s words, “only insofar as God’s attributes come into contact
with things is one decree tied to another or involved in the other.”3 Situated as the logically
primary decree, divine foreknowledge is not a byproduct of the dynamics between divine
attributes and the objects of the decree. Herein, the freedom of God finds its most
conspicuous demonstration. It is not that divine foreknowledge is a necessary result of
applying a specific divine attribute upon divine free will; instead, God exhibits freedom in
ordaining means to glorify his name. In this sense, divine foreknowledge, as understood in

the Vosian frame, is not mandated by divine attributes.

33 For a more comprehensive historical and theolgoical study on the Reformed doctrine of divine
knowledge during the period of Reformed orthodoxy, see Muller, PRRD, 397—-432. For a specific focus on
divine foreknowledge, see 402—405.

34 WCF, 3.1.

3 GD1:79; RD 1:82.
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Yet, this liberty in ordaining means does not separate them from divine attributes. In
divine foreknowledge, there is an unmistakable imprint of divine will, reflecting God’s
personal nature and his intention for communion with the beloved. The personal nature of
God, in this regard, does not bind or dictate the content of the decree but rather provides it
with a shape or direction. The divine will is not compelled but chooses freely, per its inherent
nature and perfect knowledge, to set the stage for the complex unfolding of decrees that will
follow.

B. The Ontological Trinity and the Shape of Divine Foreknowledge

Given the first decree—divine foreknowledge—and Vos’s idea of the interconnectedness
between divine attributes and decrees, we may argue that this divine foreknowledge, as God’s
fatherly love, is shaped by the trinitarian nature of God. Here, we need to guard against two
extremes. The first is a Platonic view, which suggests that in the divine mind, there are
universals but no particulars. Applied to our discussion, this would mean that the object of
divine foreknowledge is abstract, generic humanity, rather than particular individuals. The
second is an atomistic view, which suggests that the object of divine foreknowledge consists
only of discrete individuals. God’s trinitarian nature suggests a more plausible alternative to
these two extremes. Vos hints at this alternative in Adam’s representative role in the covenant
of works, suggesting that the ultimate foundation of this representation lies in the ontological
Trinity. We will apply this representational principle, further developed by Cornelius Van Til,
to Vos’s doctrine of divine foreknowledge, arguing that divine foreknowledge is centered on
Adam as the concrete universal. This understanding of divine foreknowledge provides a
theological rationale for why the covenant of works is made specifically with Adam.

In examining the principle and legitimacy of Adam’s representative role within the
covenant of works, Vos proposes that “the ultimate legal ground for this representation in

Adam... has an archetypical example in the economy of the divine persons, in which the one
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person appears representatively for the others.”3® The term “archetypical example” does not
invoke the domain of archetypal theology, i.e., the understanding of God in himself,
independent of His decrees. Instead, it indicates the groundwork for Adam’s representability,
specifically tied to the economy of the divine persons.

Vos clarifies that he does not suggest a direct equivalency between the interplay of the
divine persons and Adam’s representative capacity. Instead, the template for Adam’s
representability is rooted in the economic interrelationships of the divine persons. Whenever
Vos invokes the economy in reference to God, he is denoting opera ad extra, encompassing
either the broader aspect of God’s work in creation and providence or the narrower aspect
focusing on God’s redemptive actions.®” Therefore, Adam’s representative role is rooted in
theologia ectypa secundum quid in se.

Vos did not explain why he locates the foundation of Adam’s representability in the
mutual representation of divine persons in the economy in GD II, where he discusses the
covenant of works. Yet his trinitarian theology in GD I provides a possible explanation.
Simply put, opera ad extra belong to the whole being of God. It does not mean there is no
distinction of roles for the persons of the Trinity. In both creation and redemption, while each
person has a unique task, they, in a sense, work together representatively. For example, in the
economy of redemption, the Father represents the three in election, the Son represents the
three in accomplishing redemption, and the Spirit represents the three in applying redemption
in an eschatological and cosmic manner.

In contrast, “the persons of the Trinity exist distinct from each other” in opera ad
intra.®® This opera ad intra contains only three aspects as far as revelation goes: “the

begetting and spirating of the Father, for the Son, being begotten and spirating, for the Spirit

36 GD 11:35; RD 2:33.
37 See, for example, GD 1:48-49; RD 1:48-49,
38 GD1:48; RD 1:48.
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being spirated.”® In these three aspects, the three persons do not represent each other but
operate distinctly. For example, the Father does not represent the Son in begetting the Son or
in spirating the Spirit. Instead, it is the being begotten that distinguishes the Son from the
Father.

However, given Vos’s statement that “the order of working points us back to the order
of existence,” one wonders whether he could go one step further in securing Adam’s
representative role in theologia ectypa simpliciter.** While in opera ad intra the three persons
of the Trinity are definitively distinguished—where the Father begets, the Son is begotten,
and the Spirit is spirated—this opera ad intra also provides the ontological foundation for
representability in opera ad extra. In other words, the Father’s representative role in the plan
of salvation not only reflects his primacy in order, but the possibility of this representation is
grounded in the eternal mode of divine existence—generation and spiration—enabling the
Father to represent the Son and the Spirit. This mutual representation within the Godhead
hints at a deeper concept of exhaustive representation between the persons of the Trinity, an
idea Vos touches upon but does not fully develop. It is here that Cornelius Van Til takes the
next step, expanding on this notion and naming it the “representational principle.”*!

The foundation of this principle is “the fact that the Trinity exists in the form of a
mutually exhaustive representation of the three Persons that constitute it.”*2 Van Til’s
emphasis on “the idea of exhaustion” is crucial.*® In this understanding, not only “the persons
of the Godhead are mutually exhaustive of one another, [but also] the essence of the

Godhead” is “absolute personality” because each divine person represents the divine nature

39 Tbid.

40 GD 1:49; RD 1:49.

41 Cornelius Van Til, 4 Survey of Christian Epistemology (Phillipsburg, PA: P&R Publishing, 1969),
78-79, 96-98.

42 Ibid., 96. Emphasis added.

43 Tbid.
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exhaustively.* Therefore, Van Til suggests that “the whole being of God, if we may in all
reverence say so, is built upon the representational plan, it was impossible for God to create
except upon the representational plan.”*® Apparently, in addition to the trinitarian
representational principle within the Godhead, Van Til ventures to argue that the whole
creation is grounded upon a representational principle. According to him, “reality [must] be
interpreted in exclusively eternal categories inasmuch as the source of diversity lies in the
Trinity itself and could never be found in a sense world beyond God. Hence the problem of
the one and the many, of the universal and the particular... must be solved by an exclusive
reference to the Trinity.”*® Van Til’s extrapolation from the representational principle in the
Trinity to the one-and-many problem in creation is crucial for our exploration

Simply put, “the One-and-Many problem” is the problem “to find unity in the midst
of the plurality of things.”*’ His solution to the One-and-Many problem is to regard the triune
God as the concrete universal.*® He indicates that “in God’s being there are no particulars not
related to the universal and there is nothing universal that is not fully expressed in the
particulars.”® This is a natural conclusion of Van Til’s representational principle: “the Trinity
exists in the form of a mutually exhaustive representation of the three Persons that constitute

it.”® That is, if each person exhaustively represents the ontological Trinity, who exhaustively

44 Cornelius Van Til, An Introduction to Systematic Theology (Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R Publishing, 1979),
219-20.

45 Van Til, Survey, 78.

46 Tbid., 96..

47 Van Til, The Defense of the Faith (Philadelphia, PA: P&R, 1955), 42. For a systematic study on Van
Til’s trinitarian theology, see Lane G. Tipton, The Trinitarian Theology of Cornelius Van Til (Libertyville, IL:
Reformed Forum, 2022); especially 131-58 on the representational principle.

48 Concrete universal is a notion in idealist philosophy that describes reality as an interconnected
whole, rather than as a collection of discrete, unrelated particulars. The concrete universal is not a generalization
or abstraction from particulars, but rather a kind of reality in which particulars exist and derive their identity. It
is concrete because it encompasses the fullness of reality, including all its particulars, and it is universal because
it provides the unity or wholeness that brings all these particulars together. For more on the notion of concrete
universal, see, for example, F. H. Bradley, Appearance and Reality: A Metaphysical Essay (London: Swan
Sonnenschein, 1893) and Bernard Bosanquet, The Principle of Individuality and Value: The Gifford Lectures for
1911, delivered in Edinburgh University (London: Macmillan, 1912).

49 Van Til, The Defense, 43.

50 Van Til, Survey, 96.
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expresses himself in each person, then the ontological Trinity is the ultimate concrete
universal. While maintaining distinct roles, each of the three persons of the Trinity exists in
an intricate and inexhaustible representation of the whole. Therefore, they collectively form a
concrete universal that escapes the limitations of abstract universalism and atomistic
individualism. By attributing God’s exhaustive representation in each divine person, Van Til
demonstrates that no element of God’s being is detached or abstracted from his wholeness
while still accommodating the multiplicity of divine persons.

Van Til’s representational principle provides a unique yet significant perspective on
construing Vos’s doctrine of divine foreknowledge. Within this framework, Adam personifies
the concrete universal. In the divine decree, he serves as the pivot point of God’s fatherly love
for humanity. Adam’s role is both universal—representing all divine-human interactions—
and particular—as Adam himself is an individual within the divine counsel. The concrete
universal principle, primarily rooted in the ontological Trinity, is embodied in Adam within
the eternal decree of God. To paraphrase Van Til, in God’s fatherly love, there are no discrete
individuals unrelated to the universal Adam, and there is no universal humanity that is not
fully expressed in the concrete Adam.

C. Divine Holiness and the Decree of the Probation of Consecration (the Covenant of
Works)

Building upon the framework of the concrete universal within the context of divine
foreknowledge, as expressed through God’s eternal love, we now consider how divine
holiness informs this discussion. This subsection aims to demonstrate that while the
ontological Trinity provides the metaphysical form of divine foreknowledge, as understood in
Vos’s theology, it is divine holiness, when intersecting with divine foreknowledge, that
determines the historical manifestation of this eternal, fatherly love as the covenant of works.
However, before we investigate the interconnectedness between divine holiness and

the decree of the probation of consecration, it is necessary to clarify the rationale behind our
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choice of divine holiness at this juncture: Why do we select divine holiness as the attribute
that interacts with divine foreknowledge in generating new decrees?

The answer lies in the specific goal of our exploration and the nature of divine
holiness. First, regarding the goal of our exploration, as previously mentioned, this
constructive section represents a modest attempt to articulate a point that Vos hinted at but
never fully developed: the causality between supralapsarianism and the pactum salutis.
Proceeding from the premise that divine foreknowledge takes the form of Adam as the
concrete universal, we seek a divine attribute that can justify the probation in Eden. Once the
rationale for the probation is established, we can further explore the dynamic between divine
attributes and decrees regarding the fall and the pactum salutis. In this way, we can maintain
our focus on the election into Christ, while still giving due attention to Adam’s historical
significance from a decretal perspective. With this objective in mind, we will demonstrate
that divine holiness suits this task well. Second, regarding the nature of divine holiness, we
will see that this attribute is logically the most fundamental regarding the creator-creature
distinction. It is the first divine attribute Vos elaborates, among others. Hence, once divine
foreknowledge is in order, divine holiness is the first attribute to consider regarding the
relationship between God and the ones he predestined to have communion with.

According to Vos, divine holiness is the attribute of God by which “He seeks and
loves Himself as the highest good and demands as reasonable goodness from the creature to
be consecrated to Him.”! Two points are worth noting here. First, divine holiness is a unique
attribute because it refers to God’s love of himself as the highest good. In this sense, holiness
is closest to the remaining rational attributes, such as love, grace, and mercy.*? Assuming this

construal, Vos would affirm Muller’s remark that “God’s holiness is in a sense the foundation
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of all his other virtues or ‘excellencies’ insofar as God must be characterized by this sacred
self-regard or reflexive purity if he is to be perfect in wisdom, power, justice, and mercy and
if he is to be properly regarded by his creation.””>® Therefore, second, this uniqueness of
divine holiness necessitates its direction of our attention to “the ultimacy of God both in
himself, separate from the world, and in his most intimate relationship to the world.”%
Consequently, divine holiness is the overarching attribute that must come into contact with
God’s decree from the outset. More specifically, this ultimacy of God in his relationship with
the world entails that “He claims everything for Himself and makes it subservient to His
purposes, sets it apart, hallows it.”>® In the communion relationship in divine foreknowledge,
the entire human race, and Adam as the concrete universal specifically, are supposed to be
consecrated to God.

Consequently, a probation of consecration in a representative manner is in order. On
the corresponding historical level, this probation finds its most natural implementation in the
creation of Adam as the mutable concrete universal who is ready to enter the covenant of
works. To articulate further, Adam, as the representative of all humanity, is established as a
mutable being, capable of either obedience or disobedience. This probation is essential for
expressing the fullness of divine holiness, as it provides the space for humanity, through
Adam, to freely dedicate themselves to God and thus reflect divine holiness. In the context of
the divine decree, the probation of consecration affirms the active role of divine holiness in
shaping the conditions of God’s covenant with humanity. The probation is not simply an
arbitrary trial but a direct manifestation of the dynamic between divine foreknowledge and
holiness.

D. Divine Wisdom and the Permission of the Fall

53 Muller, PRRD, 111:500.
54 Tbid.
5% GD1:27; RD 1:26.
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Assuming our construction thus far, we now propose that the permission of the Fall results
from the interaction between divine wisdom and the decree of the probation of consecration.
However, we cannot elaborate much except suggesting that as “that perfection of God by
which He uses His knowledge for the attainment of His ends in the way that glorifies Him
most,” divine wisdom finds that the permission of the fall would glorify God the most.*® For
Vos, this is a great mystery.

E. Divine Justice, Divine Grace, and the Pactum Salutis
Given the close correlation between divine attributes, such as justice, mercy, and grace, and
the formation of the pactum salutis, we examine their dynamic in one subsection. In a
nutshell, this subsection first draws the connection between divine justice and the decree of
judgment, arguing that the decree of judgment necessarily results from the dynamic between
the permission of the fall and divine justice. Following the decree of judgment, the dynamic
becomes vexing. What interacts with the decree of judgment is not a divine attribute in its
bare form, be it love, grace, or mercy. Instead, what is in tension is God’s decree of judgment
and his foreknowledge towards the ones with whom he intends to have communion. The
result of this tension is God’s gracious pactum salutis.

a. Divine Righteousness and the Judgment

In order to elaborate on this dynamic, we will first examine Vos’s understanding of divine
righteousness. He defines this attribute as “the natural disposition of His being not only to
maintain Himself against every violation of His holiness but also to show in every respect
that He is holy.”®’ The crucial point in this definition is that righteousness is the natural
disposition of God’s being. This construal is in line with the Reformed understanding of this

attribute that divine righteousness is not an accident in God but essential to him.>® This
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essentialness grounds the close relation between divine holiness and righteousness. As shown
in Vos’s definition, divine righteousness demonstrates divine holiness and maintains God
against any violation of his holiness. Hence, if holiness is “the rational goodness of God as
He possesses that in Himself,” righteousness is “specifically that attribute of God’s being that
compels Him to make His holiness a power outside of Himself.”>® Vos concludes that
holiness is “a centripetal property, by which God moves toward Himself, toward the center of
His being.”® Righteousness, on the other hand, is “a centrifugal property, by which God
works from Himself outwardly.”®? In simpler terms, holiness and righteousness are two sides
of the same coin: one refers to God as the highest one to love and glorify, and the other
upholds the former accordingly.

Given this relationship between holiness and righteousness, Vos suggests that whether
God will exercise his righteousness is not dependent on his discretion. One can see that God’s
righteousness does not necessitate any reward for the goodness and consecration of rational
creatures but only acts against violations of divine holiness.®? Traditionally, and in Vos too,
this idea is described in the following way: divine reward towards the rational creature is
neither ex condigno nor ex congruo, but only ex pacto.5® This construal means that as long as
sin impedes Adam’s consecration to God as necessitated by divine holiness, divine judgment
is inevitable due to the offence of divine holiness.

b. Divine Foreknowledge in the Form of Divine Grace and the Necessity of
Redemption

% GD1:30-31; RD 1:30.
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63 For more on the two concepts, see, for example, Muller, “meritum de condigno” and “meritum de
congruo,” Dictionary, ,217-218.
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According to Vos, divine grace is “the undeserved love of God toward sinful beings who lie
under the judgment of His righteousness.”®* This definition offers a nuanced and specific
characterization of divine grace, restricting its scope to the unmerited favour extended
towards those mired in sin rather than encompassing a more generic divine love towards all
of creation. Such a distinction is vital in Vos’s theological framework, where he further
delineates between divine grace and goodness. This definition serves as a cornerstone upon
which subsequent connections and interpretations may be constructed.

The primary observation is that divine grace embodies God’s love. Based on our
analysis of Vos’s view of divine foreknowledge, it becomes clear that this divine love is
coterminous with divine grace. Essentially, divine grace is not an entirely new concept
introduced after the fall but a continuation of the same divine love, expressed differently due
to changes in the object of that love. This supralapsarian understanding of the correlation
between divine foreknowledge and grace suggests that the plan of redemption is necessary
because divine foreknowledge, given the permission of the fall, inherently entails grace. In
the dynamic between righteousness and grace, the latter has the final word. As Vos suggests,
grace “overcomes the obstacles of sin and of righteousness.”6® Assuming Vos’s
supralapsarianism, divine foreknowledge serves as the interpretative framework of divine
righteousness. Righteousness does not function in isolation but in harmony with God’s
fatherly love, as revealed in his foreknowledge. Divine righteousness delineates the
boundaries of sin and underscores the unmerited nature of grace. Yet, as grace overcomes the
negative obstacles of sin and the positive judgment of righteousness, it becomes clear that
divine foreknowledge directs the application of divine righteousness. This relationship

between divine attributes forms a coherent system where one attribute enhances the other.
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God’s grace is not merely a response to human sin but an expression of the eternal divine
love.

Some elucidation is requisite for a clearer understanding of the necessity of
redemption within Vos’s supralapsarian framework. First, Vos did not explicitly denote
redemption as a necessity. In fact, in his articulation, saving grace appears contingent,
hinging on divine free will. In the context of the fall and the ensuing divine judgment, God
possesses the liberty to choose not to save. However, an in-depth contextual reading reveals
that when Vos references God’s freedom in redemption, he is alluding to either the
selectiveness of salvation (i.e., saving some but not all) or the uninfluenced nature of divine
grace, which operates without considerations of human merit. While the former ties closely
with divine foreknowledge, the crux of Vos’s argument is not centered on the contingency of
redemption but on God’s discretionary autonomy within it. Given the coterminousness
between those saved and those foreknown by God, one might argue that God’s choices in
salvation are not free in the sense that he could alter the predestined communion life
guaranteed in his foreknowledge; instead, he is bound to save those he has foreknown.
However, such a perceived necessity stems from an antecedent contingency. This suggests
that God’s lack of freedom in choosing whom to save is conditioned by his prior free decision
on whom to establish communion.

Second, the contention that redemption is necessary contrasts with the prevailing
viewpoint within the Reformed tradition. Turretin, for instance, posits that “God could (if he
had wished) leave man no less than the Devil in his destruction.”® This claim implies that
“men might be created and fall and yet not be elected.”®” An exhaustive examination of

Turretin’s stance, representative of the conventional Reformed perspective, juxtaposed with
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Vos’s, exceeds the purview of this section. However, it is worth noting that Turretin’s
inclinations toward infralapsarianism undermine the notion of redemption as a necessity. This
1s primarily because, in his view, communion with God is not the ultimate purpose of
creation; thus, even assuming creation and fall, God is not obligated to save. Turretin’s
distinction between nature and grace further underscores his perspective on the non-
essentiality of redemption. He asserts that the means should align with the same order and
dispensation as the end. In this light, “the creation and fall belong to the natural order and
dispensation of providence while salvation and damnation belong to the supernatural order of
predestination.”®® The intricate task of determining the primacy in Turretin’s theology—Dbe it
infralapsarianism or a clear demarcation between nature and grace—remains challenging.
However, these two concepts harmonize. Specifically, infralapsarianism underscores the
autonomous importance of the natural realm, and this autonomous significance positions
infralapsarianism above supralapsarianism. Alternatively, Vos’s supralapsarianism entails
redemption, as previously argued.

A brief comparison between the rationale of the necessity of redemption in Vos’s and
Crisp’s theology, respectively, further highlights the coherence of Vos’s theology. Crisp
argues that “if grace and mercy are essential elements of the divine nature, and God is a
simple pure act that has no passivity and no unrealized potential, then divine mercy and grace
must have some created object upon which they may be exercised.”%® It seems that Crisp’s
construal also presents a dynamic between divine attributes and decrees, within which
attributes determine and shape decrees, as we have seen in Vos’s theology. However, Crisp’s

argument has a significant implication: if God has no unactualized potential, and divine

68 Tbid. We have seen this differentiation in Chapter Five. In contrast, Vos’s supralapsarianism construes
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God.
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mercy and grace require created context to be exercised, then creation and fall become events
for God’s nature to be fully actualized. This suggests that God’s nature is contingent upon the
actions and existence of his creation. To avoid unnecessary misinterpretation of his argument,
Crisp clarifies that grace and mercy must be exercised for God to be fully actual. “Where
God is a simple act it makes little sense to say his necessarily discretionary grace and mercy
remains unexercised, even dormant or merely dispositional, since, if God is a pure act, there
is no unrealized potentiality in the divine nature.”’® While this theological mutualism—the
reciprocal correlation between God and creation—is more of a theological stance than a
logical problem, it is logically bewildering to see Crisp stating that “God might have
refrained from creating.”’! Yet, such a God would not be a simple pure act because he would
lack a proper context to exercise some of his essential attributes, such as grace and mercy.

This logical problem does not exist in Vos’s theology. To recapitulate, divine grace
and mercy, essentially speaking, were not exercised for the first time, assuming sin and fall.
Instead, both grace and mercy in Vos’s construal flow from “God’s free antecedent love.”?
Thus, instead of discretionary or dormant, divine grace and mercy were fully exercised
through divine foreknowledge, namely, God’s fatherly, eternal love for his people. In short,
while Crisp puts divine grace and mercy in the category of theologia ectypa simpliciter and
construes their influence upon fallen human beings from there, Vos locates divine
foreknowledge and, by implication, divine grace and mercy, in theologia ectypa secundum
quid in se.

c. The Pactum Salutis

0 Tbid., 89.

"1 Ibid., 91. This logical problem likely arises from Crisp’s generally Reformed stance, which negates
the necessity of creation given divine aseity. However, as an analytic theologian, Crisp’s adoption of the
Aristotelian notions of actuality and potentiality, combined with his lack of clarification regarding divine grace
and mercy, leads to the conclusion that God needs a created context to actualize his potential.

2 GD 1:30; RD 1:29. Vos’s qutoe of Eph 2:4-5 supports his point well.
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Returning to our foundational discussions, the pathway from divine foreknowledge to the
pactum salutis comes full circle. While Vos hints at a causal link between supralapsarianism
and the pactum salutis, he does not expound. This gap prompts the question: in the light of
God’s decree of intimate communion with his people, how does the election into Christ
inherently fit?"3

Vos’s assertions on this topic are ambiguous. On the one hand, he remarks that Christ
was not “the basis or meriting cause of election” and distinguishes between election and
redemption.” On the other hand, he also vaguely indicates that “in election Christ is certainly
in view” and that divine foreknowledge carries itself “the impulse for a range of divine acts
of salvation.”” He seems to be grappling to bridge divine foreknowledge in his
supralapsarian manner with the pactum salutis, a struggle he acknowledged in
correspondence with Warfield.”® The crux of this tension in Vos’s thought appears to be his
treatment of divine foreknowledge as somewhat detached from the very essence of God’s
redemptive plan in Christ—the pactum salutis.

However, a closer examination of Vos’s framework hints at a more integrated
approach. He presents divine foreknowledge as God’s eternal, fatherly love towards his

people, a love that inherently shapes the course of redemptive history. Arising from this love

3 While Vos falls short in addressing it, this question has not even been on the radar of most Reformed
theologians simply because of their taking for granted that election is redemption, as we have mentioned in the
previous chapter. This is especially the case for infralapsarianism. If the order of decree is creation, fall, and
election/redemption, then election and redemption are coterminous to the extent that the elect’s communion with
God is through union with Christ.

Yet infralapsarian Reformed theologians must answer another question they fall short in addressing:
What is the relation between the covenant of works and the pactum salutis? Doctrinally speaking, the former
logically precedes the latter. As Muller indicates, “the pactum salutis stands as the first statement concerning
salvation over against the failure of man under the covenant of works.” See, Richard A. Muller, “Toward the
Pactum Salutis: Locating the Origins of a Concept,” Mid-America Journal of Theology 18 (2007):15. However,
if the covenant of works, or Adam’s failure to observe it, leads to the pactum salutis, then its relation to the
pactum salutis in eternal divine decrees deserves more elaboration. The scholarship on this doctrine uptodate
shows that the significance of this covenant in the order of eternal decrees has not been sufficiently studied
because this covenant has been abridged and simplified to the divine permission of the fall in divine decrees.
See, for example, Fesko, The Covenant of Works.

4 GD1:130; RD 1:129.

S GD1:104; RD 1:106.

6 Vos to B. B. Warfield, 7 July 1891, in Letters, 162.
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is God’s unwavering intent for intimate communion with humanity—a bond that surpasses
mere judicial ties, delving into profound mutual affection. This intimate communion, as
defined by the ontological Trinity, determines the representative nature of God’s love,
subsequently leading to the probation of consecration of the head of humanity. When divine
wisdom permitted the fall, it ushered in an era where divine righteousness demanded
judgment. Yet, in the face of this inevitable judgment, a path for redemption—founded on
divine foreknowledge—became essential, because divine foreknowledge, steeped in love and
intentionality, set the tone for all subsequent decrees.

Specifically, this redemption finds its eternal expression in the pactum salutis. 1If we
trace back to Vos’s framework, divine foreknowledge is a fulcrum on which the entire
redemptive framework turns. God’s profound, eternal love, characterized as foreknowledge,
naturally leads to an intimate communion with humanity. This communion needs to be
achieved in a manner that satisfies both the love (foreknowledge) and righteousness
(judgment after the fall) of God. The pactum salutis then stands as the most logical and
coherent answer: The ontological Trinity’s determination of the representative nature of
divine love alludes to a plan that involves a representative figure—Christ. As permitted by
divine wisdom, the fall posed a challenge, humanly speaking: How can God maintain his
righteousness and simultaneously act on his foreknown love? The pactum salutis offers the
exact solution. It not only solidifies the role of Christ as the mediator but ensures that
redemption is achieved without compromising any divine attributes, or, more accurately,
redemption is achieved by manifesting divine attributes in the most perspicuous manner. This
covenant, therefore, integrates God’s eternal love and his commitment to redeem humanity
despite the fall. It bridges the gap Vos grappled with and provides a cohesive understanding
of God’s overarching redemptive plan. In short, different from Vos’s thin and vague

interpretation of the relation between divine foreknowledge—the first step of election—and
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the pactum salutis, the argument in this chapter presents a thick and logically coherent way of
construing the relationship between the two. Technically, it is only in this step that election
becomes election into Christ.

F. The Shape of Vos’s Eschatology and the Causal Nexus between Supralapsarianism
and the Pactum Salutis

Assuming the study thus far, we can address the unresolved issues in previous chapters. In
Chapter One, we examined Vos’s construction of the covenant of works as a nutshell of the
shape of his eschatology. However, articulating the covenant of works as pre-redemptive
revelation and an embodiment of the sabbatical principle is more an anthropological
approach—human beings’ need for pre-redemptive revelation and a work-rest mode in line
with God’s—than a theological one. Hence, the unresolved issue in Chapter One is a more
theological construe of the covenant of works and, by implication, a theological eschatology
instead of an anthropological eschatology.

In Chapter Five, we went beyond Vos’s arguments and suggested that his
supralapsarianism explains the distributiveness of eschatology in his theology. That is to say
that a creational eschatology, which Mattson imposed upon Bavinck, is inherently
incompatible with infralapsarianism. On the contrary, supralapsarianism entails an
eschatology that precedes soteriology. Nonetheless, the relationship between the decretal and
the historical is more formal than material. What has been addressed is the correlation
between the logical precedence of divine foreknowledge and an eschatology that precedes
soteriology. What is still wanting is the rationale of the specific form of the covenant of
works. Put differently, what is its theological significance if the covenant of works cannot be
reduced to a set-up for the permission of the fall?

The causal nexus between supralapsarianism and the pactum salutis we investigated
in this chapter is the solution for both issues. At the beginning of this chapter, we indicated

that this constructive study is a modest attempt to use Vos’s doctrinal insight—the dynamic
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between divine attributes and decrees—to develop a point he mentioned in a letter to Bavinck
yet never elaborated on—the causal nexus between supralapsarianism and the pactum salutis.
Assuming the above study, which moves from divine foreknowledge and its shape as
determined by the ontological Trinity to the decree of probation as consecration as regulated
by divine holiness, to the permission of the fall given divine wisdom, to the necessity of
redemption as entailed by divine foreknowledge contextualized in grace and mercy, we
suggest that a causal nexus has already been established. This causal nexus based on the
dynamic between divine attributes and decrees offers a theologically thick interpretation of
the rationale of the covenant of works and, by implication, the shape of Vos’s eschatology.

G. Conclusion

In this section, our argument is grounded in the dynamic interaction between divine attributes
and decrees, beginning with divine foreknowledge and culminating in the pactum salutis. Vos
positions divine foreknowledge—shaped by God’s eternal, fatherly love—as the starting
point of election, which then guides the development of subsequent decrees. This dynamic
interaction between divine attributes such as holiness, wisdom, and justice shapes key
moments in redemptive history, from the probation of consecration in the covenant of works
to the permission of the fall. Ultimately, this exploration clarifies the causal nexus that Vos
hinted at between supralapsarianism and the pactum salutis—a connection that Vos sensed
but never fully articulated. By exploring this dynamic, we can see how divine attributes,
working through foreknowledge, form the theological foundation for Vos’s theological
eschatology.

Chapter Conclusion

In conclusion, this chapter has examined Vos’s doctrines of divine attributes and decrees.
More specifically, we focused on how their dynamic interaction forms the foundation of the

trajectory of Vos’s eschatology from the natural to the Spiritual. By grounding eschatology in
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the interplay between divine attributes and decrees, we have shown that Vos’s eschatology is
not only distributive but also could potentially be integrated with theology proper, a central
point introduced at the beginning of this thesis. By connecting eschatology with divine
attributes and decrees, we have fulfilled the primary goal of this thesis: to articulate a Vosian
theological eschatology that both maintains a backward reference to God and is distributive

across other doctrinal /oci, as shaped and regulated by theology proper.
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Thesis Conclusion

This conclusion is structured into four sections. Section one recapitulates the demonstration
and development of Vos’s theological eschatology throughout the chapters, answering the
central question posed in the introduction: What is the doctrinal location of eschatology in
Vos’s theology? Section two highlights the primary contributions of this thesis, while section
three addresses its limitations and a potential objection. Finally, section four proposes areas
for further investigation and development based on the findings of this work.

1. What Has This Thesis Done?
To address the question, What is the doctrinal location of eschatology in Vos’s theology?, this
thesis unfolds in three parts: theologia ectypa secundum quid in subiectis, theologia ectypa
secundum quid in se, and theologia ectypa simpliciter. This structure helps avoid confusion
between the primacy of theology proper and the derivative nature of eschatology, while
providing a clear framework to examine the distributiveness of eschatology. In a nutshell,
given the material essence of eschatology—consummated Spiritual communion with God—
Part I examines the distributiveness of eschatology across other doctrinal /oci, following the
redemptive-historical order. Part II grounds eschatology in Vos’s supralapsarianism, not as a
distinctive theological position, but as a crucial theological foundation for the primacy of
eschatology in Vos’s theology. However, Part II also argues that Vos falls short in
incorporating the covenant of works into his supralapsarianism, which leaves the shape of his
eschatology unexplained at the decretal level. Therefore, while Part I presents communion
with God as the eschatological trajectory and Part II uses divine foreknowledge as the
foundation for the primacy of eschatology, it is only in Part III, where eschatology is
constructed with God’s attributes in view, that the backward reference to God is achieved.

Thus, a Vosian theological eschatology is explicated.
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More specifically, in Part I, Chapter One fulfills its task by laying out the natural-
Spiritual trajectory of Vos’s eschatology, as embodied in the covenant of works. This
trajectory highlights that in Adam and Eve’s natural communion with God in the Garden of
Eden, the potential for consummated Spiritual communion was promised based on their
obedience to God. Thus, protology has eschatology as its goal; the latter is distributive
regarding the former.

While the fall did not change the eschatological goal of creation, it did change the
approach. Hence, following the line of redemptive history, Chapter Two examines Vos’s
eschatological interpretation of the pactum salutis as a philosophy of redemptive history and
revelation, which explains how OT symbolism and typology in the Mosaic ritual laws shape
its soteriology. Furthermore, this chapter investigates the non-redemptive aspect of OT
eschatology, as seen in the Mosaic moral laws, which symbolically and typologically
demonstrate the requirements for eschatological communion with God. In short, eschatology
is distributive in the OT, manifesting in this twofold manner.

As Christ fulfills the OT symbols and types, Chapter Three studies the inauguration of
the eschaton in the ascension of Christ from the judicial, ontological, and psychical
perspectives. The chapter emphasizes Christ’s priesthood as an eschatological office, as its
nature is to bring the elect into consummated Spiritual communion with God. Eschatology is
clearly distributive in christology.

Chapter Four concludes Part I by exploring Vos’s understanding of the Spirit as the
eschatological substratum. This perspective explains why Christ must be resurrected with a
Spiritual body, as entering into the eschatological communion with God is inherently
Spiritual. Additionally, believers’ soteriological life must be understood as the eschatological
work of the Spirit. Therefore, eschatology is distributive in pneumatology and NT

soteriology.
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Building on the argument in Part I, that Vos’s eschatology follows a trajectory from
the natural to the Spiritual and is distributive accordingly, Part II/Chapter Five seeks to
extend the doctrinal location of eschatology by grounding it in supralapsarianism. This
grounding explains the primacy of eschatology. As the first divine decree, divine
foreknowledge introduces the possible conception of a non-redemptive eschatology, with
communion with God as the central axis around which other doctrines revolve. However, this
chapter discovered that Vos’s supralapsarianism does not fully explain the natural -Spiritual
trajectory of his eschatology. This gap calls for a more explicitly theological eschatology that
includes a backward reference to God. Thus, while this chapter expands the distributiveness
of eschatology into the realm of divine decrees, it also points to the need for further
development of eschatology in light of theology proper.

Part III/Chapter Six aims to construct an eschatology according to theology proper.
Here, the dynamics between divine attributes and decrees, as hinted at by Vos, are further
developed, with particular focus on how the shape of Vos’s eschatology can be understood in
light of these dynamics. Divine foreknowledge and the trinitarian nature of God entail God’s
love for a concrete universal—Adam; this love, coupled with divine holiness, necessitates
Adam’s willing consecration, resulting in the covenant of works. This covenant, in relation to
divine decree and wisdom, leads to the fall; the fall, in turn, alongside divine righteousness,
calls for divine judgment, which, together with divine foreknowledge, establishes the pactum
salutis. By grounding eschatology in the dynamics of divine attributes and decrees, this thesis
clarifies the connection between eschatology and theology proper. This ensures that
eschatology is not only distributive across doctrines but also rooted in the nature of God,
fulfilling the goal of developing a theological eschatology that consistently points back to
God.

2. Contribution
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The above recapitulation already demonstrates the major contributions of this thesis: by
retrieving and systematizing his eschatology, this thesis demonstrates the distributiveness of
eschatology in Vos’s theology, and hence its centrality; by pointing out certain tensions, such
as his early ordo salutis and later eschatological conception of the Spirit, and pitfalls in his
theology, such as the lack of incorporation of the covenant of works into his
supralapsarianism, and correcting them accordingly, this thesis argues for a more coherent
Vosian eschatology; and by constructing the trajectory of his eschatology from the natural to
the Spiritual grounded upon the dynamic complex between divine attributes and decrees, this
thesis finally presents a Vosian theological eschatology. From the above perspectives, this
thesis, in contributing to the study of Vosian eschatology, is also a significant contribution to
Vosian studies in general as a critical introduction.

This thesis also suggests that Vos’s eschatology, with its unique framing around a
supralapsarian perspective, might offer an eschatology that more consistently and
successfully embodies one of the central motifs of the Reformed tradition, namely, the
eschatological outlook embedded in the covenant of works. However, in this regard, more
work needs to be done, especially in comparing Vos and Bavinck, as Guerrero’s recent study
on piety in Bavinck’s theology necessitates.

Finally, this thesis could potentially contribute to eschatology more generally if
further critical, comparative works are undertaken in the future. For example, it would be
interesting to compare Vos’s eschatology with that of Wolfhart Pannenberg and Jiirgen
Moltmann, which also seems to be distributive in each of their theologies. A comparative
study on Vosian theological eschatology and Eastern Orthodox eschatology would also be
attractive because of the strong eschatological orientation—especially in its liturgy—in
Eastern Orthodox theology.

3. Limitations and Potential Objections
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This thesis is intentionally limited in its engagement with other eschatological views and
topics, such as millennialism. This exclusion is driven by the focused scope and workload of
this project. The aim here is not to provide a survey or critique of various eschatological
positions, but rather to offer a well-defined approach to developing a theological eschatology
grounded in Vos’s theology. As a result, critical dialogues with alternative views are kept to a
minimum, allowing the thesis to concentrate on its primary objective.

The main objection to this thesis may be that it constructs a theological system that
seems overly rigid and rational, potentially undervaluing the role of mystery in theology.
However, this critique could apply to many systematic approaches in theology, not just Vos’s.
While mystery is indeed crucial, as Bavinck notes, “mystery is the lifeblood of dogmatics,”
overemphasizing mystery can lead to theological voluntarism, attributing everything solely to
God’s inscrutable will, as we explained in Chapter Five.! This thesis aims to strike a balance,
respecting mystery while pursuing rational understanding where possible. For instance, while
it explores the causal nexus between supralapsarianism and the pactum salutis, it refrains
from speculating on matters like the divine wisdom permitting the fall or the precise point at
which reprobates enter the picture. The goal is not to eliminate mystery, but to engage in
responsible theological reflection within the bounds of revelation.

4. Moving Forward

A. Regarding the Main Theme
Without reiterating the potential research mentioned in the section on the contribution of this
thesis, more work could be done on the implications of this theological eschatology.
Regarding theological method, this thesis serves as an example of doing theological theology

with respect to a specific doctrine. It presents a unique theological method that explains the

1 Bavinck, RD 2:29.
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doctrinal location of eschatology in light of theology proper, a method that itself is worth
further study, critique, and development.

Regarding church liturgy, within the framework of theological eschatology, worship
becomes a present participation in the eschatological reality of God’s presence through the
ascended Christ and the Spirit as the eschatological substratum. This points forward to the
ultimate Spiritual communion. This understanding could influence liturgy, preaching, and the
sacraments, encouraging a more eschatologically conscious practice that reflects both the
current experience of communion with God and its future consummation. Similar
implications could be thoughtfully developed in pastoral care and Christian ethics.

B. Some Other Notions that Deserve Development
Some notions mentioned or discussed briefly in this thesis deserve further development. First,
Chapter Four suggests a reconsideration of the ordo salutis in light of Vos’s eschatological
conception of the Spirit. The chapter identifies a tension in Vos’s soteriology, where
regeneration and justification presuppose each other. We propose that regeneration should not
be viewed as a discrete, individualistic act of the Spirit but as a phenomenon tied to the
believer’s incorporation into the Spiritual realm through God’s imputation of Christ’s
righteousness. In other words, an eschatological interpretation of the ordo salutis is more
consistent than traditional Reformed construals, including Vos’s. More studies on this topic
are welcome to examine its legitimacy.

Second, Chapter Five highlights the need to incorporate the covenant of works into
lapsarian theology, with Chapter Six proposing a potential way to achieve this. Regardless of
whether our solution is solid, the problem we identify is genuine. Thus, the final two chapters
contribute to the discourse on lapsarian and covenant theology by both pointing out the need
for a more coherent interpretation of these doctrines and offering an example as a proposal

open for further discussion.
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Third, grace restores and perfects nature is a significant theme in neo-Calvinist
theology.? Nonetheless, Vosian theological eschatology suggests that grace does not restore
nature but Spiritualizes it. The ascended Christ has not been restored but Spiritualized and
eschatologized. Similarly, Christian soteriological life must be understood as the work of the
eschatological Spirit and incorporation into the eschatological reality, rather than as the
ethical life of a restored natural person. This challenge to the neo-Calvinist understanding of
the relationship between grace and nature invites further exploration, though it goes beyond
the scope of this thesis.

Last but not least, incorporating the covenant of works into supralapsarianism implies
a significant reinterpretation of the theological meaning of the covenant of works. The
dynamic between divine holiness and the shape of divine foreknowledge in Adam as the
concrete universal necessitates the covenant of works. Divine holiness requires Adam’s
consecration to God in the covenant. According to Vos, this consecration means offering “the
gift of life to God.”® The nature of this consecration is not legal, as if Adam’s obedience,
which leads to the potential advancement from the natural to the Spiritual state, operates
under a strictly meritorious works principle. Rather than merit, divine holiness requires
willing submission and likeness to God. Only when Adam reflects God’s likeness and
willingly submits to divine authority can he offer himself to God in accordance with divine
holiness.

Therefore, the dynamic between Adam’s obedience and his potential advancement to
Spiritual communion with God should not be understood as merit-based, where obedience
earns a reward in a legalistic sense. Rather than framing the covenant of works as a system in

which Adam’s obedience would be externally rewarded with Spiritual communion, the

2 Mattson, Restored to Our Destiny; Cory C. Block and N. Gray Sutanto, Neo-Calvinism: A
Theological Introduction (Wellingham, WA: Lexham Press, 2022). Arguably, their observation is correct.
3 BT, 92.
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relationship between obedience and communion could be seen as an organic outworking of
the dynamic between divine holiness and divine foreknowledge, as developed in Chapter Six.
The so-called “merit ex pacto” is thus not arbitrarily established by the covenant but flows
naturally from the reality that only as Adam is like God and willing to offer himself to God,
can he enter into true, consummated communion with God. In this view, the covenant of
works is not about legal conditions but the outworking of divine foreknowledge, based on
Adam’s willingness to offer himself to God in the likeness of God.

Consequently, Vos’s eschatological interpretation of the function of the Mosaic moral
law can also be applied to the pre-fall state. Just as the Mosaic moral law “belongs not to the
legal sphere of merit, but to the symbolico-typical sphere of appropriateness of expression,”
the covenant of works, driven by divine holiness and oriented toward Spiritual communion
with God, is non-legal.# Although Adam does not symbolize heavenly realities as Israel does
under the Mosaic economy, the key similarity lies in the absence of a meritorious works
principle. In the Mosaic economy, Israel’s obedience determines whether it fulfills its role in
symbolizing the consummated kingdom of God—failure to do so leads to exile. In the
covenant of works, Adam’s probation tests whether he is suitable to enter consummated
Spiritual communion with God. This suitability is not based on legal merit but on Adam’s
willing consecration of his life to God, symbolized and summarized in his complete surrender
to divine authority within the covenant of works.

However, this significant reinterpretation is not foreign to Vos’s theology. In his
sermon “Hungering and Thirsting for Righteousness,” Vos remarks that

If we ever were tempted to think ourselves able to fulfill the law of God, was it not

perhaps for this reason—that the sense of God’s absolute claim upon us and

knowledge of us had become dim to our conscience?.... It is the divine nature lying
back of the divine will in the light of which the creature is led to place itself. The

inner man enters, if we may so speak, into the inner forum of the Most High. There
God, besides requiring obedience to his will, is heard to ask conformity to his moral

4 BT, 127. Emphasis original.
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nature. The law is perceived to coincide with what He is.... To fulfill the law becomes
but another form of the imperative, fo be like unto God. 1t is God’s inalienable right as
God to impress his character upon us, to make and keep us reflectors of his infinite

glory.®
Vos’s theological interpretation of law supports the reinterpretation of the covenant of works,
though he did not apply this theological interpretation to the doctrine.

By reinterpreting the covenant of works this way, we underscore the central theme of
theological eschatology: the consummation of communion with God. As argued from the
outset, eschatology, when viewed as the final and ultimate consummation, cannot be severed
from the fundamental essence of religion itself—communion with God. In Chapter One, we
saw how this trajectory from the natural to the Spiritual is built into creation through the
covenant of works. Now, through the dynamic of divine holiness and foreknowledge, we see
that eschatology is the realization of humanity’s likeness to God, culminating in perfect
communion with him. This brings the thesis full circle, answering the question posed in the
introduction: What is the doctrinal location of eschatology? The answer is clear—eschatology
is not merely a component of theological discourse, but the culminating goal of God’s eternal
plan, bringing humanity into perfect, consummated communion with him, as this thesis

demonstrates.

5 GG, 46. Emphasis added.
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