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There is not one square 
inch of human life where 
Christ who is sovereign 
over all does not say 
“Mine!” -Abraham Kuyper



UNDOUBTEDLY ONE OF THE FATHERS OF MODERN 
HOLLAND is the remarkable figure of Abraham 
Kuyper - journalist, theologian, educationalist, 
politician and prime minister.  
Kuyper’s impact on the nation, in the late 19th 

century and the opening decade of the 20th century 
has left an indelible imprint on Dutch churches, 
schools, media and politics a full century later. 
What was the secret of this prolifically productive 

man, once described as having ten heads and a 
hundred arms?!



On the 25th anniversary of his editorship of 
De Standaard in 1897, Kuyper declared:  
"One desire has been the ruling passion of my life.  
“One high motive has acted like a spur upon my 
mind and soul. “It is this: That in spite of all 
worldly opposition, God's holy ordinances shall 
be established again in the home, in the 
school and in the State for the good of the 
people: to carve as it were into the conscience of 
the nation the ordinances of the Lord, to which 
Bible and Creation bear witness, until the nation 
again pays homage to God." 



• Theologian/pastor 
• Journalist 
In 1870, he moved to Amsterdam, where he continued 

to activate for reform in the church, and against the 
dangers of an aristocratic hierarchy on the one hand, 
and modernism on the other. Within two years, he was 
appointed head editor of the daily newspaper De 
Standaard, of which De Heraut became the weekly 
supplement. By the end of the century, De Standaard was 
recognized as the most prestigious Dutch daily paper. 
Kuyper was to remain chief editor of both journals for 
over forty years, in addition to all his other tasks!



• Theologian/pastor 
• Journalist 
• Politician 
In April 1894, he returned to Parliament after an 

absence of twenty years, to begin a seven-year period of 
political activity which amazed friend and foe alike.  
In addition to leading the Antirevolutionary Party, he 

was still editor of both the daily De Standaard and De 
Heraut weekly, as well as teaching as a professor at the 
VU in two faculties, theology and Dutch literature. 



• Theologian/pastor 
• Journalist 

• Politician 
In 1898, he made a long-promised trip to America 

where he delivered the now-famous Stone Lectures at 
Princeton University, outlining Calvinism as a 
comprehensive, integrated worldview. 
In 1901, the queen asked Dr Kuyper to form a cabinet 

and to become the prime minister. In his opening 
speech, the new premier declared his intention to 
continue to build the nation on the Christian principles 
of the national life.



• Theologian/pastor 
• Journalist 

• Politician 
Under Kuyper, many progressive social laws were 

introduced, creating rights for the poor, minorities and 
workers. In the competition between capital and labour, 
liberalism and socialism, he defended the workers' 
rights to be organized.



• Theologian/pastor 
• Journalist 
• Politician 
• Educationalist 



'Sphere sovereignty’:
explained how Christ’s lordship extended into the real world of 
politics, education and society in general. 

Calvin's teaching of God's sovereignty over all of life was the 
starting point of 'sphere sovereignty'. 

The church as an institution was not sovereign over other areas 
or 'spheres' of life. She had not been given the mandate to 
'dominate' society, as was taught in the Christendom of the old 
traditional, hierarchical orders. 

Neither was the state the ultimate authority, or had been given 
the mandate to 'dominate' society, as held by humanistic 
socialism. 

Nor surely were individual persons free simply to do what was 
right in their own eyes, as in liberalism, without society suffering 
serious long-term consequences.



• Abraham Kuyper - sphere sovereignty

• ‘There is not one square inch of human life where Christ, 
who is sovereign over all, does not say, “Mine!”
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Kuyper saw five domains or spheres of government, each 
directly accountable to God, and each relating to the other 
domains within God-given limits of authority. 

The first was that of self-government, the accountability of the 
individual person directly to God. 

The second was family government, instituted by and also 
accountable to God. Parents were given primary responsibility 
for the upbringing and education of children.
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Church government was the third sphere, relating to the management of 
church affairs, leadership structures and church discipline. The church had 
not been appointed as mediator between God and individuals, or God and 
families. When church leaders tried to play such a role, they stepped beyond 
their divine authority into tyranny. 

The fourth sphere, the domain of societal government or voluntary 
associations included clubs, businesses, societies, organizations - 
significant players in what is called the 'social midfield', which flourishes in 
healthy democracies, and is tightly controlled under totalitarian regimes. 



Lastly, the fifth sphere, that of civil government, involved the 
divine mandate of the state to uphold justice and bear the 
sword in order to limit the effect of man's fallenness. When the 
state meddled with church affairs, or vice versa, tyranny 
ensued. 
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Antithesis
The fact that there are two kinds of people 
(redeemed and unredeemed) occasions of 
necessity the fact of two kinds of human life and 
consciousness of life, and two kinds of science 
(wetenschap)- academic inquiry.
Our world and life view is shaped and guided by 
our rebellious spirits. It is only when God 
redirects our wills back to him that we can begin 
to correct our ways of knowing.



Common grace
if the Bible teaches that we are all sinners, why do people do good wholesome things? Why do 
we want to help each other, laugh and cry together, love our own families or live creatively? Why 
are we appalled at the wrong-doing of others, the ISIS atrocities for example? Why should we be 
so touched by a photo of a little drowned refugee boy lying on a beach?

Why do people who have not heard or accepted the gospel, or even those who have rejected the 
gospel (or at least ‘churchianity’), contribute positively to human civilisation, discovering cures 
for diseases, inventing means to improve the standard of living and sacrificing for their children? 
Why shouldn’t sinful society simply spiral downwards into increasing depravity? Why does 
the Father, in the words of Jesus, ‘cause the sun to rise on the evil and the good, and send rain on 
the righteous and the unrighteous’? (Mt 5: 45)

Abraham Kuyper’s answer was what he called ‘common grace’. After the devastating flood 
which almost wiped out the human race, God promised to Noah never to allow sin to get so out of 
hand as to destroy the world and humanity–at least until the divine purposes had been fulfilled. 
The rainbow was to remind us of that promise.

In other words, God has set boundaries to the influence of sin, death and Satan. He chose to 
sustain the cosmos and human life in an intermediate state, preventing total destruction and 
depravity until his goals and promises would be fulfilled, when ‘all the peoples will come and 
praise you, O Lord’ (Ps 86:9).



Common grace
Undeserved  
This protection was ‘common’ because it was extended to all: good and bad, rich and poor, 
believer and unbeliever. It was ‘grace’ because it was undeserved divine favour, sovereignly 
bestowed. Common grace was closely related to–but distinct from–saving grace, by which 
individuals were spiritually reborn. Both graces were aimed at the goal of the restoration of the 
whole world until it would finally reflect the glory of the divine image, according to Kuyper.

Common grace is seen in the following ways:  
• God’s sustaining care for his creation, ‘upholding the universe by the power of his word’, the 
regularity of the seasons, the fruitfulness of our planet with times for sowing and harvesting;  
• the institutions of government at various levels, including family government and civil 
government. Even pagan parents know they should nurture their children into responsible 
adulthood to uphold order and justice and to punish wrongdoers. (Matt 7:9-10). Paul teaches that 
civil authorities are ordained by God and are even called ‘ministers of God’ (Rom 13:1,6);  
• through conscience, the law written on our hearts, something of the image of God still 
discernable despite human fallenness (Rom 2:14-15);  
• through all sorts of human advancements by believers and unbelievers alike, in medical, 
technological, scientific, engineering, economic and social fields which improve people’s lives.

Closely related are the concepts of general revelation (God’s self-revelation to all through 
creation and conscience) and special revelation (through the Bible and Jesus Christ, the written 
Word and the living Word).



Common grace
Transformation  
God’s gift of cultural skills to believers and un(pre-)believers alike enables common culture where 
humans collaborate to advance society through art, science, economics and politics. This 
understanding of common grace gave a theology and rationale to Kuyper’s followers for 
believers to work together with non-believers towards a better world.
Special grace gave understanding of the ultimate purposes for such gifts and skills: God’s glory and 
the restoration of his original intention for the human race. Human works can never earn us this 
special grace. But we can be grateful for all the human efforts that have improved and even 
extended our lives: helicopters that rush us to hospital, global cooperation towards environmental 
protection, international courts that bring war-criminals to justice, and so on.

Christians with ‘gloom and doom’ perspectives of the future, counting wars, famines, persecutions 
and earthquakes to see how close we are to the end, tend to miss God’s sustaining hand in human 
affairs. Kuyper, standing on Calvin’s shoulders, has fathered the emergence of a proactive 
engagement of Christians in cultural, social and political affairs towards the ‘transformation’ 
of society.
Which does not replace the need for people to experience saving grace. But it does mean that next 
time we see a rainbow, we should remember that God isn’t finished with us yet.



THE 
PARADOX 
OF 
ABRAHAM 
KUYPER

the forgotten, despised & admired 
father of worldview thinking

1837-1920


