


“The biblical wisdom and deep spirituality of this little book should 
not be overlooked. What a blessing to have Bavinck’s brilliance passed 
down to us in a new English edition. The translation is elegant, and 
the historical introduction immensely valuable. Most of all, Bavinck’s 
insights—on everything from sacraments to shame—are edifying in 
the truest sense of the word. There are lessons here that will help 
parents, children, educators, pastors, students, new Christians, and 
seasoned saints. Sacrifice of Praise is a gem.”

—Kevin DeYoung, Senior Pastor  
Christ Covenant Church, Matthews, North Carolina 

Assistant Professor of Systematic Theology 
Reformed Theological Seminary, Charlotte

“I’m not sure why we (including myself) tend to think that dead theolo-
gians have little to say in regard to our current concerns, or that their 
writing will be dense, difficult to understand, or simply uninteresting. 
This new translation of Bavinck’s Sacrifice of Praise is proof to the con-
trary. Every parent who wonders if their baptized child is genuinely 
embracing faith should read it. Every parent who doesn’t like to do 
battle in the pew to keep their young child from taking the elements 
of Communion should read it. But this book’s challenge to make con-
fession of faith a continual part of the Christian life is not just about 
our children; it’s for all of us. I found Bavinck’s thoroughly readable 
and warm writing enlightening, challenging, and often moving. This 
book implanted in me a greater longing for the culmination of human 
history when all will bow and confess that Jesus is Lord to the glory of 
God the Father.”

—Nancy Guthrie, author and Bible teacher

“In our age—often shallow, distracted, and confused—this book will 
sound like a thunderclap. It is a classic study on the necessity and cen-
trality of Christ and of how we should learn to think of life, from parent-
ing to worldview, from this center. The perspective is Reformed, and 
the intent is the church’s reformation.  It is a study at once rigorous, 
deep, devout, and pastoral.”

—David F. Wells, Distinguished Senior Research Professor 
Gordon-Conwell Theological Seminary, South Hamilton



“Bavinck writes with one eye on the grand story of redemption across 
the canon of Scripture, and another eye on the complex experience 
of that redemption in the contemporary world. We are all indebted to 
Clausing and Parker for making Bavinck’s short pastoral work on the 
ongoing experience of redemption accessible for the modern reader. 
Deep within the human heart is always the temptation to negotiate 
with God the terms of our relationship to him, rather than affirming 
that we are to simply and profoundly live into the terms already es-
tablished by God. The reminder that grace is never earned but must 
continually be confessed as a ‘sacrifice of praise’ is as relevant today 
as it was when Bavinck composed it a century ago.”

—Richard Lints 
Andrew Mutch Distinguished Professor of Theology 

Gordon-Conwell Theological Seminary, South Hamilton

“Herman Bavinck is best known as a dogmatician of great depth and 
scope. Yet like all of the greatest theologians, his concern for the 
church cannot be reduced to his scholarly contributions. He also ear-
nestly desired to encourage and nurture other believers in their faith, 
a fact to which these short addresses give remarkable testimony.  In 
them, he discusses the whole idea of confessing Christ in the various 
stages of Christian discipleship, from baptism through to the Lord’s 
Supper and beyond.  This is practical Reformed piety at its best: rooted 
in the word, connected to the sacraments, and focused upon Christ.”

—Carl R. Trueman 
Professor of Biblical and Religious Studies 

Grove City College, Pennsylvania

“In Bavinck’s own biography, participation in the Lord’s Supper was far 
from inconsequential. As Clausing and Parker note, the student-era 
Bavinck first took part after extended, careful reflection on the gospel 
and its fruit in his own life. Having done so, the sacrament proved a 
regular source of spiritual comfort to him. In The Sacrifice of Praise, 
we find a set of reflections on the Supper that are richly theological, 
pastoral, and practical. We owe Clausing and Parker a debt of gratitude 
for their work in presenting this text to us in a fresh new form.”

—James Eglinton, Meldrum Lecturer in Reformed Theology 
New College, University of Edinburgh
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Foreword

The past several decades have witnessed a renewal of Reformed 
theology in North America and the United Kingdom. This renewal 
has been fueled in no small measure by the translation and pub-
lication of significant works of Reformed theology in the English 
language. Among the recently translated works that have enabled a 
new generation of Christians to retrieve the riches of the Reformed 
heritage, Herman Bavinck’s four-volume Reformed Dogmatics 
holds a distinguished place. Originally published in Dutch at the 
beginning of the twentieth century, Bavinck’s Reformed Dogmatics 
offers today’s church a mature statement of Reformed teaching that 
is comprehensive in scope, conversant with a wide range of eccle-
siastical and modern viewpoints, irenic in tone, and doxological 
in aim.

Unfortunately, the renewal of Reformed theology in recent 
days has not, in every instance, resulted in a corresponding re-
newal of Reformed practice and piety. This is a lamentable situ-
ation. Though we may be grateful for conferences and websites 
that celebrate the sovereignty of God and the doctrines of grace, if 
the renewal of Reformed theology is to beget anything more than 
a movement, it must find concrete expression in the church’s life 
and ministry. Reformed theology will not flourish in the long run 
if it does not take root in the church of Jesus Christ. Thankfully, the 
same strategy for renewing Reformed theology through the publi-
cation of classic texts can aid the renewal of Reformed practice and 
piety. Here too Herman Bavinck has gifts to give.

Herman Bavinck’s The Sacrifice of Praise is best understood as 
a work of catechetical theology, suitable for sharing with baptized 
Christians on the occasion of their public profession of faith and 
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admission to the Lord’s Table. The book’s focus, as the title suggests, 
is the Christian duty of confessing Jesus Christ as Lord before God 
and human beings. This duty, Bavinck argues, is a delightful task, 

“a sacrifice of praise” (Heb. 13:15) to the Triune God.
The Sacrifice of Praise exhibits many of the virtues that readers 

have come to appreciate in Bavinck the theologian. Always with an 
eye focused on the supreme Lordship of the Triune God, and there-
fore on all that falls within his sovereign domain, Bavinck treats a 
range of topics whose height and depth span heaven and earth and 
whose breadth and length span from the beginning and to the end 
of the world. In each instance, he is mindful of his topic’s relation 
to the Triune God and to the full scope of God’s works in creation, 
redemption, and consummation. Bavinck traces the unfolding ad-
ministration of God’s kingdom in the covenant of redemption, the 
covenant of works, and the covenant of grace. He expounds God’s 
work of grace and our work of gratitude, ably distinguishing (with-
out dividing) and relating (without confusing) divine and human 
agency within the covenant of grace. Bavinck describes the act of 
confessing Jesus as Lord in its various formal and informal, indi-
vidual and communal contexts, all the while acknowledging the 
fundamental unity of the Christian confession. In discussing these 
and other topics, The Sacrifice of Praise presents a compelling vi-
sion of Christian discipleship as devotion to Jesus as Lord in word 
and deed, worship and witness.

Even when writing for a popular audience, Bavinck always 
penetrates to the heart of the topic he addresses. The present topic 
is no exception. According to Bavinck, confession holds the place 
it does in the Christian life because of who God is and because of 
who we are as creatures, made and renewed in his image. From all 
eternity, God is an eloquent God. The Father eternally utters his 
Word in the person of his Son. Through his self-same Word and 
Son, the Father creates, rules, redeems, and perfects all things for 
the sake of his name. Furthermore, as those created and renewed 
in God’s image, we are eloquent creatures. Speech is the crowning 
glory of our identity and calling. The image of God shines most 
clearly in us when we confess with our lips that Jesus is Lord. Our 
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calling as God’s vice-regents in the world shines most clearly in 
us when we summon the rest of God’s creatures in heaven and on 
earth to join us in praising the name of the Lord: “My mouth will 
speak the praise of the Lord, and let all flesh bless his holy name 
forever and ever” (Ps. 145:21).

Along with the aforementioned virtues of Bavinck the theo-
logian, this book exhibits the virtues of Bavinck the churchman. 
Bavinck traces the progress of Christian nurture from baptism 
through confession to participation in the Lord’s Supper, demon-
strating the organic relationship that binds the various elements of 
Christian nurture together. He discusses the relationship between 
the individual’s personal profession of faith and the church’s his-
toric confessions, steering a course between an insecure pietism 
and a cold orthodoxy. He treats the place of parents, schools, and 
churches in Christian nurture, rightly emphasizing the priority of 
the word of God among the various means of grace that God has 
appointed for his people. Alert to the challenges that threaten the 
Christian’s confidence in this vale of tears, Bavinck grounds the 
security of the Christian’s confession in Jesus Christ’s faithful con-
fession and inspires the Christian to look with eager expectation 
to the day when every knee will bow and every tongue will confess 
that Jesus Christ is Lord to the glory of God the Father.

As the father of four children, I was especially encouraged by 
the wisdom this book conveys. Our children find themselves at 
various stages of Christian discipleship and therefore with vari-
ous needs for instruction and encouragement in the Lord. My 
youngest child is ready to make his public profession of faith be-
fore the church. My oldest child is about to head off to univer-
sity. In Bavinck’s The Sacrifice of Praise, I found a treasure trove 
of resources for instructing and encouraging our children in their 
various stages of Christian discipleship. I trust that other pastors, 
teachers, and parents will find this book to be a valuable resource 
as well.

The Sacrifice of Praise may be profitably read alongside two 
other books of catechetical theology written by Herman Bavinck. 
The Wonderful Works of God is a compendium of Christian doctrine 
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that clearly and concisely summarizes the main elements of bib-
lical teaching confessed by Reformed churches. Saved by Grace: 
The Holy Spirit’s Work in Calling and Regeneration discusses the 
covenantal basis of infant baptism and addresses questions often 
debated among Christians regarding the spiritual status of those 
baptized in infancy. Together, these three books represent a kind 
of catechetical trilogy that—if widely studied and discussed among 
pastors, elders, and laypersons—would greatly aid the church in its 
task of making disciples of Jesus Christ.

The translators and publisher are to be commended for their 
labors in making a new edition of Bavinck’s The Sacrifice of Praise 
available to an English-speaking audience. May this book contrib-
ute to a revitalized culture of catechesis in our churches and thereby 
to the greater flourishing of Reformed theology among all nations 
to the praise of Jesus’ name.

Scott R. Swain, President and  
James Woodrow Hassell  Professor of Systematic Theology 

Reformed Theological Seminary, Orlando, Florida
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Introduction

The importance of confessing the faith can be seen from the 
earliest days of the church to the present. On the occasion of Peter’s 
confession that Jesus was the Christ, Jesus said to him:

“Blessed are you, Simon Bar-Jonah! For flesh and blood has not re-
vealed this to you, but my Father who is in heaven. And I tell you, you 
are Peter, and on this rock I will build my church, and the gates of hell 
shall not prevail against it. I will give you the keys of the kingdom of 
heaven, and whatever you bind on earth shall be bound in heaven, 
and whatever you loose on earth shall be loosed in heaven.” 

(Matt. 16:17–19)

In Acts 7, when Stephen made a public confession of who Jesus 
is, what he has done, and what he is doing, he was stoned to death. 
In the early church account of the martyrdom of Polycarp, when 
Polycarp was called on to recant his confession of Christ, he said, 
“Eighty and six years have I served Him, and He never did me any 
injury: how then can I blaspheme my King and my Savior?”1 The 
split in the church that prompted Augustine to write On Baptism, 
Against the Donatist dealt in part with the question surrounding 
those who recant their faith in the face of persecution but later 
return to the church. The works of those—and others, such as An-
selm, Aquinas, and Bonaventure—are works of public confession 
of the person and work of Christ. The reform movements of the 
Waldensians, Wycliffe, and Hus were all efforts to both purify and 
call for a faithful confession of faith, and the Reformation was in 
large part a call for and a test of the Reformers’ confessions of faith. 
The list could go on. Church history is replete with examples of 
the importance of regular, public, and faithful confessions of faith.
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This new translation of the work by Dutch theologian Herman 
Bavinck (1854–1921) is a call to this historic Christian practice. 
Bavinck wrote it originally for people in the Netherlands who had 
been baptized and were ready to make a public confession of faith. 
After they had done this and received the Lord’s Supper for the first 
time, it was customary to give them a book. At the turn of the twen-
tieth century, The Sacrifice of Praise was among the most popular 
gifts. Bavinck wrote it as a reminder that confession of the faith is 
necessary, not only at conversion but in all of life, in words and in 
deeds. It was written to encourage and challenge them toward a 
deeper reflection of the nature of their confession. It was written 
to educate and comfort. It was written as a thoughtful theological 
work, but also as a tender pastoral hand leading the young Chris-
tian further up and further into the beauty of Christ and the gospel. 
It was written to tether the reader to Scripture and to the rest of 
the church.

The Sacrifice of Praise: A New Translation

In 1921, John Dolfin (pastor of Bethany Reformed Christian 
Church in Muskegon, Michigan) first translated Herman Bavinck’s 
De Offerande des Lofs into The Sacrifice of Praise (SoP). This raises 
the question as to why, if there is already an English translation 
of this work, would anyone want to undertake a new translation? 
There are multiple reasons.

First, we believe that at times Dolfin took certain translation 
liberties with which we disagree—such as blunting the more mod-
ern features of Bavinck’s writing or adding and dropping sentence 
clauses, and in some cases dropping whole paragraphs.2 We de-
sired to bring to the contemporary reader a version of SoP that 
retains Bavinck’s distinctive style and expression—while being 
cognizant of our own context and audience and therefore restrict-
ing ourselves from more dynamic renderings. We wanted Bavinck 
to speak to us today, and our hope is that this new translation does 
just that.
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Second, we thought the use of modern language was fitting as 
current-day readers are no longer as accustomed to the older King 
James English. In addition to this, as one reads through SoP, it be-
comes apparent that the book is replete with scriptural reference, 
quotations, and allusions that were unattributed. We desired to 
make these biblical allusions, quotations, and paraphrases explicit. 
Therefore, we thought it prudent to use a contemporary translation 
of Scripture. We utilized the English Standard Version (ESV) of the 
Bible for our translation. Although Bavinck’s original text does not 
provide scriptural citations, we decided that adding this would aid 
the reader. Additionally, we include editorial endnotes to guide the 
reader through this “ripe fruit placed in the bosom of the church.” 
Also, where suitable, we utilized language that would allow for a 
more inclusive reading, while not obscuring Bavinck’s meaning or 
making the language overly cumbersome.

Third, for many years, theologians have praised Herman 
Bavinck for his richly scriptural, highly Trinitarian, Christocen-
tric, confessional, modern, and perspicuous theology. Interna-
tional admiration for Bavinck as a theologian started long before 
his introduction to the Anglophone world. Writing to a friend in 
1924, Swiss-German theologian Karl Barth said that Bavinck was 
a theologian with class; and in his Göttingen Dogmatics, Barth 
writes that Bavinck’s presentation of the Trinity was one of the most 
careful and instructive that he knew.3 Likewise, Dutch Reformed 
theologian Cornelius Van Til heralded Bavinck’s Gereformeerde 
Dogmatiek as “the greatest and most comprehensive statement of 
Reformed systematic theology in modern times.”4 Similarly, French 
Protestant theologian Auguste Lecerf deemed the work as “a veri-
table summa of contemporary Calvinism.”5

Since the English inception of Bavinck’s Reformed Dogmatics, 
praise of and interest in Bavinck have grown significantly. In recent 
years, a wider community has begun engaging Bavinck and includ-
ing him among the list of giants in the Reformed tradition.6 One of 
these is Tim Keller, the founding pastor of Redeemer Presbyterian 
Church in New York, who was recently listed as one of the twelve 
most effective preachers in the English world. In a recent interview, 
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Keller attributed Bavinck’s “grace restores nature” theme as funda-
mental to his own theology and vision for Redeemer Presbyterian.7

While Bavinck’s recognition as a theologian will and should 
continue to receive attention, Bavinck as a theologian-pastor or a 
churchly dogmatician has been underplayed. Bavinck consciously 
performed his theological task with the church in mind. Select 
works, such as James Eglinton’s Herman Bavinck on Preaching and 
Preachers (Hendrickson, 2017), have drawn attention to this aspect 
of Bavinck. Accordingly, SoP exists to continue to cultivate this vi-
sion of Bavinck as an ecclesial theologian amid this renaissance of 
interest in him.

In 1881, Bavinck addressed the Central Pastoral Conference 
in Utrecht. In his presentation, he laid out three methodological 
considerations for dogmatics. First, dogmatics is always ecclesial 
and therefore confessional.8 By this, Bavinck wanted listeners to 
recognize that theology is not “a private opinion or individual sen-
timent,” nor strictly “biblical,” for this would result in a system that 
most likely has “anti-ecclesiastical impulses . . . and . . . compel(s) 
all ecclesiastical differences to the same level, committing an of-
fense against its own existence and history.”9 Rather, theology is 
the “faith truth declared and confessed” by the “whole church or 
by one of its branches.”10 Second, theology is not the task of an 
individual or of private opinion, but rather an authorized church 
teaching in which the whole community of saints participates. The-
ology is an ecclesial act; it is church based.

Ten years later in 1891, Bavinck wrote a short paper titled 
“Confession and Dogmatics,” reflecting on a presentation and book 
under the same name by Reformed theologian and preacher Fran-
çois Daubanton.11 Bavinck writes:

The dogmatist cannot break free from his past, from his bondage to 
the community of the church, in which he was born and raised. Every 
dogmatics can be viewed through the church to which the writer 
belongs and the confession which led him to Scripture. Christian 
may be the name, but every dogmatist has a nickname.12 . . . Jesus has 
promised to his church the guidance of the Holy Spirit into all truth. 
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This is the Church Doctor. And the church is not just an assembly, 
but also the mother of believers, a mother also of the theologian and 
the dogmatist. Through her he was led to the truth in Christ. From 
her hand he received the bread of life. She also was the pillar and 
firmness of truth for him.

In the same letter, Bavinck discusses the work of the theologian 
as contributing to the perpetuation of a healthy church:

[The theologian] must recapitulate the work of the church, as it were, 
to develop the dogmatics for our eyes from the Scriptures, and to 
produce it anew. Through this he will to no small degree contribute 
to the preservation of the church and confession from petrification 
and dead orthodoxy. For he takes the dogma and dips it into the 
fresh bath of the water of life, time and time again, where there is the 
rushing of water in the Holy Scriptures.13

Finally, we also included a translation of well-known Dutch 
preacher William Gispen’s review of SoP as an epilogue to the book. 
This provides the reader with a historical looking glass of the book’s 
reception in the Netherlands. In 1901, a small publishing house 
in The Hague, Fred. H. Verschoor, first published The Sacrifice of 
Praise.14 Between 1901 and 1906, the book went through four edi-
tions, with the second print run occurring just four weeks after the 
first—which Bavinck notes in his preface to the second edition as 
having exceeded his expectation. In 1907, J. C. de Mildt (also in 
The Hague) published the fifth edition, which includes Bavinck’s 
second preface. In 1911, J. H. Kok in Kampen published the sixth 
edition, with the seventh to tenth editions running between 1912 
and 1920.

The 1920 edition of De Offerande des Lofs was the version used 
for this translation. The average print run estimated by J. H. Kok 
was between 2,000 and 3,000 copies, with the book experiencing at 
least sixteen reprints, the last of which was in 1948. These numbers 
suggest that around 40,000 copies of the book circulated through-
out the Netherlands during the twentieth century. Gispen’s review, 
which was published less than a month after the initial distribution 
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of SoP, writes highly of Bavinck’s contribution to church. He says 
that SoP is not “a dogmatic writing, but all the dogmas that are 
hidden in God’s word, in so far as they relate directly to the man’s 
salvation and living unto God’s honor, compose the bones of these 
meditations. And these are not the dry bones of a mounted skele
ton, but rather they are bones of a living organism full of fat and 
marrow.” To that end, we retranslated Bavinck’s SoP for the next 
generation in a language that is more familiar, and with scriptural 
citations, so that Bavinck can be heard once more to a modern 
audience.

The Sacrifice of Praise: Historical Background

The Sacrifice of Praise was written during a fascinating time 
in Dutch history. It has as its backdrop the faithful secession of 
two Dutch church groups and the union of two historic giants in 
Abraham Kuyper (1837–1920) and Bavinck. In the midst of this 
union, however, there is also controversy, and Bavinck writes this 
popular-level book as part of his response to the dilemma. In order 
to situate the place of the book within this history, it is necessary for 
the whole story to be unfolded, starting with Bavinck himself. This 
will give the reader an idea of not only the historical significance 
of the book but also a succinct introduction to its content and the 
theologian behind it.

Born into the home of a Dutch secessionist preacher in 1854, 
Herman, along with his six siblings, was shaped by the rhythms 
of a home steeped in the word of God and the Three Forms of 
Unity (the confessional commitments of the continental Calvin-
ist churches: the Belgic Confession, the Canons of Dort, and the 
Heidelberg Catechism) that colored the Afscheiding (secessionist) 
churches. On Wednesday, March 19, 1873, at a midweek catechism 
class, Bavinck gave a profession of faith at the age of eighteen and 
was confirmed one Sunday later by Rev. Dosker.15 In his teenage 
diary, Bavinck does not reflect on the event; rather, it seems that 
this profession of faith was more of a matter of thinking through 
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the confessional standards of the church and agreeing with them. 
It is after one’s profession of faith that one is encouraged to search 
one’s heart.

Thus Bavinck entered a time of anxious consideration regard-
ing the motives and intentions of his own soul. It is also during 
this time that Bavinck began studying at the Christelijke Gerefor-
meerde Kerken (Christian Reformed Church) Theological School 
in Kampen, and a year later he continued his university education 
in Leiden. From 1874 to 1880, Bavinck studied under the scientific 
model of professors; and although he admired their approach, he 
found himself in deep disagreement with them. In Leiden, when 
Bavinck was twenty, he participated in the Lord’s Supper for the 
first time. In his diary entry of October 10, 1875, Bavinck writes,

Rev. Donner spoke about Ps. 34:9. It was the Lord’s Supper. For the 
first in my life I expressed at the table of the Lord the public profes-
sion that I am dead in sins and misdeeds, but my only hope is on 
the righteousness of Christ. O may I not have eaten and drunken 
judgment upon myself! Let, O God, the wish to serve you have been 
a true one, and thus, an irrevocable one!16

It is interesting to note that nine hundred and twenty-four days 
pass between Bavinck’s profession of faith and his partaking of the 
Lord’s Supper. The time between his confession of faith and the Lord’s 
Supper should not be seen as a period when he questioned his faith 
or the tenets of Christianity. Rather, it was a normal part of seces-
sionist piety, in which it was expected that the believer would search 
his heart. The fact that this happened while Bavinck was in Leiden is 
significant, for many have suggested that while Bavinck was there, he 
questioned his orthodox faith. On the other hand, however, the exact 
opposite appears to be true. Bavinck not only grew in his faith but 
also took an “irrevocable” step forward. Following the completion 
of his doctorate at Leiden, Bavinck returned home for a year before 
entering the pastorate, where he remained for another year before 
receiving a call to teach at Kampen in 1882, where he then taught 
from 1883 to 1901. It was at Kampen that he wrote his magnum opus 
Gereformeerde Dogmatiek (Reformed Dogmatics).
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In certain ways, SoP is particularly poignant for people in this 
time of life. It addresses those who have been baptized and are 
now journeying toward confession of faith and the Lord’s Supper—
those who are between the acknowledgement of the head and the 
relinquishing of the heart. This is why the original subtitle of this 
book is Meditations before and after Admission to the Lord’s Supper, 
which places it within the context of the Lord’s Supper. Nonethe-
less, as Bavinck works out the nature of confession, the book is 
applicable for the whole of the Christian walk.

A rising star in Dutch society during this time, Abraham 
Kuyper, founded the Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam (Free University 
of Amsterdam) in 1880. A year later, Kuyper recognized Bavinck’s 
talent as a dogmatician, and he attempted to recruit him to his 
Free University. He failed in this first attempt, in part because he 
wanted Bavinck to teach Semitic languages instead of dogmatics. 
While the two would not work together in a church setting until 
over a decade later, they had a mutual influence on each other and 
the wider theological movements occurring in the Netherlands at 
the time. One historian has said,

When mentioned together, we take the names of Abraham Kuyper 
and Herman Bavinck not as the name of two individuals but as 
a brand name. Kuyper and Bavinck belong together like Gold-
man and Sachs or Mercedes and Benz. Together they stand for 
neo-Calvinism.17

To understand the historical context that lead to the writing of 
SoP, it is necessary to briefly explore the history of the De Gerefor-
meerde Kerken in Nederland (GKN).

The Break from the Dutch National Church

In 1892, Herman Bavinck and Abraham Kuyper forged a 
partnership when they brought together two distinct reform 
movements—the Afscheiding (founded in 1834) and the Doleantie 
(founded in 1886)—as the De Gereformeerde Kerken in Nederland 
(GKN).18
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The Afscheiding, or Churches of the Secession, started as an at-
tempt to reform the national church, but it became a denomination 
in its own right when the reforms were rejected. In its early years, 
a pastor from Ulrum, Hendrik de Cock, led the movement that 
focused mainly on the recovery of the historic documents on which 
the Reformed Church was founded.19 De Cock, and those who fol-
lowed him, had perceived a subtle erosion to the doctrinal stan-
dards of the church through the influence of the Enlightenment, 
and so they ended up leaving the national church. The first years 
of the split were difficult, and the Afscheiding experienced much 
persecution.20 However, through the work of Groen van Prinsterer, 
a Dutch politician, and his defense of their right of secession, the 
secessionists experienced something of a respite. The persecution 
began to decline even further in 1840 when William II succeeded 
his father as king, finally subsiding with the new constitution in 
1848, which granted freedom of religion.21 In 1854, this allowed the 
young church to organize and found its own theological school in 
Kampen; and in 1882, Herman Bavinck was appointed professor 
of dogmatics.

The history of the Doleantie (the Churches of the Grieving), a 
group of churches ejected from the Dutch Reformed Church in 
1886, is much different.22 Organized under the leadership of Abra-
ham Kuyper,23 it was a failed attempt to reform the Dutch Reformed 
Church from liberalism. Unlike the Afscheiding, since the prospects 
for their proposed reforms seemed more and more remote, Kuyper 
instead founded the Free University of Amsterdam in 1880. This 
was one of a number of steps toward an independently organized 
Reformed orthodoxy.24 The conflict between Kuyper and his fol-
lowers, and the rest of the national church, came to head when 
Kuyper and a coalition of pastors refused to receive progressive cat-
echumens as members. The regional governing ecclesiastical body 
directed them to do so; when they refused, the authorities sus-
pended eighty office bearers in Amsterdam from ministry. By the 
end of the year, Kuyper was among those who had been deposed. 
In 1886, Kuyper and others began this new assembly of churches 
known as the Doleantie.25
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In 1892, after several years of debate, the two groups that had 
seceded from the Dutch Reformed church merged and became 
the GKN (De Gereformeerde Kerken in Nederland), with Kuyper on 
one side and Bavinck on the other. Even with Kuyper and Bavinck 
backing the union, however, there was still some suspicion on both 
sides, which caused some members of the earlier secessionist group 
to continue as the Christelijke Gereformeerde Kerk (Christian Re-
formed Church).26 Although the churches that remained in the 
GKN moved forward, within a decade, some of Kuyper’s particular 
theological positions began to produce discord in the GKN.

A Difference of Opinions

In 1905, three years after Bavinck transitioned from Kampen to 
Amsterdam after accepting Kuyper’s plea to teach theology at the 
Free University, the GKN Synod in Utrecht adjudicated theological 
disagreements that had finally reached a boiling point.—the main 
controversy being Kuyper’s views on regeneration and baptism.27 
In a series of articles originally published from March 1901 to May 
1902 in the Dutch religious newspaper De Bazuin, Bavinck entered 
the debate, and in 1903 he published his book Roeping en Wederge-
boorte (Calling and Regeneration).28

Kuyper’s peculiar positions encompassed four particular areas: 
(1) supralapsarianism versus infralapsarianism;29 (2) justification 
from eternity; (3) immediate regeneration; and (4) presumptive 
regeneration.30 (Since Bavinck primarily engages the last category 
in The Sacrifice of Praise, we will focus only on that point here.) The 
question that needed to be answered in Bavinck’s day regarded the 
status of children of believing parents. Kuyper’s tendency was to 
start from standpoint of election and assume that a child possessed 
God’s grace in Christ, just as the sacrament of baptism both signi-
fied and sealed.31 His logic says that because the promise of God 
is given only to the elect, it should be assumed that those who are 
baptized possess all of the benefits promised in baptism.32 Kuyper’s 
main concerns in formulating this theological understanding re-
garded “religious formalism,” where one would have congregations 
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full of baptized yet unsaved people, and “Reformed pietism,” which 
demanded conversion experiences as proof of person’s salvation.33

Before proceeding too much further here, we want to make 
it clear that Kuyper’s position was not an attempt to make pre-
sumptions about what God had decreed about certain individuals. 
Rather, Kuyper was primarily concerned with the attitude of the 
church toward its covenant children. Kuyper was not attempting 
to make a statement about a baptized person’s status as regener-
ate; he was arguing for a particular stance that the church and be-
lieving parents should take toward a covenant child in light of the 
promises of God in Scripture. He claimed that this was based on 
the divine promise and that God was already at work efficaciously 
to save the child. The church should therefore administer baptism 
to the child based on this assumption, and then watch over time 
for that faith to work itself out in open profession and repentance. 
Kuyper writes,

You certainly now know that my child is chosen, and God has al-
ready wrought in this child the secret seed of regeneration. Then, 
naturally, you could not withhold holy baptism from your child. On 
this ground it is your duty. As much as you live in the covenant, each 
of your children, who were born to you, on the assumption that the 
work of God’s grace already grabbed a place in them, must be bap-
tized in the Triune name of God.34

While Bavinck is careful not to mention Kuyper directly in 
his treatment on baptism, regeneration, faith, and repentance, 
Bavinck’s language is clearly a break from Kuyper’s argument. Un-
like Kuyper, Bavinck considered the covenant of grace as the foun-
dation for baptism:35

Not regeneration, faith, or repentance, much less our assumption 
pertaining to them, but only the covenant of grace gave people, both 
adults and children, the right to baptism. This covenant was the sure, 
scriptural, objective ground upon which all the Reformed, together 
and without distinction, based the right to infant baptism. They had 
no other, deeper, or more solid ground.36
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Bavinck’s argument that the grounding for baptism finds it sur-
est footing in the covenant of grace and not election does not mean 
he does not call for the church to show charity in its judgment of 
children. Indeed, he asserts that it is impossible to make an “infal-
lible pronouncement that establishes the salvation of every person.” 
However, the “basis for baptism is not the assumption that some-
one is regenerate, nor even that [there is] regeneration itself, but 
only the covenant of God.”37

Bavinck’s concern regarding “assumed” or “presumptive” re-
generation was a pastoral one. He argued that while the doctrine 
provided no practical benefit, it did lend itself to inflicting much 
spiritual harm. To be fair, Bavinck did not believe that it necessar-
ily led to harm but that it could easily do this. Bavinck argued that 
three harms were induced from Kuyper’s position. First, it ran the 
risk of lulling the baptized into a false sense of security. Second, 
the gospel is preached to and for the regenerate; others need only 
profess their reprobation. Third, the teaching leads to an under-
standing of the gospel that is out of accord with the Scriptures and 
Reformed standards.38

The “Conclusions of Utrecht”

In 1905, this divergence in the understanding of baptism, re-
generation, repentance, and covenant caused such a disturbance 
in the church that the Synod Utrecht presented its “Conclusions” 
to settle the matter for the GKN. In the end, the actual distance 
between Kuyper’s and Bavinck’s positions on “presumptive” regen-
eration was small. (Bavinck’s “judgment of charity” concerning 
covenant children was similar to that of Kuyper’s understand
ing that position, vis-à-vis the posture of the church and believing 
parents toward their children.) The deep disagreement was in the 
grounding of baptism in this assumption of regeneration. Bavinck 
held that the basis for baptism was found solely in God’s covenant 
of grace. As Bavinck saw it, Kuyper’s position made a human re-
sponse to God’s promise for baptism. While the 1905 “Conclusions 
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of Utrecht” confirm Bavinck’s reasoning over Kuyper’s,39 they were 
not an attempt to be polemic but rather a mediating document 
that attempts a compromise to pacify the conflict that had arisen 
in the GKN. Nevertheless, Kuyper’s views were met with moderate 
condemnation.

The Sacrifice of Praise: A Summary

It was in the midst of the heat of this controversy that Bavinck 
wrote The Sacrifice of Praise.40 While not an overt polemic against 
Kuyper and his positions concerning baptism, covenant, faith, re-
pentance, and the need for a public confession of faith, this book 
was the presentation of a position incongruous with Kuyper’s. 
Bavinck held that the theme of confession that needs to be made—
before, on, and after receiving admission to the Lord’s Supper—is 
seen both as a scriptural mandate and as an antidote against many 
of the dangers Bavinck saw inherent in Kuyper’s position of as-
sumed regeneration.

For Bavinck, confessing the faith with a view of the covenant, 
regeneration, faith, and repentance in line with the historic creeds 
and confessions provided great benefit and guarded against the 
inherent harm he perceived from assumed regeneration. First, 
properly understood, a public confession of faith would keep the 
believer from being lulled into a false sense of security. As Bavinck 
lays out in SoP, a public confession of faith calls believers to a life 
of repentance and faith—to deny themselves, take up their cross, 
and follow Christ.

Second, in SoP Bavinck shows that the confession of faith is 
not reserved to a limited few but that Scripture calls all to this 
confession. From a human perspective, a person’s final status is 
determined not at birth but at death. The duty of the church is to 
call the whole world to make this confession of faith, not just the 
baptized few. Among Bavinck’s concerns in SoP is to show that all 
are called to confession, and therefore the preaching of the gospel 
is not solely for believers but is intended for the whole world.
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Lastly, Bavinck’s concern in SoP is to show that this call for all 
people everywhere to make public confession is in line not just 
with the historic Reformed tradition but with all of Scripture. The 
need to confess the faith is mandated throughout the Bible, in both 
the Old Testament and the New Testament. Here, Bavinck calls 
on Christians to see it as their duty to regularly make a credible 
confession of faith in word and deed. Indeed, the confession of 
faith is not a one-time event but a regular and continual part of 
the Christian life.

In the first chapter, Bavinck takes a wide theological scope, in-
troducing us to the covenants of redemption, works, and grace. He 
assures us that salvation is only by grace as it is cemented in the 
eternal covenant of God, and that the sacraments are signs and 
seals of the promises made to believers through these covenants. 
Likewise, the believer’s own confession of faith is rooted in God’s 
eternal divine mercy. Having introduced us to confession as an act 
of covenantal grace toward believers, Bavinck moves in the second 
chapter to the believer’s participation in the covenant of grace. In 
this covenant, believers have the blessed and beautiful responsibil-
ity to actively train children in the task of being transformed to 
radiantly reflect the divine image of God that they have received. 
In this chapter, Bavinck suggests that there are three avenues that 
assist in this “building up” process: family, church, and school.

In the third chapter, having discussed where this “building up” 
activity takes place, he now contends for the primacy of the Scrip-
ture in the task of “building up.” He argues that since piety and 
orthodoxy must not be torn asunder, instruction in doctrine and 
theology must be accompanied by training in life. Therefore, word 
and deed, life and doctrine, walk and talk are joined together. He 
says that the Word may come to believers not just in the sermon or 
the private reading of Scripture, but that it is with them on all paths 
as they live in full dependence on the Word.

In the fourth chapter, Bavinck describes the true nature of 
confession—that it is not simply spoken but embodied. It is done 

“with mouth and heart, word and deed.” Confession is the lived, 
daily profession of faith that bears fruit in every sphere of life. The 
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whole life of one who professes faith is “inseparable from the faith 
of the heart”; it is a confession of praise before God.

In chapter five, Bavinck contends that confession is twofold. 
First, confession is repentance, a declaration of one’s sin and guilt 
before God. Second, confession is the profession of dependence 
on the person of Jesus Christ, whose life, death, and resurrection 
constitute the essence of Christianity.

In chapter six, Bavinck considers the diversity of confession 
present in the church across the ages. He acknowledges that while 
this diversity has caused damage to the church, it may also reflect 
the great work of God in re-creation. As God is a trinity, but also 
unity in diversity, so is this diversity reflected in his organic cre-
ation. Likewise, God’s act of recreation does not oppose the cre-
ation’s inherent diversity. Rather, in the diversity of believers, they 
are united in Christ.

Building on this, in chapter seven Bavinck explains how this 
superlative diversity of confession finds its unity in the common 
confession of Christ as Lord. Here he then articulates the absolute-
ness of Christianity, both its exclusivity (that it denies the truth-
fulness of all other religions) and in its inclusiveness (that in this 
declaration of the Lordship of Christ, the universal, international 
church possesses unity). In the unity of this confession, the univer-
sality of Christianity is implied.

In chapter eight, Bavinck turns to consider the duty or obli-
gation of the believer to confess the faith. He first discusses how 
God, who eternally self-communicates his word, at the same time, 
is the self-speaking Word toward his creation: his creation was 
spoken into existence and is preserved by the same Word. Like-
wise, the image of God is called to speak, to profess in spoken 
word, the great name of the Lord. In this confession, the fruit 
of our lips is the sacrifice of praise, which belongs both to the 
individual and the community of believers—the fruit of the tree 
and the orchard.

In chapter nine, Bavinck addresses that which opposes profes-
sions of faith: the flesh, the world, and the devil. He writes first 
positively of the shame that comes from sin, which he sees as a 
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healthy guilt that leads us back to God. However, there is also a 
false shame, which the principalities of darkness thrust upon be-
lievers. False shame is the embarrassment of professing Christ as 
Lord and Savior. Bavinck encourages believers to fight against this 
second kind of shame, which wants us to root our lives in the ap-
pearance of being rich and enriched. Rather, we should recognize 
that Christ himself became this shame on our behalf, and that in 
identifying with him we are lifted up with him. In confession, then, 
we profess that we have nothing apart from Christ. At the same 
time, this confession unites us to Christ, the one who welcomes us 
as fellow heirs and who removes our shame.

In the tenth chapter, Bavinck reminds believers that they are 
never alone when they confess Christ. They stand with the saints 
of the past, the hosts of heaven, the church of today, and Christ 
himself. Moreover, the Father and the Son sent the Spirit to work 
in each of them, bringing them to a confession of Christ. Thus 
confessors of Christ are never alone, for they are in eternal fellow-
ship with God.

In chapter eleven, Bavinck transitions to consider the reward 
for one’s faithful confession. He returns to the covenant of grace, in 
which it is God alone who destines man to be with him—not by any 
act of man. We can only passively receive grace from God in faith. 
Bavinck also exhorts believers to actively pursue their sanctifica-
tion. In other words, believers should strive to become more of who 
they are already in Christ. Here we encounter a paradoxical reality 
of life in Christ: that the unmerited reward of eternal life, which 
was always the believer’s in Christ as a gift, becomes the believer’s 
through perseverance and love. Ultimately, in union with Christ, all 
of God’s children will fellowship with him and enjoy his presence 
as a reward.

In his final chapter, Bavinck encourages believers with the 
knowledge that the history of the world ends in the unity of con-
fession that Jesus Christ is Lord. Bavinck contends that while this 
confession may be opposed in the present, believers can nonethe-
less take comfort in the hope that the Lord will one day return to 
judge the living and the dead, that all of creation will fall on its 
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knees before Jesus. Thus in confession we participate at once in an 
event that was promised and accomplished in the past, guaranteed 
in eternity, and that one day will be ours in the future forever.

Conclusion

In updating this book, we hope that it edifies the church and 
helps strengthen Christians everywhere, as it testifies of God’s 
promises, love, and the importance of confession. Our hope is that 
in a time when the world, the flesh, and the devil press in on all 
sides, this book functions as a call from the past to make a confes-
sion of the faith in the present. Our hope is that this book encour-
ages both young and old, men and women, the trained and the 
untrained to make a regular, faithful, and true confession of Christ 
as Lord of heaven and earth. Our hope is that even when we inevi-
tably fail in our calling to confess the name of Christ, Bavinck helps 
us remember that our Savior remains faithful in confessing our 
name before the Father, which is the great hope of our confession.

Through him then let us continually offer up a 
sacrifice of praise to God, that is, the fruit of lips 

that acknowledge his name. (Heb. 13:15)
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