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From Rutherford Hall
Dr. Barry J. York
President and Professor of Pastoral Theology
Reformed Presbyterian Theological Seminary

Each fall as the new academic year begins, Reformed Presbyterian Theological Seminary hosts
our annual Westminster Conference. Though usually, our professors treat a topic from our own
Confession of Faith after which the conference is named, occasionally, the faculty tackles a topic
of current interest or of historical importance. With this year marking the 400th anniversary of
the conclusion of the Synod of Dort, the faculty of RPTS chose the latter option and addressed
the history of this assembly and the Five Canons of Dort that it produced. This edition
of Reformed Presbyterian Theological Journal contains the papers from this conference.
As our professors spoke about the historical events and theological issues that led the leaders of
the Dutch church to call for representatives from other nations throughout Europe to join them
to address the concerns, one repeated theme emerged from the various talks. Those opposed to
the Reformed faith — known then as the Remonstrants for the stands they took but who later
became identified as Arminians for the teacher they followed — sought to craftily and subtly
introduce false teachings into the church. Whether by subterfuge, equivocation, or feigned
ignorance, the Arminians’ duplicitous efforts sought to overcome the solidified commitment to
the orthodox teaching of the doctrines of grace captured earlier by the Belgic Confession.
Through the careful work of the delegates of the Synod of Dort, the comforting doctrines of
salvation were preserved and propagated, and the erroneous teachings of the Arminians
overcome.
Dort stands as a marker in historical theology of the wisdom and bravery of the church four
centuries ago. This synod also reminds the church of how diligent she must be to protect God's
people in every age from being "tossed to and fro by the waves and carried about by every wind
of doctrine, by human cunning, by craftiness in deceitful schemes" (Eph. 4:14).
So as you read these pages, may the Lord sharpen your minds and strengthen your spirit with
the wondrous teachings handed down to us by the Synod of Dort!
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Four Centuries Ago:
An Historical Survey of the Synod of Dort1
Dr. David G. Whitla
Professor of Church History
Reformed Presbyterian Theological Seminary

Introduction
The year 2019 marks the four-hundredth anniversary of the successful conclusion of one of the
most significant – and arguably one of the most overlooked – ecclesiastical assemblies in
Church History. The Synod of Dort (1618-19) and the canons it produced have been both praised
and denounced by historians and theologians for the past 400 years. Generally speaking, these
widely different opinions have represented the winning and losing side of the great CalvinistArminian dispute, which the Synod sought to resolve. English Puritan Richard Baxter’s oft-cited
opinion is representative of the victors at Dort: writing in 1656, he concluded, “The Christian
World since the days of the Apostles has never seen a Synod of more excellent Divines than …
[the Westminster Assembly] and the Synod of Dort.” 2 Nineteenth-century American liberal
theologian Charles Briggs represents a very different appraisal of Dort and its divines: “The
scholastic theologians of … Holland perverted [the] precious doctrinal achievements of
Calvinism into hard, stern, and barren dogmas … They divided the Calvinistic camp into two
parties, scholastic Calvinists and moderate Calvinists.”3 But a close examination of the synod’s
history and its canons reveals that this was not an unnecessary dispute over words between
allegedly “moderate” and “stricter” Calvinists. While there were nuances of opinion at this as in
every assembly of Christ’s Church, the Synod of Dort was a field of battle between two very
different understandings of the Gospel. As such, it was a debate worth having, and because it is a
debate that is very much alive in Christendom, this is a Synod still worth listening to. This essay
contextualizes the subsequent studies of the Canons of Dort by offering a brief historical
introduction.
Reformation and Politics in the Infant Dutch Republic
We begin with the Reformation in the Netherlands and the emergence of the Dutch Republic.
When the Reformation first came to the Dutch, the patchwork of provinces with their princes
and nobles were under the dominion of the Spanish king and Holy Roman Emperor, Charles V –
the same Charles who presided at Luther’s defense at the Diet of Worms in 1517. Lutheran and
Anabaptist teachings made some inroads in the Low Countries the decade after the Emperor’s
ban on the Reformer, but it was the Calvinist branch of the Reformation that took root from the

This essay is an expansion of the paper delivered at the Westminster Conference, Reformed Presbyterian
Theological Seminary, Pittsburgh PA, on September 13, 2019.
1

Cited in Michael Dewar, “The British Delegation at the Synod of Dort: Assembling and Assembled;
Returning and Returned,” The Churchman 106, no. 2 (1992), 133. Italics mine.
2

C.A. Briggs, cited in Herbert Darling Foster, “Liberal Calvinism: The Remonstrants at the Synod of Dort
in 1618,” The Harvard Theological Review 16, no. 1 (1923): 37.
3
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1540s, especially in the southern provinces (today’s Belgium), where secret congregations and
synods assembled and the Belgic Confession would become its first formal statement of faith.
Unlike other European “Reformations,” the Dutch Reformation had no obvious figurehead – no
Luther, Calvin or Knox – but developed organically as a grass-roots movement in the provinces
at a time of increasing political tension with their Spanish overlords. It was not long before the
new churches endured ferocious religious persecution at the hands of the Inquisition, with many
martyrs under Charles and his even more ardent successor, Philip II, in subsequent decades.
But this political and religious overreach only earned for the Spanish monarchs the revolt of
their Dutch subjects in the 1560s under the leadership of their princes, led by William of
Orange. Attempts to suppress the Dutch rebels by the notorious Duke of Alva and his “Council of
Blood” ultimately failed, and after years of conflict, the seven northernmost provinces joined in
the Union of Utrecht in 1579, declaring their independence in 1581.4
The new Dutch Republic declared its national Church to be Reformed, and the Belgic Confession
and Heidelberg Catechism became its subordinate standards. Reformed theology faculties were
quickly opened at the universities of Utrecht, Leiden, Franeker, and Gröningen to train men for
the ministry. It is important to note that right from the birth of this new Reformed republic,
behind this apparent co-operation between church and state, there were, in fact, deep tensions
between them. The war had been fought for both civil and religious liberties, and to be a patriot
was to be a Protestant. But many party politicians in the new republic’s “parliament,” the StatesGeneral, was nervous about the power of a fully independent national church. It maintained
control by funding her out of the government’s purse, ensuring that state representatives
attended her assemblies, and frequently played a role in “hirings and firings” from the clerical
office. State control was made plain at the Synod of the Hague in 1568 when the church declared
her independence, and the States-General responded promptly by refusing permission for a
national synod. The Church may have been was Calvinist, Presbyterian, and had an educated
clergy and liberty to worship. But she was also subject to the vagaries of powerful Erastian
politicians in the States-General, led by the Dutch patriot, Johan van Oldenbarneveld. For half a
century, she had no national synod: from 1568 until the States-General were finally compelled to
summon one, at the city of Dordrecht (or Dort) in 1618. The catalyst for doing so was a highstakes theological debate that threatened the very survival of the young nation: the Remonstrant
Controversy.
The Remonstrant Controversy (1610-18)
During this fifty-year hiatus, growing theological and political polarization within the new
republic risked its dissolution. On the one hand were the consistent confessional Calvinists: men
like Franciscus Gomarus (1563-1641), professor of theology at Leiden; Sibrandus Lubbertus
(1555-1625), professor of theology at Franeker; Gijsbertus Voetius (1559-1676), student of
Gomarus and eventually the famous theology professor at Utrecht. These men studied at the top
institutions of Europe – Oxford, Cambridge, Heidelberg, and Geneva under Calvinist divines
like William Ames, Zachary Ursinus, and Theodore Béza. As the historiography of Dort has
usually characterized the Dutch Calvinists as cold, heartless scholastics in ivory towers, it is
important to note here that often overlooked fact – they were also celebrated in their days as
caring pastors of local congregations, renowned for their piety.5
Peter Y. De Jong, “The Rise of the Reformed Churches in the Netherlands,” in Crisis in the Reformed
Churches: Essays in Commemoration of the Great Synod of Dort, 1618-1619, ed. Peter Y. De Jong (Grand
Rapids: Reformed Fellowship, 1968), 1–14.
4

Simon Kistemaker, “Leading Figures at the Synod of Dort,” in Crisis in the Reformed Churches: Essays
in Commemoration of the Great Synod of Dort, 1618-1619, ed. Peter Y. De Jong (Grand Rapids:
Reformed Fellowship, 1968), 39–51.
5
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On the other hand, there were the theological moderates. These were men like Simon Episcopius
(1583-1643), who succeeded Gomarus as a professor at Leiden; Johannes Uytenbogaert
(1557-1644), a witty court preacher for Maurice, Prince of Orange; Hugo Grotius (1583-1645),
the renowned humanist scholar. Like their counterparts, these scholars also studied in some of
the great Calvinist institutions of the day, but aligned themselves with powerful Erastian
politicians like Oldenbarneveld, preached “liberty of conscience” as a key tenet of the
Reformation in opposition to a strict confessional subscription, and a broad-minded humanism
in the spirit of Erasmus of Rotterdam.6 It is no surprise that subsequent historiography has
type-casted these men as the “broad-minded liberals” whose progressive pre-Enlightenment
views were persecuted by the backward Calvinist scholastics.7 But if their names are increasingly
unknown four centuries on, it is largely because they have been overshadowed by, and their
theology subsumed under that of the most influential theologian in their circle: Jacobus
Arminius (1560-1609).
Jacobus Arminius (1560-1609)
Jacobus Arminius (a Latinized form of James Harmenszoon) was raised within the Calvinist
mainstream, and an incredibly bright student at Leiden, where Erastian and humanist theories
were gaining currency.8 He won a scholarship from the City of Amsterdam to study at Geneva
under Calvin’s son-in-law, Theodore Béza. Here he quietly took exception to a number of points
of doctrine but graduated with the commendation of Béza himself.9 Upon his return in 1587, he
was appointed pastor of a church in Amsterdam. Here, despite a good reputation as a pastor, he
began to draw attention for divergent teaching from the Belgic Confession, culminating in a
controversial series of lectures on the Book of Romans. He publicly argued against the
Confession’s view of human depravity, the human will, and divine predestination, contending
that God gave “prevenient grace” to all mankind, whereby even fallen man could freely repent
and believe.10

Louis Praamsma, “The Background of the Arminian Controversy (1586-1618),” in Crisis in the
Reformed Churches: Essays in Commemoration of the Great Synod of Dort, 1618-1619, ed. Peter Y. De
Jong (Grand Rapids: Reformed Fellowship, 1968), 22–27.
6

Hugh Trevor-Roper is characteristic of this school: “At the Synod of Dordt, a strict, repressive Calvinism
was imposed on the Church of the United Provinces. However, the tyranny of the orthodox was not
permanent … the new philosophy was preserved and continued by Arminian patronage. From Arminius
and Grotius, the spiritual and the secular disciples of Erasmus, the line of descent leads, through
Episcopius, Limborch and Leclerc, unmistakably to the Enlightenment.” Hugh Trevor-Roper, The Crisis
of the Seventeenth Century (Indianapolis: Liberty Fund, 2001), 191. See also Foster, “Liberal Calvinism:
The Remonstrants at the Synod of Dort in 1618.”
7

William Van Doodewaard, “Remonstrants, Contra-Remonstrants and the Synod of Dort (1618-1619):
The Religious History of the Early Dutch Republic,” Canadian Journal of Netherlandic Studies 28
(2007): 140–65.
8

Samuel Miller’s narrative relates that Arminius “was constrained to withdraw from that institution,” for
gathering other theological malcontents to private lectures where he quietly undermined his professors.
This is certainly consistent with his later activities, but Miller may be mistaken is assuming the
Académie’s authorities were fully conscious of this “cave of Adullam.” Samuel Miller, “Introductory
Essay” to Thomas Scott, The Articles of the Synod of Dort (Philadelphia: Presbyterian Board of
Education, 1856), 7; cf. Van Doodewaard, “Remonstrants, Contra-Remonstrants and the Synod of Dort
(1618-1619): The Religious History of the Early Dutch Republic”, 144-5.
9

God’s foreknowledge was thus downgraded to a Molinist “middle knowledge.” See Eef Dekker, “Was
Arminius a Molinist?,” Sixteenth Century Journal 27, no. 2 (1996): 337.
10
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None of this prevented his being appointed a professor of theology at Leiden in 1603, along with
Franciscus Gomarus, after the death of the famous Franciscus Junius. Strong protests were
made over this appointment, but they were unable to silence his powerful patrons, including
Uytenbogaert, who now enjoyed the favor of the court at the Hague. Despite public assurances
not to teach contrary to the Confession, it soon became clear that he was doing precisely that,11
and even the most charitable assessments that praise his undoubted academic brilliance and
apparent outward piety find it difficult not to lay a charge of duplicity at his feet. Gradually,
much of the student body began to be infected with his teaching, and factions in the institution
began to align intellectually with the free-thinking Arminius on one side and the confessionallycommitted Gomarus on the other. Nor was this limited to within the academy. The rift began to
spread throughout the Reformed Church in the United Provinces: differing soteriologies
necessitated diverging ecclesiologies. Arminius and his supporters argued for latitude in the
Church’s Confession to incorporate his erroneous theology. 12 Gomarus and the Reformed
majority retained the historic practice of a national confessional church with creedal boundary
markers of orthodoxy.
It is worth underlining this point. As is so often the case in Church History, when heterodoxy
cannot persuade the church of its respectability, it insists that the church’s confessional
boundaries of orthodoxy must be stretched to accommodate it. Either creedal language must be
reinterpreted to create a “bigger tent” that will accommodate the novel teaching, or else entirely
new creedal forms are demanded in order to render heterodoxy the “new orthodoxy.” Arminius
began by attempting the former, protesting that his teaching was within the bounds of the Belgic
Confession. But the Reformed majority held to a very different view of confessional subscription
and would not be moved. And so, when finally summoned to the States-General in 1608,
Arminius adopted the latter approach, calling for a rewriting of the confessional standards of the
Dutch church. When he died suddenly in 1609, he left the national Church in great turmoil, and
his followers, led by his natural successor Uytenbogaert, took the battle to a new level by
producing that fateful document in 1610 called the Remonstrance.
The Remonstrance (1610)
The Remonstrance defended their party from charges of heresy by summarizing five points of
doctrine taught by Arminius, insisting that they be allowed “liberty of conscience” to believe
these doctrines. To summarize, it contended that election is based on foreseen faith; Christ’s
atonement is universal, not limited to the elect; man’s depravity is partial and his will free; the
grace of God is resistible, and that there is a possibility that man might fall from grace. 13 Later
attempts to distance Arminius himself from the five points of his followers have proved
unconvincing; the wording of the document clearly mirrors Arminius’ own extant writings.
While it is true that some of the Remonstrants exceeded the moderate measure of their teacher’s
Pelagianism and continued on the high road to Socinianism, it is surely no rehabilitation of
Arminius to concede that he had shown them the way!14

Miller gives a sobering account of how error in a seminary faculty spreads to the student body and
thence to the pulpits of the land. Miller, “Introductory Essay”, 8-14.
11

Indeed, recent historiography continues to protest Arminius’ orthodoxy, arguing that he should be
reckoned as under the umbrella of European Calvinism. See Foster, “Liberal Calvinism: The
Remonstrants at the Synod of Dort in 1618.”
12

Perseverance was left an open question by the original Remonstrance, by the time of the Synod of Dort
it was altered to a firm denial.
13

14

See Miller, “Introductory Essay”, 15-6.
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These opinions were not, of course, “a new thing under the sun.” Our native semi-Pelagian urge
to accept some degree of contribution to our redemption has ensured that the church has
regularly had to address it.15 But Arminius and his followers mark the first major
systematization of the semi-Pelagian error within the Protestant Churches, and a challenge that
had to be decisively and formally addressed in creedal form. Of course, the Remonstrant Party
also hoped that these innovations in soteriology would achieve creedal status, and they sought to
achieve it by innovations in ecclesiology. They were, to a man, Erastians: publishing tracts that
urged powerful political allies like Oldenbarneveld to prevail in the concurrent political conflict,
to take control of the church by appointing moderate clergy, to silence controversial preaching,
and thereby grant Arminianism a place at the table of confessional orthodoxy.16 They also had
powerful allies in the University of Leiden: Gomarus was replaced on the faculty by Simon
Episcopius and Arminius’ controversial successor on the faculty was the notorious Conrad
Vorstius, whose Arminianism pushed in the direction of Socinianism, drawing the attention and
polemical ire of none other than King James I of England.
Summoning of the Synod
The years 1610-17 brought a ferocious pamphlet war that drew in concerned Protestant
theologians from neighboring states like England, France, and the Reformed German and Swiss
provinces. There were a number of unsuccessful attempts to reconcile the two sides. In the
spring of 1611, the States-General called a conference at the Hague, where the Calvinist delegates
produced a doctrinal response called the “Counter-Remonstrance” – and with it, an appeal that
a national synod be called to finally settle the debate. But as long as they had powerful political
allies in the province of Holland, the Remonstrants knew the States-General would continue to
overrule any such Synod, which they knew would certainly rule against them. The political
pendulum finally swung decisively in favor of the Calvinists when Maurice, the Prince of Orange,
finally severed his ties with Oldenbarneveld and threw his political and military clout behind the
Calvinist majority. With the other provinces calling for a national synod, Holland still held out,
passing a resolution to prevent a synod, to silence her Calvinist ministers and raise an army in
defense of the Remonstrants.17 With tensions running high and rioting in several cities,
Maurice’s troops were compelled to enter Holland and restore order to prevent civil war. On the
orders of the States-General, the Remonstrants’ political leaders Oldenbarneveld and Grotius
were arrested and imprisoned,18 and without any further obstruction to the wishes of the
majority of the people, a National Synod summoned to meet at Dordrecht by a 4-3 vote.
So, like the Westminster Assembly, the Synod of Dort, which affirmed the independence of a
national Church from political interference, was itself summoned by a government decree. And
as was so often the case in the early modern period, it was summoned by leaders arguably more
versed in the art of politics than polemics. Prince Maurice famously quipped that he “didn’t

For examples, see Samuel Miller’s “Introductory Essay” to Thomas Scott, The Articles of the Synod of
Dort (Philadelphia: Presbyterian Board of Education, 1856), 5-6, and Praamsma, “The Background of the
Arminian Controversy (1586-1618),” 22-7.
15

For representative examples, see Uytenbogaert’s tract of 1610, Tract on the Office and Authority of
Higher Christian Government in Ecclesiastical Affairs and Grotius’ Resolution for Peace in the Church
(1614), which would be achieved by the magistrate’s gagging ministers from preaching on controversial
subjects.
16

17

This was effected by Oldenbarneveld’s “Sharp Resolution” of 1617.

The former was executed in 1619 and Grotius sentenced to life imprisonment, escaping in 1621 to
France, where most of his works were later composed.
18
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know if predestination was blue or green,” but as one historian has observed, “even if he did not
know its color, he decided to make it orange.”19
1. The Composition and Work of the Synod (1618-19)
Counter-Remonstrants and Remonstrants
The synod was composed in Presbyterian manner, with provincial synods sending their
delegates. Each swore the following oath: “I promise before God, in whom I believe, and whom
I worship, as being present in this place, and as being the Searcher of hearts, that during the
course of the proceedings of this Synod, which will examine and decide, not only the five points,
and all the differences resulting from them, but also any other doctrine, I will use no human
writing, but only the Word of God, which is an infallible rule of faith. And during all these
discussions, I will only aim at the glory of God, the peace of the Church, and especially the
preservation of the purity of doctrine. So help me, my Saviour, Jesus Christ! I beseech him to
help me by his Holy Spirit!”20
Having already lost the political battle, the Remonstrant delegates were called, not to another
theological conference like that in the Hague in 1611 – a round table discussion of theological
opinions. Rather, they were being summoned to the highest court of the national church so their
errors might be examined, and a formal, ecclesiastically-binding response made.21
The Remonstrant delegation, led by Simon Episcopius, consequently attempted to derail the
proceedings by various stalling tactics, not even showing up until the 22nd session! Their
demand to publicly refute the doctrine of the Confession on the floor was refused: it was their
novel teaching the synod had gathered to judge, and not the established confessional standards
of the church. Refusing to submit to the synod’s pleas to abide by synodical procedures, they
were finally dismissed by the moderator, Johannes Bogerman, in contempt of court, and the
synod was forced to judge their writings in their absence. Now, this has often been seen as an
injustice, but the Synod was concerned with impartiality, showed great longsuffering towards
the stubborn Remonstrant delegation, and its mandate from the States-General included this
remarkably significant proviso: “foreign Reformed theologians ... [are] to be invited to insure a
fair and catholic decision on the issues in question.”22

Anthony Milton, The British Delegation and the Synod of Dort (1618-1619) (Woodbridge: Boydell
Press, 2005), xvii.
19

20Cited

by Fred H. Klooster, “Doctrinal Deliverances at Dort,” in Crisis in the Reformed Churches: Essays
in Commemoration of the Great Synod of Dort, 1618-1619, ed. Peter Y. De Jong (Grand Rapids:
Reformed Fellowship, 1968), 57.
As Anthony Milton explains, “The Synod of Dort was assembled essentially in order to conclude a
political crisis which had threatened to destroy the country ... its task was not to resolve a crisis, but rather
to set the seal on a hard-won and critical political victory.” Milton, The British Delegation and the Synod
of Dort (1618-1619)., xxxix-xl. Italics original.
21

Cited in Van Doodewaard, “Remonstrants, Contra-Remonstrants and the Synod of Dort (1618-1619):
The Religious History of the Early Dutch Republic,” 155. Italics mine.
22
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International delegates
Here the Synod of Dort stands out as the first (and only) truly ecumenical Reformed synod.
Delegations of theologians were sent from the Church of England, 23 the Reformed Churches of
the Palatinate, Switzerland, the republics of Geneva, Emden and Bremen, and the Huguenot
churches of France; (the latter were not permitted to attend by the French King, but maintained
a close correspondence throughout the proceedings.
Each delegation – both domestic and international – functioned as independent committees,
studying each point of the Arminian Remonstrance, bringing their conclusions to the floor for
discussion, and then the whole was crafted into Canons that responded to the Five Points of the
Remonstrance. In total, the Synod held 153 formal sessions (not including many committees
working behind the scenes), and took seven months to complete its work (November 1618 to
May 1619).
This paper will not be addressing the content of the Canons the Synod produced, because there
are five more papers devoted to it! Suffice to say, the four canons have five heads that
correspond to the five points of the Arminian Remonstrance as follows:24
a. Unconditional election and faith are God’s gift of grace.
b. Christ’s death is sufficient to atone for the sins of the world, but its efficacy is limited to
the elect.
c. All mankind is so depraved by nature that they cannot effect their own salvation.
d. God’s saving grace is sovereign and irresistible.
e. The elect will persevere in salvation until the end.

The English Delegation is of particular interest. King James I was himself a theologian of some
competence, who had engaged in a ferocious skirmish with Vorstius. He sent a delegation of English
divines to defend the Counter-Remonstrant cause and help establish an outcome positive to British
interests. They were as much political envoys sent from the King (and received by the Estates-general
rather than the synod). In view of this, James is sometimes reckoned to be a champion of Calvinism. But
that would be a mistake. Setting aside the ungodly drama of his personal life, James had an able analytical
mind and intellectually appears to have favored a Reformed soteriology. But it was political and not just
theological interests that motivated his weighing in on the side of Prince Maurice, the Estates-General and
the Counter-Remonstrants. James was certainly no friend of the representative “Presbyterian” polity of
the vast majority of the delegates. It’s surely ironic that the synod began just a few weeks after his Scottish
Privy Council had ratified the Five Articles of Perth, which compelled the increasingly bishop-filled
Calvinistic Church of Scotland to accept the king’s innovations in worship, most significantly, bowing at
the Lord’s Table. Alan R MacDonald, The Jacobean Kirk, 1567-1625: Sovereignty, Polity, and Liturgy
(Aldershot: Ashgate, 1998), 162-4. The Privy Council ratified the Articles (which had been passed in a
“stacked” General Assembly in August) in October, a few weeks before the first session at Dort. It has been
suggested that this may account for the King’s avoidance of sending any clergy from the Church of
Scotland to Dort, lest they draw undue attention to his unpopular liturgy there. An effort by Scottish
Presbyterian polemicist David Calderwood to draw the Dutch attention to this by his dedication of De
Regimine Ecclesiae Scoticanae (1620) to the Synod. The synod had, however, a narrowly defined agenda
and did not address such matters of polity. See Milton, The British Delegation and the Synod of Dort
(1618-1619), xxxiii-xxxiv.
23

24

The third and fourth points were combined because they were considered inseparable.
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The Canons of Dort may be more limited in doctrinal scope than some of the other great
Reformed Confessions, but it must be remembered that the synod’s agenda was driven by the
Remonstrants’ five points of contention. But they proclaim with great clarity the heart of the
Gospel! As one writer has summarized them, “The subject matter of the canons is sovereign
grace conceived, sovereign grace merited, sovereign grace needed and applied, and sovereign
grace preserved.”25
Other tasks
It is worth mentioning in passing that a few other issues were addressed by the synod – after all,
it had been fifty years since a national synod had been called! By far, the most significant of
these was the agreement to set to work on a new translation of the Bible, similar to what had
happened in England in 1611. This became the Staten Bijbel, which was finally published in
1637, and played a massive role in the development of the Dutch church, language, and culture.
It had always been one of the visions of the Reformed to see a pan-European Protestant alliance
arrayed against the Roman Antichrist. The Christian princes of Christian nations would send
representatives of their national churches to sit in councils. As Anthony Milton writes, “It was
this vision of a supranational true church of Protestantism arrayed against the forces of Rome
that ... provided the crucial ideological framework for the official and unofficial interactions of
the British delegates with their continental counterparts.”26 As we shall see, aspiration and
realization were two very different things. The beguiling notion of an international Reformed
ecumenical synod defeating common theological enemies and handing down its binding canons
to its respective national churches was not accomplished in such a clear-cut way, but as we shall
see, it was not without significant and enduring effects on the nations that attended.
2. Aftermath of the Synod
Immediate and local results
The Canons were, according to their title page, “The judgment concerning divine predestination
which the synod declares to be in agreement with the Word of God.” 27 They are “unique because
of their role as a judicial decision in the Arminian Controversy.” 28 As such, they joined the Belgic
Confession, and the Heidelberg Catechism to now become “Three Forms of Unity” to bind the
Dutch Reformed churches together, and they still bind together the churches of the Dutch

Joel R. Beeke and Sinclair B. Ferguson, eds., Reformed Confessions Harmonized (Grand Rapids: Baker
Book House, 1999), xi.
25

26

Milton, The British Delegation and the Synod of Dort (1618-1619), lv.

Cornelis P. Venema, But for the Grace of God: An Exposition of the Canons of Dort (Grand Rapids:
Reformed Fellowship, 2011), 22.
27

28

Beeke and Ferguson, eds., Reformed Confessions Harmonized, xi.
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Reformed tradition wherever they scattered in the years of the Golden Age of the Dutch Empire
that followed. 29
Politically, the synod also marks the triumph of the House of Orange over the Remonstrant
party in the States-General, who had caused such political strife for the better part of a decade.
Its leader, Oldenbarneveld was sentenced to death, Grotius fled to France, and while several
Arminian clergy conformed, over a hundred were now judged to be outside the bounds of
Reformed orthodoxy, and were excommunicated and removed from their charges, several
leaving the country.
Long-term and International results
But the synod’s influence was felt well beyond its immediate Dutch constituency.30 The synod’s
canons supplied a theological benchmark for international Calvinism, and key political and
theological alliances were cemented. The synod presented a vision of an International Reformed
ecumene, which later political theorists like Althusius and Rutherford would build upon. This
paper will consider just two examples.
The Synod’s Influence in England
The English delegates went home in triumph and were promptly promoted by the king. In 1620,
the secretary of the Synod, Francis Hommius, was in London to present to the King, Prince
Charles and the Archbishop of Canterbury with beautifully bound copies of the Acta of the
synod, containing an account of the synodical sessions and of course its Canons – “A symbolic
affirmation of the English church’s links with the continent.”31 But despite this gesture and the
significant role played by English divines at the synod, for the next two decades, England would
be embroiled in an Arminian controversy of its own, with the rise of Arminian bishops like
Richard Montagu and William Laud.32 This led to the English delegates at Dort defending the
synod from its detractors for the next two decades and a futile attempt by their leader, George
Carleton, to urge the formal ratification of the Canons by convocation in 1624. 33 Nevertheless,

The Synod also marks the threshold of what has come to be known as “The Golden Age of the Dutch
Republic” – much of the 17th century saw the Netherlands become a powerful international force in trade,
the arts, and religion. The Orange Party was more eager for colonial expansion, and the West India
Company was formed two years after the close of the synod, joining the Dutch West India Company in
exporting not only traders, but the Dutch Reformed faith to far-flung corners of the globe. See William
Van Doodewaard, “Remonstrants, Contra-Remonstrants and the Synod of Dort (1618-1619): The
Religious History of the Early Dutch Republic,” Canadian Journal of Netherlandic Studies 28 (2007):
140-1; Peter Y. De Jong, “The Rise of the Reformed Churches in the Netherlands,” in Crisis in the
Reformed Churches: Essays in Commemoration of the Great Synod of Dort, 1618-1619, ed. Peter Y. De
Jong (Grand Rapids: Reformed Fellowship, 1968), 1; Howard G. Hageman, “The Synod of Dort and
American Beginnings,” Reformed Review 38, no. 2 (January 1, 1985): 107-8.
29

Anthony Milton correctly asserts that, “There was certainly no suggestion at the Synod of Dort, which
was in theory a national synod of the Dutch Church, that the canons should be binding on other Reformed
Churches, even if it was important that all delegations be seen to approve them.” Anthony Milton, The
British Delegation and the Synod of Dort (1618-1619) (Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 2005), l. Italics
original.
30

31

Ibid., liii.

For a full account, see Nicholas Tyacke, Anti-Calvinists : The Rise of English Arminianism c.1590-1640
(Oxford: Clarendon, 1987).
32
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Milton, The British Delegation and the Synod of Dort (1618-1619), l.
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despite the Anglican non-adoption of Dort,34 all five delegates had joined the others and signed
the Canons before returning home, which was interpreted by Calvinist champions like the
Puritan John Preston as a tacit admission that Calvinism was the established doctrine of the
Church of England.35 Certainly, the Westminster Confession echoed the Canons on the great
issues it addressed, and John Murray can write of Westminster’s “indebtedness” to Dort,
revealing a great “consensus of Reformed Theology.”36
The Synod’s Influence in Scotland
Even though there was no direct representation from the Church of Scotland at Dort, though
Walter Balcanquhall was a Scot, he was representing the Church of England,37 it was frequently
referred to as a benchmark of Reformed orthodoxy in Scotland for the rest of the century.
Not infrequently, the decisions of Dort were considered by the Kirk as “not merely as valid but
as binding.”38 The Canons of Dort are frequently appealed to in the anti-Arminian writings of
the likes of Rutherford and Baillie. But the great Second Reformation General Assembly at
Glasgow in 1638 – two decades after Dort – provides one of the most striking examples of how
Dort was esteemed in its pan-European Reformed context. When the king’s Scottish bishops
were put on trial, the Canons of Dort were explicitly used as a test of orthodoxy; a refusal to sign
them meant ejection from their charges.39 But it wasn’t just the content of Dort’s canons that the
Assembly received as in some sense binding, albeit not in any formal sense of subscription by
the Kirk, her procedure was accepted by the Covenanters as precedent-setting too. 40
The Synod was effectively “a Protestant Ecumenical Council.”41 But while the Canons of Dort
became one of the creedal formulations of the continental Reformed tradition, they did not
retain quite that status in the British Reformed Churches despite efforts of many in the Puritan
Much to the appreciation of subsequent generations of historians; see e.g. Frederick Calder, The
Memoirs of Simon Episcopius (New York: J. Collard, 1837), 449-50.
34

Jonathan D. Moore, English Hypothetical Universalism: John Preston and the Softening of Reformed
Theology (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2007), 144-8.
35

John Murray, “Calvin, Dordt, and Westminster on Predestination – A Comparative Study”, in Collected
Writings of John Murray (Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 1982), 4:207, 215. Others have questioned the
degree of concurrence of the divines themselves; see e.g. Daniel Neal, The History of the Puritans
(London: Thomas Tegg & Son, 1837), 2:429-30.
36

G. D. Henderson, “Scotland and the Synod of Dort,” Nederlands archief voor kerkgeschiedenis / Dutch
Review of Church History 24 (1931): 5-10. Balcanquhall later proved himself to be no friend of the
Scottish Presbyterian establishment, defending his role at Dort against the alleged irregularities of the
General Assembly of 1638, and ghost-writing King Charles I’s retort to the Covenanter movement in 1639.
Charles I, A Large Declaration Concerning the Late Tumults in Scotland (London: Robert Young, 1639).
37
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Henderson, “Scotland and the Synod of Dort,” 17.
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Baillie tried (albeit unsuccessfully) to follow Dort’s deliberative procedures. When several bishops
boycotted the Assembly, refusing to recognize its authority, it raised the question of the lawfulness of
proceeding to charge men in their absence. This was answered by the moderator Alexander Henderson
with an appeal to (that’s right) the precedent set at Dort, when the Remonstrants had likewise walked out,
but did not nullify the synod’s proceedings. Ibid., 9. Henderson shrewdly read out the English Dortian
delegation’s arguments for the legitimacy of this action. See ibid. for Dortian veteran Balcanquhall’s
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"13

Reformed Presbyterian Theological Journal 6.1 (Fall 2019)
wing of the national churches of England and Scotland to do so. Nevertheless, they swiftly
attained an unofficial quasi-confessional status beyond the United Provinces, being frequently
cited and appealed to as an important doctrinal benchmark.The Synod itself was often used for
procedural precedent, as in the great Scottish General Assembly of 1638.
Influence in America
The influence of the Synod of Dort directly on the formation of American religion is difficult to
quantify since the early Dutch colonies were soon lost to the British.42 It would take later waves
of Dutch Reformed immigrants to transplant their denominations and Three Forms of Unity to
the United States. 43
Conclusion
As we noted at the beginning, hostile commentators have repudiated the Synod for heavyhandedness and more especially, the cold, scholastic tenor of its canons.44 Regrettably, not a few
of the theological grandchildren of Dort today have unwittingly validated this allegation in many
minds by their less then irenic rhetoric. And yet, the very nature of Christian creeds necessitates
both doctrinal affirmation and negation. Our Reformed confessions have placed the boundary
markers of public truth – for churches, and in the case of Dort, of nations as well.
To blur the boundaries of orthodoxy enshrined within Scripture, especially in matters of
soteriology has been the constant resort of the Deceiver throughout Church history. And he has
often used very intelligent, very educated, very polite, and by all accounts, outwardly very pious
people to do so. Such were a good many of the Remonstrants. But as the Synod recognized, their
cause was not only fatal to the peace of the state but the peace of the soul. Their brand of
“moderation” signaled a shift back to the Romanist Pelagian error, and for many of their
number, it proved a first step towards full-blown Socinianism.
Today, there are many who profess the “Five Points of Calvinism” as a sort of “unofficial” creedal
benchmark, but who have never even heard of the Synod of Dort. This is especially true of the
“New Calvinism” that has swept Western Evangelicalism in the past decade – strong on
soteriology, but probably weak on ecclesiology.
But creeds and confessions are vitally important. The challenge for today’s new wave of
“Calvinism” is, arguably, that it only has five points. And while Calvinism is not less than the
“Five Points” articulated by Dort – or their more familiar reformulated “TULIP” acronym – it is
certainly much more. This reductionism of the rich Calvinian tradition neglects the
ecclesiological formulations of the Reformed tradition, which were admittedly not the focus of

See Hageman, “The Synod of Dort and American Beginnings.” Hageman argues cogently that
Calvinism was a significant factor in the making of the so-called “New England Mind”, but is hard-pushed
to find an immediate connection between that Calvinism and Dort, making a somewhat strained case of a
second-hand link via the use of William Ames’ Marrow of Divinity at Harvard. Ames had been engaged
in the Remonstrant debate. See ibid., 100-2.
42

See David F. Wells, ed., Reformed Theology in America: A History of Its Modern Development (Grand
Rapids: Baker Book House, 1997), 116-9.
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Foster, “Liberal Calvinism: The Remonstrants at the Synod of Dort in 1618.” This narrative has been
increasingly countered by recent scholarship of Bob Godfrey and others, who have pointed out the
pastoral vision and benefits of the canons. W. Robert Godfrey, Saving the Reformation: The Pastoral
Theology of the Canons of Dort (Sanford: Reformation Trust, 2019).
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the Synod, nor did they take the bait of Calderwood and others to make pronouncements
there.45
We have said that the Synod of Dort’s agenda was necessarily limited by the scope of the
Arminian party. But this agenda provided subject material of more than sufficient importance
all by itself! The matter of how redemption is accomplished and applied is the very heart of the
Christian Gospel. While it would be another three decades before the Westminster Divines
articulated a much broader creedal definition of full-orbed Calvinism, Dort provided the Church
with a crucial foundation stone for its soteriology. And so while we could wish our latter-day
Calvinists to embrace that broader Reformed vision for church government, civil government,
purity of worship, education, the family, etc., let us be thankful that in recent years many
Evangelicals have at least come to rediscover and build upon the soteriological foundation
defined by Dort. It is that Gospel bedrock that the succeeding papers of this journal will explore.

It is significant however, that not a few of the Dortian delegates who represented churches with a more
representative, “Presbyterian” ecclesiology were perturbed by the perceived precedence afforded the
English Bishop Carleton. Milton, The British Delegation and the Synod of Dort (1618-1619).
45
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The First Heading:
Divine Election and Reprobation
Rev. Thomas G. Reid, Jr.
Librarian
Reformed Presbyterian Theological Seminary

The Arminian heresy promulgated by the Dutch Remonstrants and answered in the Canons of
Dort may be expressed in the acronym LILAC:

L = Limited Depravity
I = I Choose Christ
L = Limitless Atonement
A = Arrestable Grace
C = Carnal Security
The Reformed truth summarized in the Canons of Dort may be remembered in the acronym
TULIP:
T = Total Depravity
U = Unconditional Election
L = Limited Atonement
I = Irresistible Grace
P = Preservation of the Saints
Neither acronym follows the order of either the five points of the Arminians or the five points of
response by the Calvinists. The First Heading of the Canons, entitled “Of Divine Predestination,”
concerns itself with the second subject in each of these acronyms. But the First Heading does
concern itself with the First Heading of the Remonstrance of 1610. The First Heading of the
Canons is the longest, by far, of the five Headings, which fact silently emphasizes its importance
in the crucial debate between the two theological viewpoints. The First Heading was designed to
confront head-on the dominant error of the Arminians: God’s election depended on the
condition of foreseen faith, a frontal attack on the truth of Scripture and the Reformation. As
Dr. Fred Klooster, for many years professor of theology at Calvin Theological Seminary, used to
observe, “Arminianism is characterized by conditionalism.”1 In contrast, the First Heading
defends the blessed doctrine of Unconditional Election.
See also Lee Gatiss, “Suffisance abondante et efficacité intentionnelle: La rédemption particulière au
Synode de Dordrecht”, La Revue Réformée 70, no. 3 (Juillet 2019): 20.
1
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This paper consists of a description of the contents of each of the eighteen articles in the First
Heading, with a mention at the appropriate Heading for each of the nine Errors and Rejections,
followed by an analysis of the work of our Reformed Fathers of Dordt in the First Heading.
Description
In Article 1, the Synod immediately addresses one of the most common of the charges made by
the Arminians: it is unjust for God to have elected any to everlasting woe. The Fathers counter
that, it is not unjust, for everyone is deserving of judgment to hell. In other words, “God is
obligated to save no one.”2 Mankind is not God’s judge anyway, as the Arminians imagined us,
but rather, the judged of God.
Article 2 consists of a conflation of I John 4:19 and John 3:16, as follows: “[I]n this[,] the love
of God was manifested, that he sent his only begotten Son into the world, that whosoever
believeth on him should not perish, but have everlasting life.”3 The love of God is the cause of
our salvation and, as a result, salvation should be conceived of as proceeding from within God,
rather than from within human beings. The ground of our salvation is the work of Christ.
Already, it has become patent that the Fathers exulted in the love of God toward the elect.
The argument of Article 2 raises the question: What means does God use so that someone comes
to believe savingly? According to Article 3, “God mercifully sends the messengers of these most
joyful tidings.” Yet, not all hear the message, for God sends the good news only “to whom he will
and [in] what time he pleaseth.” The messengers of this message are preachers, according to
Romans 10:14-15, which verses are cited here. It is these heralds “by whose ministry men are
called to repentance and faith in Christ crucified.” Obviously, the good news cannot be divined
from general revelation, or from human intellect, reason, or emotion. The gospel must be heard,
and heard from God’s official ambassadors. Error and Rejection 9 completes the Fathers’
discussion of this question.
The “[C]anons approach the subject of divine predestination gradually and from the historical
point of view,”4 in contrast to the Westminster Confession of Faith, which begins with the divine
decree in its Chapter 3, “Of God’s Eternal Decree.”In Article 4, for the first time, the Fathers
clearly insist that all human beings are not saved from the wrath of God. John 3:36 is surely in
view here: “He who believes in the Son has everlasting life, and he who does not believe the Son
shall not see life, but the wrath of God abides on him” (NKJV). The distinction made here is
between faith and unbelief, or rather, the activity of faith and the activity of unbelief. The Synod
is protecting its doctrine from any charge of passivity in those who are in the process of salvation
from sin to grace.
But the Arminians did not necessarily disagree with the teaching of Article 4, so the Synod
proceeds in Article 5 to make the truth clearer by defining who it is who believes and who does
not. Unbelief is caused by something in unbelievers, while faith is caused by God. This Article
quotes Ephesians 2:8 and Philippians 1:29, adding an “etc.” showing that there are additional

Martyn McGeown, Grace and Assurance: The Message of the Canons of Dordt (Jenison, Michigan:
Reformed Free Publishing Association, 2018), 28.
2

The text used in this paper is that found in printings of The Psalter, published by Eerdmans in Grand
Rapids. Wherever text appears in quotes without attribution, the Canons are the source of the text.
3

Homer C. Hoeksema, The Voice of Our Fathers (Grand Rapids: Reformed Free Publishing Association,
1980), 135.
4
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prooftexts for their beliefs. It would have been good if the Synod had added them.5 The unbelief
described here is not mere ignorance, which might be overlooked, but enmity towards God,
which cannot be.
How is it determined who shall receive saving faith and who shall not? Article 6 answers that
question by reference to “God’s eternal decree” of election and reprobation. The Fathers quote
Acts 15:18 (“For known unto God are all His works from the beginning of the world”) and
Ephesians 1:11 (“Who worketh all things after the counsel of His will”). By implication, the
Synod is rejecting the Arminian belief that salvation results from God foreseeing the faith of
those who will be saved. The decree occurs first, salvation occurs later, “in time,” two key words
scandalously left out of some English translations of the Canons. 6 The counsel of God is as
eternal as God Himself, but it is not outside of God, for His counsel is His free and sovereign will
come to expression, as Acts 15:18 makes clear. God “graciously softens the hearts of the elect,
however obstinate, while He leaves the non-elect in His just judgment to their wickedness and
obduracy.” The Fathers are writing here in an infralapsarian way, conceiving of all mankind as
fallen, not merely fallible, so the decree of sovereign predestination follows creation and the fall
rather than preceding it. The Synod recognizes that, “men of perverse, impure, and unstable
minds wrest to their own destruction” the doctrine of double predestination, most typically by
turning it into the straw man of fatalism, as the Arminians did. In contrast, the Biblical doctrine
of predestination provides “holy and pious souls … unspeakable consolation.”7
The longest article in the First Heading, Article 7, contains a clear delineation of God’s
sovereign election. First, the origin of election lies in “the unchangeable purpose of God,” from
“before the foundation of the world.” With such a source, election cannot be arbitrary. Second,
election arises out of God’s “mere grace,” which is extended to “a certain number of persons,”not
to “the whole human race.” The expression of limitation is actually stronger in the Latin original:
“a certain definite number of persons.” 8 Third, election is in Jesus Christ, appointed by the
Trinity to be both “mediator and Head of the elect.” Christ “paid” for the elect, His life and
death being the price He paid for them, although they are not specifically mentioned in this
Article.9 Fourth, election is according to God’s pure grace, for the elect are “by nature neither
better nor more deserving than others,” which effectively denies the Arminian canard of
foreseen faith as the ground of any person’s election. Fifth, election serves to bring the elect to
salvation, which includes faith, justification, sanctification, and glorification. The teaching of the
Article is expressed in the two pertinent quotations of Scripture with which it concludes:
“According as He has chosen us in Him, before the foundation of the world, that we should be
holy and without blame before Him; in love having predestinated us unto the adoption of
children by Jesus Christ to Himself, according to the good pleasure of His will, to the praise of
the glory of His grace, in which he has made us accepted in the Beloved” (Eph. 1:4-6). And,
“Whom He did predestinate, them He also called, and whom He called, them He also justified,
and whom He justified, them He also glorified” (Rom. 8:30). Considering the importance of

Homer Hoeksema suggests the following additional prooftexts: Isaiah 45:7; Proverbs 21:1; Acts 2:23;
4:27-28; and John 12:39-40. Ibid., 143.
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For instance, the one found in many printings of The Psalter of 1912.

The clear implication is that this doctrine must be preached and taught for the benefit of the elect, as
they live “pious and holy” lives. The Fathers consider the need to preach election and reprobation in
Article 14.
7
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Hoeksema, Voice of Our Fathers, 169.

Heading 2 is entitled, “Of the Death of Christ”, providing a full treatment of the death of Christ in
relation to the work of the salvation of the elect.
9
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Article 7, it is no surprise that the very first Error and Rejection completes the discussion begun
here.
The Arminians maintained that there were many decrees of election, as many as six according to
the related Second Error and Rejection; other heretics like the Pelagians and the Jesuits held
similar viewpoints. Article 8 maintains, in contrast, that there is only one decree of election,
and it is the same in both the Old and New Covenants. This article thus rejects the later
dispensationalist formulation of the truth, which divides redemptive history into dispensations
rather than distinguishing between them. And the decree of election is “both to grace and glory,
to salvation and the way of salvation,” one experience for the elect, assuring us of our
preservation in grace by the sovereign God.
Article 9 describes the Arminian heresy very clearly: election is by man’s sovereign exercise of
faith and good works, which God foresees. The Remonstrants’ viewpoint turns God into a
weather forecaster, a very good one, to be sure, but no more than a forecaster.10 The language is
striking: the Arminians believed in pre-requisites, in causes, in conditions, all of them provided
by man, upon which election depended. The Arminians were willing to teach an election unto
faith, but one based only on God’s confirmation of man’s prior faith and good works. Some
argue that the Fathers reject a conditional election but permit a conditional salvation, but the
language here precludes this view: “election is the fountain of every saving good, from which
proceed faith, holiness, and the other gifts of salvation.” The comparison of election to a
fountain is apt: God is the sole source of the stream of election, as the fountain is the only source
of the stream flowing from it. Ephesians 1:4 concludes Article 9: “He has chosen us” – the
Fathers add here: “not because we were” – before continuing to quote, “but that we should be
holy and without blame, before Him in love.” Errors and Rejections 4 and 5 address the same
issue.

The Arminians were willing to speak of “the good pleasure of God” as the deepest or ultimate
cause of election. The Fathers call them to account for their word games by affirming in Article
10 that the good pleasure of God is “the sole cause” of “gracious election.” Moreover, as Homer
Hoeksema writes in his commentary on the Canons, The Voice of Our Fathers, the
Remonstrants,
maintained that the good pleasure of God consisted in this, that[,] out of all possible
qualities and actions of men[,] God has chosen some as a condition of salvation … Thus it
is that the Arminians exalted the good pleasure of sinful man to the position of
sovereignty, and made the divine good pleasure dependent thereon.11
For our Fathers, election is decidedly personal, for it concerns “some certain persons.” The
Fathers marshall two texts which emphasize this personal and, indeed, definite election. First
comes Romans 9:11-13, in many ways the classic prooftext for double predestination, which
states so clearly that God loved Jacob and hated Esau, and not on the basis of anything either
had done, like foreseen faith.12 And then the Fathers quote one of the greatest affirmations of all
10

Homer Hoeksema suggests the comparison in Voice of Our Fathers, 180.
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Ibid., 189.

“The unconditional election of Romans 9:11 is so patent that even a hurried reading forces it upon the
mind. It cannot be circumvented. But not all are content to leave it there. And so another ploy is
attempted. If God did choose Jacob over Esau without consideration of their character as the grounds of
His choice, maybe it will help us if we can at least soften God’s emotions toward Esau. ‘Esau have I hated,’
hardly belongs in the Word. Let it read[,] ‘Esau have I loved less’[,] or “Esau have I disliked.’” Kenneth D.
Johns, Election: Love before Time (Nutley, New Jersey: Presbyterian and Reformed, 1976), 7.
12
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Scripture, from Acts 13:48b, “And as many as were ordained to eternal life believed.” Error and
Rejection 3 clearly opposes the conditions that the Arminians set out in their theory, against the
good pleasure of God alone in election.
Election is unchangeable, according to Article 11, for it is “made by Him” who is “most wise,
unchangeable, omniscient, and omnipotent.”13 The God of election is one and simple, so His
attributes cannot and do not work at cross purposes; all God’s qualities serve His good pleasure
in election, to everlasting glory or to everlasting misery. In contrast, the Arminians played off
the attributes of God against one another. The Fathers counter that our election can never be
interrupted, changed, recalled, or destroyed, because of the very nature of God. Such a definite
doctrine is further defended in Error and Rejection 6.
Because of divine predestination, the Christian believer can attain assurance of election by
grace, Article 12 teaches. Assurance does not come from “inquisitively prying into the secret
and deep things of God,” although that limitation does not preclude a godly contemplation of
the wonders of God’s election in order to understand it better. 14 Assurance leads to “spiritual joy
and holy pleasure” because the Bible gives believers at least four “infallible fruits of election.”
They are: 1) a conscious clinging to Christ in faith; 2) a child’s fear of God, not a slave’s; 3) a
sorrow for sin, rather than for the punishment of sin; and 4) a heartfelt desire for greater
personal righteousness than one presently enjoys. Error and Rejection 7 attacks the Arminians’
claim that there can be no certain assurance of election.
But will the doctrine of election and its resulting assurance of faith not render many believers
careless in life and/or presumptuous in belief? The Arminians certainly thought so and did not
hesitate to accuse the Calvinists of encouraging such negative tendencies.15 Article 13, one of
the warmest of the articles in the First Heading of Doctrine, rejects these charges by maintaining
that the doctrine of election actually produces four salutary effects among the people of God, for
it encourages: 1) humility before God;16 2) adoration “of the depths of His mercies;” 3) purity in
lifestyle;17 and 4) ardent love for God. Our assurance is not carnal but spiritual. Yet the Fathers
observe with sadness that some know much about the doctrine of election, but have never tasted
of “the grace of election,” and so face “the just judgment of God” for their sin.
Should the true doctrine of election be preached? The Fathers answer with a resounding yes in
Article 14. Why? Because it is the clear teaching of both Testaments!18 Such preaching must be
conducted in four ways: 1) with a spirit of discretion, neither saying too much or too little; 2)
Although no Bible verses are quoted to support this affirmation, possible prooftexts include Is.
49:15-16; Mal. 3:6; John 6:37-40; 10:27-30; Romans 8:29-30; Hebrews 6:16-19; and James 1:17.
Hoeksema, Voice of Our Fathers, 193-195.
13

“This does not mean that we may not penetrate with all our powers into the mysteries of God’s salvation
as they are revealed to us by God’s Word,” as Herman Hoeksema puts it in his Outlines on the Canons of
Dordt (Grandville, Michigan: Theological School of the Protestant Reformed Churches, circa 1970), 10.
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The true doctrine of sovereign predestination renders the believer humble, not proud. Arminianism’s
doctrine of predestination renders the believer proud, not humble, because such false predestination rests
upon personal worthiness. Here we are confronted with a classic case of mental projection of the
weakness of a point of view onto its opposite.
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“It may safely be said that there is no greater reason and incentive for a sanctified life than in the truth
of election as it is personally appropriated by God’s children.” Hoeksema, Voice of Our Fathers, 211.
17
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Although all the prooftexts provided by the Fathers here come from the New Testament.
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with piety and holiness, not as a cold doctrine; 19 3) in all the appropriate places within the whole
system of revealed truth; and 4) without attempting to fathom the deep things of God. And the
preaching of election should have two purposes: 1) the glory of the Name of God; and 2) the
comfort of His people.
A literal translation of the opening of Article 15 yields an interesting result: “that not all men
are elect, but that some certain ones are not elect.” The Fathers are emphasizing here that
reprobation as well as election is the decree of God,20 and the decree of God is not according to
anything in man or that man does, but solely “out of His most free, most just, irreprehensible,
and unchangeable good pleasure.” Arminians, and many professing Calvinists, are troubled by
this language.21 And yet the Fathers are pointing out that reprobation makes election all the
more glorious for its objects, the elect. The Remonstrants accused the Reformed of making God
the author of sin in their doctrine of reprobation, but the Fathers reject the accusation as
nothing short of “blasphemy,” because God is “an awful, irreprehensible, and righteous judge
and avenger,” not permitting the pot to question the ways of the potter (Romans 9:21).
Article 12 addresses the issue of assurance in relation to election; Article 16 addresses the same
issue in relation to reprobation. The Arminians attacked the whole doctrine of sovereign double
predestination by attacking what they considered its weakest point, reprobation. The Fathers
admit that reprobation is a sobering matter, but nonetheless true. Therefore, “[t]hose who do
not yet experience a lively faith in Christ” should not suppose that they are reprobate, but use
the means of grace to seek true faith. 22 Nor should those of imperfect faith suspect that they are
reprobate. However, “this doctrine is justly terrible to those who … have wholly given
themselves up to the cares of the world and the pleasures of the flesh.” But, our Fathers refuse to
make the speculative statement that such people are reprobate. Error and Rejection 8 is
concerned with the Arminian denial of reprobation.
Suddenly, Article 17 brings up the question of the status of children dying in infancy. Why?
Because the Arminians denied that such infants could be either elect or reprobate. The
Remonstrants insisted that all such children are saved from their sins, since they are not old
enough to meet the condition of faith in Christ and perseverance in it until death in order to
become elect, and so these children are freed from meeting that condition. The Arminians did
not appeal to Scripture to defend their doctrine, as the Article points out, but appealed to
emotion. Yet the Fathers were careful not to go beyond Scripture, and so, recognizing that the
decree divides even between infants of covenant parents, contented themselves with the words,
“godly parents have no reason to doubt of the election and salvation of their children, whom it
pleases God to call out of this life in their infancy.”
The final Article in the First Heading, Article 18, consists mostly of Scripture quotations, from
Romans 9:30; Matthew 20:15; and Romans 11:33-36,23 altogether comprising a fitting doxology
to the sovereign, electing, and reprobating God. The Fathers address two groups here. First,
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Both the ideas of piety and holiness are found in the Latin original.
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Hoeksema, Outlines on the Canons of Dordt, 14.

See, for instance, Harry R. Boer’s gravamen against this Article, as recorded in Acts of the Christian
Reformed Church 1977, 665-679.
21

The implication here is obviously that the preaching of the gospel, the primary means of grace, must
not avoid the doctrine of reprobation. But there is no separate article about the preaching of reprobation,
as there was for the preaching of election, in Article 14.
22

23

Although, curiously, the last reference is not given and the words are not placed in quotation marks.
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“[t]o those who murmur at the grace of free election,”24 the Fathers cite the apostle Paul and our
own Savior in defense of what they call “the grace of free election and the severity of just
reprobation.” Turning to the orthodox, the Fathers encourage us to wonder and praise before
the God who glorifies Himself in both election and reprobation.
ANALYSIS
Following this brief description of the eighteen Articles and the nine Errors and Rejections in
the First Headings of the Canons of Dordt, the following five generalizations can be made.
1. The Fathers of Dordt Showed Theological Courage
First, the Fathers of Dordt do not shrink back from addressing an issue that most Christians
want to avoid. As Kenneth Johns has observed in his book, Election: Love before Time, “Some
have relegated the issues of election and the Sovereignty of God to the category of the
irrelevant.”25
Second, as Herman Hanko writes: “The church has never claimed that this is an easy doctrine. It
is not easy to understand; it is not easy to preach; it is not easy to hold and confess.” 26 Yet, the
Fathers of Dordt do not hold back from proclaiming double predestination from the very First
Article of the First Heading onwards.
Third, the First Heading, like the other Headings, is expressed in language that is Infralapsarian,
which could have been divisive, since many of the Fathers were Supralapsarian in viewpoint.
Yet the Supralapasarians still signed the Canons. Were they being duplicitous? No.27 The
Fathers, despite their courage, were not trying to take sides between the Infralapsarians and the
Supralapsarians, and so wrote in a way acceptable to both.
May each of us, recommitting ourselves to the gospel of the sovereign grace of God, always
speak with theological courage against the heresy of Arminianism, and every other heresy
afflicting the church today.
2. The Fathers of Dordt Showed Polemical Concern
First, the First Heading is expressed in measured but stern language. The Fathers are engaging
their theological opponents more than attacking them.
Second, the nine Errors and Rejections clearly bring out the aspects of the Arminian heresy
implied or mentioned but not fully stated and critiqued in the various Articles. The Fathers use
strong words here, like: contradict, invented, corrupted, gross error, and absurd.28
Third, the Fathers write with clarity, unlike the Arminians, who deliberately cloaked their heresy
in orthodox words, in order to hide the true import of their doctrines.
24

Who, like the poor, it seems are always with us (Matthew 26:11)!
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Johns, Election, 16.

Herman Hanko, “Jerome Bolsec and Predestination (2)”, Standard Bearer 70, no. 9 (Feb. 1, 2003):
200.
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Supralapsarians have historically held the axiom that what is last in execution is first in intention, quod
ultimum est in executione, debet esse primum in intentione; See Gordon Clark, What Do Presbyterians
Believe? (Philadelphia: P & R Publishing Co., 1976), 49-60; and Ronald Nash, ed., The Philosophy of
Gordon H. Clark: A Festschrift (Philadelphia: P & R. Publishing Co., 1968), 395-98, 478-84.
27

Other of the strong words include: fancy, broken, injurious error, made of none effect, opposed to the
doctrine of the apostle, and destroy.
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May each of us, recommitting ourselves to the gospel of the sovereign grace of God, always
speak with polemical concern against the heresy of Arminianism, and every other heresy
afflicting the church today.
3. The Fathers of Dordt Showed Biblical Comprehension
First, the Fathers emphasize election according to sovereign grace unto eternal life over
reprobation according to sovereign wrath unto judgment, which is the Biblical emphasis.
Second, the Fathers include Biblical references in most of the Articles and all of the Errors and
Rejections, and are obviously referring to many additional Biblical passages in the language
which they use throughout the First Heading. Article 18 consists almost entirely of quotations
from Scripture.
Third, the Fathers are careful not to go beyond the Scriptural evidence, for instance, concerning
the status of infant children of covenant believers in Article 17.
May each of us, recommitting ourselves to the gospel of the sovereign grace of God, always
speak with Biblical comprehension against the heresy of Arminianism, and every other heresy
afflicting the church today.
4. The Fathers of Dordt Showed Pastoral Care
First, the First Heading is expressed in language which recognizes the wisdom of the Divines in
the later Westminster Assembly, who wrote at the end of their treatment in Chapter 3
concerning the subject, Of God’s Eternal Decree:

The doctrine of this high mystery of predestination is to be handled with special
prudence and care, that men attending the will of God revealed in His Word, and
yielding obedience thereunto, may, from the certainty of their effectual vocation, be
assured of their eternal election. So shall this doctrine afford matter of praise, reverence,
and admiration of God, and of humility, diligence, and abundant consolation to all that
sincerely obey the gospel.
Second, the Fathers devote two headings to the assurance of salvation that the doctrine of
double predestination provides to the believer, in Article 12 in relation to election and in Article
16 in relation to reprobation. In stark contrast, no assurance is possible in the Arminians’
theory, as Error and Rejection 7 observes.
Third, the Fathers address the heartache of many parents who lose a covenant child in infancy in
Article 17. They did so not in a facile way, but in a way which honors the sovereignty of God in
election, while comforting grieving parents.
May each of us, recommitting ourselves to the gospel of the sovereign grace of God, always
speak with pastoral care against the heresy of Arminianism, and every other heresy afflicting the
church today.
5. The Fathers of Dordt Showed Practical Clearheadedness
First, the Fathers insist that the true doctrine of election must be preached in Article 14, which
raises the interesting question: Does one hear it in the pulpits of confessional, Reformed
churches? And to those who are preachers, more pointedly, do you preach it?
Second, the Fathers insist that the true doctrine of election must be preached without any
conditions, because it is sovereign, eternal, and unchangeable. Therefore, Heading 1, in
particular, calls us to examine how we preach and talk about election and reprobation, so that
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we do not, either directly or indirectly, undermine the unconditional nature of election and
reprobation in our speech or preaching.29
Dr. C. John Miller of Westminster Theological Seminary, used to warn solemnly his students
about this danger. He had personally struggled over many years with how best to urge sinners to
repent and believe without undercutting the very gospel message of sovereign grace he wanted
them to embrace. The best he could come up with was, “collapse at the cross of Jesus Christ.”
May each of us, recommitting ourselves to the gospel of the sovereign grace of God, always
speak with practical clearheadedness against the heresy of Arminianism, collapsing at the cross
of Jesus Christ in faith, in repentance, and in awe at the grace shown to us, unworthy sinners
that we are, through Jesus Christ.

One of Kenneth Johns’s main conclusions in his book, Election: Love before Time, is: “Election can
help us purify and make worthy our methods of evangelism.” Johns, Election, 88.
29
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The Second Heading Christ’s Death and Human Redemption Through It:
Limited Atonement at the Synod of Dordt and Some
Contemporary Theological Debates
Dr. Richard C. Gamble
Professor of Systematic Theology
Reformed Presbyterian Theological Seminary

This paper focuses on the second head of doctrine, what we normally term, limited atonement.
The purpose of this paper is three-fold: first, to present briefly the exegetical foundations for
limited atonement; second, to describe the development of that doctrine including both the
Synod of Dordt and the Westminster Confession of Faith; and third, to demonstrate the value of
this doctrine.
I. The Exegetical Foundations for Limited Atonement
Assuming that the readers of this journal are favorable toward limited atonement, my intention
is only to provide some general outlines of the Biblical doctrine.
Old Testament Evidence
The Fall
God created a good heaven and earth. The original creation, including our first parents Adam
and Eve, were all without flaw and excellent.1 However, Adam and Eve fell by sinning against
God. That sin brought great destruction upon all of creation.2 All people, left in their Adamic
state, will be excluded from eternal life. However, early in Genesis, God promised that salvation
would eventually come.3
Noahic Covenant
As sin saturated the earth, God decided to destroy mankind. However, he also chose Noah and
his family for salvation. The text of Scripture in Genesis chapters 6-11 clearly reveals that there
was nothing special about Noah himself, but that salvation for him and his family was by free
divine grace. 4

1

Richard C. Gamble, The Whole Counsel of God (Phillipsburg: P & R, 2009), 1:169-70.

2

Ibid., 1:199-202.

3

Ibid., 1:203-05.

4

Ibid., 1:295-308.
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Abrahamic Covenant
As time moved forward, God decided to reveal more about how atonement for sin would come
about. He entered into a covenant with Abraham, who again demonstrated that salvation came
not to the particularly worthy but rather to those whom the Father graciously elected.5
Already by the end of the Book of Genesis, God had provided two principles of redemption. The
first principle was vicariousness, where one life can take the place of another, and the second
was the need to offer life on account of the darkness of sin.6
Mosaic Covenant7
Moving to the next book, the Exodus event itself was a type of salvation. There are many
similarities between Israel’s emancipation from slavery in Egypt and the believer’s emancipation
from the slavery of sin. The principles of the deliverance in the Exodus were made regulative of
all future biblical salvation. This event binds together things past and things to come. At least
five soteriological principles are evident in the Exodus. The first principle is freedom from
enslavement to a foreign power. The second principle is redemption by sovereign and powerful
grace. The third is the biblical principle of foreordination. The fourth is the principle of
adoption. The final principle is the sacrament of Passover. The Passover meal and the marking
of the home was a truly salvific event, especially for any firstborn children! These five early
soteriological principles already demonstrate that divine atonement is limited to the elect.8
The need for, and effectiveness of, Christ’s intercession for sin is vividly portrayed by the
prophet Zechariah at chapter 3:1-5. In that moving passage, Joshua, the high priest, stood
before the angel of the Lord, dressed in filthy clothes. He was also directly accused by Satan.
Christ, the angel of the Lord, takes off Joshua’s sin laden clothes and put new garments of
righteousness upon him. It is the nature of salvation that when Christ intercedes for someone,
He also freely justifies that same sinner. 9
New Testament Evidence
For New Testament evidence that corroborates and establishes what had already been clearly
taught in the Hebrew bible, Paul taught on the divine decree at Romans 9:6-13.10 At Romans
9:10–11a, Paul appealed to how God differentiated between the two patriarchs Jacob and Esau:
the two babies had the same father, they were both unborn, and neither had performed any
actions. To make it clear, Paul said the same thing relative to who they were, a second time,
5

Ibid., 1:316-26.

6

Ibid., 1:327-28.

7

Ibid., 1:367-72.

8

Ibid., 1:385-88.

9

Ibid., 1:327-28.

“6. But it is not as though the word of God has failed. For not all who are descended from Israel belong
to Israel, 7. and not all are children of Abraham because they are his offspring, but through Isaac shall
your offspring be named. 8. This means that it is not the children of the flesh who are the children of God,
but the children of the promise are counted as offspring. 9. For this is what the promise said: About this
time next year I will return and Sarah shall have a son. 10. And not only so, but also when Rebecca had
conceived children by one man, our forefather Isaac, 11. though they were not yet born and had done
nothing either good or bad- in order that God’s purpose of election might continue, not because of works
but because of him who calls — 12. she was told, the older will serve the younger. 13. As it is written, Jacob
I loved, but Esau I hated.”
10
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using different words at 9:11b (9:12 in NIV) — that their election was not because of their
actions. This divine oracle given to Rebecca disclosed God’s electing purpose for her twins. God’s
plan for the boys was that the older brother was to serve the younger, which was abnormal for
that culture. That divine purpose, because it flowed from God Almighty, was something
immutable or unchangeable, as demonstrated by the words translated, ‘might continue.’11
God made his position clear by using the words love and hate relative to unborn babies. It is
hard to imagine God hating someone unborn! However, it has to be granted that God destroyed
all sinful life in the flood. In fact, it could be said that he also hated the whole areas of Sodom
and Gomorrah, a hatred that included babies, who were also killed. Yet, at least all those people
had been born! There is great intellectual discomfort in the notion that God would hate someone
unborn. The context probably goes back to what Paul had said at Romans 8:28-33 — that
election is to salvation. Those statements compound with Paul’s great sorrow and unceasing
anguish for his people, expressed at Romans 9:1–5.
To that effect, verse 13 of chapter 9 was definitive: “Jacob I loved, but Esau I hated.” We cannot
say that there was a time that God loved Esau. He hated Esau before Esau had actually done
anything. Furthermore, at 9:13 it was not just “good promises” that were given to some, but also
“bad promises” that were made to others. Paul said that God’s election was his sovereign choice.
Thus, Esau was rejected.
There is a classic response to the problem. The intellectual discomfort can be relieved to say that
the word hate means merely “to love less” or to treat with “less” favor. However, that response is
not exegetically solid. A better way to handle the problem is further to reflect on the two men
and the nations that will spring from them. First, Esau was a sinner and was worthy of God’s
hatred. Nevertheless, there was good that came to the Ishmaelites through Israel. Also, God
knew about Jacob’s original sin, as well as his actual sins. The Bible, in both Testaments,
underlines that knowledge. Jacob, as a sinner against God, was also worthy of death. Thus, the
real question is why God should love Jacob. This man was, in fact, unworthy of such lavish
grace. While it is emotionally and intellectually difficult, God’s Word teaches what theologians
call double predestination, that God decrees that people not be saved. God’s character is
demonstrated in his decree. God unconditionally predestines.12
God’s word from the Old and New Testaments teach with one voice that Christ’s blood needed to
be shed for the remission of sin, and that He shed His blood for His own people. This Biblical
teaching gained consolidation through church history. Because of space constraints, we cannot
examine the earliest development of the doctrine of limited atonement, but this paper will
consider the post-Reformation period.
II. The Development of the Doctrine of Limited Atonement
The Rise of Arminius and the Arminians
Dr. Whitla’s paper has sketched out for us the historical and theological development of the five
articles of the Remonstrants.13 Their erroneous teaching led to the need for a unified Reformed
response. That response was the Synod of Dordt.
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Gamble, The Whole Counsel of God, 2:552.
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For the historical and theological development of the Remonstrants, see also, Cornelis Venema, Chosen
in Christ: Revisiting the Contours of Predestination (Fearn, Scotland: Mentor, 2019).
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The Synod of Dordt
A condensation of the Second Head of the Canons using a one-sentence summary of each of the
longer nine articles would be as follows:
1. Divine justice requires eternal punishment of body and soul, unless satisfaction is made.
2. Since no one can save himself, Christ was made a curse for us in order to satisfy divine
justice.
3. Christ’s death was the perfect sacrifice for sin and abundantly sufficient to expiate the
sins of the whole world.
4. Christ, as fully God and man, was fully qualified to endure God’s wrath.
5. All men everywhere should repent and believe in Christ, and whoever does repent and
believe will not perish but have everlasting life.
6. Those who perish in unbelief, having heard the gospel, are themselves culpable for their
destruction because there is no inadequacy in Christ’s sacrifice.
7. Salvation is exclusively by divine grace, through Christ’s work, and not of human merit.
8. Christ’s redeeming work extends only to those chosen from eternity to salvation, and
those elect will exclusively persevere to the end.
9. The church, the bride of Christ, shall never be defeated and will praise him for eternity.
The same kind of summary for the seven Rejections, except number 7 which was more concise,
would be:
1. Reject the affirmation that Christ was sent to death by the Father without a definite
decree to save sinners.
2. Reject the denial that the purpose of Christ’s death was to confirm a new covenant of
grace through his blood.
3. Reject the denial that Christ’s salvation is effectually appropriated to some and argue
that Christ’s death merited the Father’s authority to establish new conditions for
salvation that depend on human free will.
4. Reject the denial that the covenant of grace consists in justification through Christ’s
merit by faith and propose that God has rejected the demand of perfect obedience and
substituted an imperfect human obedience that is rewarded, by grace, with eternal life.
5. Reject the affirmation that we are free from the guilt of original sin.
6. Reject the denial of salvation by a special gift of divine mercy, asserting that God saves
those who join their free will to the universal offer of grace.
7. “That Christ neither could die, needed to die, nor did die for those whom God loved in
the highest degree and elected to eternal life, and did not die for these, since these do not
need the death of Christ.” 14
The Westminster Confession of Faith
The Synod of Dordt, despite its clear repudiation of Arminianism, did not answer all of the
related theological questions. In continuity with those Canons, the WCF strongly taught limited
14

Exact words of Dordt.

"28

Reformed Presbyterian Theological Journal 6.1 (Fall 2019)
atonement. Nevertheless, there was heated debate on the matter among the divines during the
time of the writing of the Confession.
Chapter 3
Chapter 8 contains the Westminster Confession’s formal work on the Atonement. However, the
Assembly’s teaching in that chapter makes more sense in light of its previous analysis. Chapter
3, “Of God’s Eternal Decree” took a long time to compose and was a difficult chapter to write.15
Sections 1-2 touched God’s decree in its all-embracing reference; sections 3-4 concerned God’s
decree as it relates to men and angels; then, sections 5-8 relate the decree to men.
The third section ends with the phrase: “ … fore-ordained to everlasting death.” Some
commissioners to the Assembly did not want the doctrine stated so sharply.16 Of course, some
had trouble with the idea of the foreordination of sin and evil.17 Nevertheless, the delegates were
very determined to have reprobation clearly asserted in this section of the confession.18 Sections
6 and 7 are also a strong assertion of reprobation.19
Chapter 8
One of the hallmarks of reformed theology, relative to Christ’s death, is that his vicarious work
was both definite, that is, for a certain number, and personal. This viewpoint is Westminster’s
teaching on the atonement in chapter 8. This central doctrine was carefully related to Christ’s
own election to office and to the election of His people in Him. Atonement was also connected to
Christ’s Person and mediatorial offices of prophet and king. There was an interdependence, and
the doctrine was woven together in such a fashion that made a disjunction between Christ’s
person and His work impossible.20 The Divines’ analysis of this topic will extend to their
See WLC 12-14; WSC 7-8. See B. B. Warfield, “The Making of the Westminster Confession” in Collected
Writings (New York: Oxford University Press, 1932), 6:122-128, 129-130. Debate occurred on the
chapter’s title as well as the first section on “His own counsel”, 6:122-28. The second section, on the
decree, was also treated with diligence. The Divines wanted especially to underline the independence of
the decree, 6:129-130.
15

Warfield, “Westminster Confession”, 6:132. More precisely, there was at least one commissioner. Mr.
Whitakers, who moved an alteration of the section even after the confession had been completed — and
then had his dissent recorded when the alternative failed.
16

Robert Letham, The Westminster Assembly: Reading Its Theology in Historical Context (Phillipsburg:
P & R,2009), 185: “In WCF 3.6, the means to glory are the various elements of the ordo salutis– one can
hardly get more soteriological than effectual calling, justification, and the like.”
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Warfield, “Westminster Confession”, 133. Letham, Westminster Assembly, 176: “However, the chapter
avoided any idea that these decrees are separable by casting its title in the singular –– ‘of God’s eternal
decree ’–– and reaffirming the point in 3.3 by viewing both predestination to life and foreordination to
death as aspects of this one ‘decree’.”
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Section 6: “They who are elected being fallen in Adam, are redeemed by Christ; are effectually called
unto faith in Christ by His Spirit working in due season; are justified, adopted, sanctified, and kept by His
power through faith unto salvation. Neither are any other redeemed by Christ, effectually called, justified,
adopted, sanctified, and saved, but the elect only.” See Warfield, “Westminster Confession”, 143. Section
7: “The rest of mankind God was pleased, according to the unsearchable counsel of His own will, whereby
He extendeth or withholdeth mercy, as He pleaseth, for the glory of His sovereign power over His
creatures, to pass by; and to ordain them to dishonor and wrath, for their sin, to the praise of His glorious
justice.”
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John Murray, “The Theology of the Westminster Confession of Faith,” in Collected Writings (Carlisle,
PA: Banner of Truth, 1982), 4:255: “The atonement occupies a central place in the Christian faith. But
centrality is misconceived if it is not related to the whole of which it is the centre.”
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treatments in chapter 10 Of effectual calling, chapter 11 Of justification, chapter 12 Of adoption,
and chapter 13 Of sanctification.21
Chapter 8, section 5, concerns Christ’s suffering and death. It states specifically that Christ, by
His blood sacrifice, has purchased both reconciliation and an everlasting inheritance in the
heavenly kingdom for those whom the Father has predestined to Him.22
While section 5 is clear, it is section 8 that contains the definitive statement about the extent of
the atonement: “To all those for whom Christ hath purchased redemption, He doth certainly and
effectually apply and communicate the same … ”23
These sections of chapter 8 were composed during a time of controversy surrounding a debate,
sometimes entitled “Calvinistic universal redemption”. Apparently, a small but capable group
within the Assembly of Divines entertained the idea that Christ died for all men in some sense.24
While one-third of the recorded speeches were apparently in favor of this view, also called
hypothetical universalism, they failed to persuade the overall body.25 The majority of
commissioners clearly rejected this teaching and worded the Confession in such a manner so as
to exclude the idea. The authors’ meaning in the Confession was clear concerning God’s
sovereign and immutable decree.26 From this strong foundation, reformed theology has
continued to debate and refine the doctrine of the atonement.27
While the Synod of Dort and the WCF contained definitive teaching on limited atonement,
nevertheless, attacks against this Biblical teaching have continued since its time. Those attacks
reached a high-water mark with the rise of Wesleyan Methodism. The two sides, Arminianism
and reformed theology, are irreconcilable. However, within Presbyterianism itself, erosion
began to seep away at the foundation of the doctrine of limited atonement. Some reformed
Wayne Spear, Faith of Our Fathers: A Commentary on the Westminster Confession of Faith
(Pittsburgh: Crown & Covenant, 2006), 52.
21

“The Lord Jesus, by His perfect obedience and sacrifice of himself, which He through the eternal Spirit
once offered up unto God, hath fully satisfied the justice of his Father; and purchased not only
reconciliation, but an everlasting inheritance in the kingdom of heaven, for all those whom the Father
hath given unto him.” See WLC 43-50. Letham, Westminster Assembly, 240. Spear, Faith of Our Fathers,
51.
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“To all whom those for whom Christ hath purchased redemption, he doth certainly and effectually apply
and communicate the same; making intercession for them; and revealing unto them, in and by the word,
the mysteries of salvation; effectually persuading them by his Spirit to believe and obey …” See Letham,
Westminster Assembly, 241; William Cunningham, Historical Theology (Edinburgh: Banner of Truth
Trust, 1979), 2:329.
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Warfield, “Westminster Confession”, 142. This group was associated with the names Cameron and
Amyraut.
24

Letham, Westminster Assembly, 177-182: “ ... hypothetical universalism in England antedated Amyraut
and did not go as far as he did in decretal dualism … The inclusion of reprobation in WCF 3.7 was
deliberate … In all this, Calamy and his supporters continued to play their part in the Assembly––Calamy
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the boundaries of its generic Calvinism, but allowed differing views to coexist ... ‘English hypothetical
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See William Cunningham, Historical Theology (Edinburgh: Banner of Truth Trust, 1979), 2:323-36.

At about the same time as the Assembly, a book was published which sparked a controversy later in the
1720s in Scotland, when it was republished. The debate was called the “Marrow Controversy”, and was
concerned about how the atonement related to all humankind, including sinners.
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theologians over the years have continued to support a hypothetical universalism. Next, we will
focus on developments in America.
Attacks In America
Two centuries after the WCF, by 1877, some American Presbyterians had joined their voices to a
rising European chorus, being particularly unhappy with the WCF chapters on “God’s Eternal
Decree” and “Effectual Calling,” and wanting supplements that would place greater emphasis on
God’s love and on human responsibility. 28 By 1889, the General Assembly of the Northern
Presbyterian Church sent down to the presbyteries whether they wanted to revise the Confession
of Faith. There were strong written attacks that same year against the Calvinist conservatism of
Princeton Seminary.29 A number of old Princeton faculty replied with spirited defenses of the
WCF.30 Revision of the Confession on these points failed at that time.
However, in 1900, the General Assembly erected a committee to draft amendments to the
Confession. That movement was also attacked by Princeton professors.31 Nevertheless, the
Confession was revised in 1903. Among the revisions was “a declaratory statement which
explained that Chapter 3, Of God’s Eternal Decree, was to be interpreted in harmony with the
belief that God loves all mankind.” 32 While this declaration was not an open endorsement of that
view termed “hypothetical universalism,” it was a long step away from the clear teachings of the
second head of doctrine of Dordt and the detailed articulation of the WCF. Those attacks upon
and revision of the Confession was over a century ago; thus, today we want to defend clearly the
important Biblical teaching of limited atonement.
III. The Great Value of the Doctrine of Limited Atonement
The combatants in the American debate agreed on certain important issues, particularly that
there is no universal salvation. The devil, the fallen angels, and the reprobate will not be saved at
some future time.33 The issue was whether God intended that Christ’s sacrifice was for all
people’s sins, without exception, or only for the sins of the elect.34 With this question in mind,
we can conclude first, that the Scripture consistently links Christ’s sacrifice only to the church or

David B. Calhoun, “Old Princeton Seminary and the Westminster Standards”, in The Westminster
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1889). Calhoun, “Old Princeton Seminary and the Westminster Standards”, 52-53.
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The core difference between the opposing sides is the value and power of Christ’s sacrifice, specifically,
the nature of the work of salvation, which is squarely addressed in the second head of Doctrine. For the
reformed, Christ saved truly, wholly, and for all eternity. And who were those whom Christ saved? It was
those whom the Father loved. Christ cannot fail to save, he cannot help but make satisfaction, for those
who are the object of the Father’s love. The thought at the time was correct, that theologians had to make
a choice, as Bavinck said, “ … either God loved all people, and Christ made satisfaction for all — and then
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the elect. 35 Second, the hypothetical universalist position is exegetically weak. To resolve the
dilemma requires both dealing with how to exegete the word “all” in the problematic passages
and second, determining the nature of God’s will in those passages that say that God “wills” the
salvation of all. Without having space to exegete those passages, there is no question that they
can rightly be understood as teaching that Christ did not die for the sins of the whole world but
only for His people.
In conclusion, limited atonement is a pillar of Biblical teaching which was worthy of defense
against the Remonstrants in the seventeenth century and is still worthy of vigorous defense
today.

Ibid. The church may be described by “many, his people, his sheep, his brothers, the children of God,
those whom the Father has given him.”
35
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The Third Heading:
Human Corruption
Rev. Keith A. Evans
Professor of Biblical Counseling
Reformed Presbyterian Theological Seminary

Introduction
As the professor of Biblical Counseling, and not as one trained in history, nor systematic
theology, it may rightly be wondered what a practical theologian may contribute to the present
consideration of the 400th anniversary of the Calvinist/Arminian controversy in the Church in
the Netherlands. Yet, if a professor of counseling is to take up a particular head of doctrine
under the Canons of Dort, it would make the most sense he be given charge over Dort’s
anthropology. The question of: “who is man?” is of utmost importance to the field of counseling,
and thus, the third head of doctrine finds itself directly connected to this author’s particular field
of study.
The purpose of the present treatment is not to rehash the contents of the Canons, for that would
occupy the entirety of the article itself. Instead the goal of this paper is to provide the theological
undergirding of the third head of doctrine, along with the Synod’s affirmations and respective
rejections; in order that the present reader may take up the Canons, and thereby have a fuller
appreciation of what the Synod was aiming to do — specifically what they understood they were
affirming and what they comprehended they were rejecting.
One further caveat at the outset itself on the language of the “Remonstrants” and the “ContraRemonstrants.” “Arminians” and “Calvinists” are regularly employed surrounding this historical
debate and the present paper will likewise use such terminology interchangeably. That said, it
should be made known the wishes of the Synod of Dort itself, when it declared in its judgments
– the written conclusions after the multi-year deliberations – when they said:
[S]ome, who are gone out from among us, calling themselves Remonstrants (which
word, as well as that of Contraremonstrants, the Synod wills and requires to be buried in
perpetual oblivion) have …1
Since it was the will of the faithful ecumenical assembly, that the name of Remonstrants be
“buried in perpetual oblivion,” the current treatment will seek to honor their wishes as best as
possible. After all, “Remonstrants" means “forceful demonstrators,” and since they were
forcefully demonstrating against confessional, reformed theology, it is fitting to denounce their
intended goal as expressed by their name. What is more, the Arminians sought to resist the

Herbert H. Rowen, Low Countries in Early Modern Times ( London: Palgrave Macmillan UK, 1972),
139.
1
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ecclesiastical tradition common at the time of naming theological movements after heretics.2
Therefore, they wanted to avoid the moniker “Arminians”, though they certainly identified with
Jacobus Arminius and his theology – it was a public persona they wanted to maintain, and the
public ire they wanted to avoid.
Thus, and without further ado, we turn to the third main point of doctrine in the 17th century
Calvinist/Arminian controversy, that of human corruption.
Dispelling Misconceptions
If, at the outset we have in our minds, the Calvinistic summative acronym, T.U.L.I.P., for how
we have come to organize the well-articulated theology coming from the Synod of Dort in the
Canons; we may mistakenly believe that “Total Depravity” (the meaning of T.U.L.I.P.’s “T”) or
“human inability” should be the place to begin. If, after all, we are approaching the entire
discussion of God and man’s respective roles in salvation, does it not logically follow that one
ought to begin with man’s complete inability to save himself? If man is to be honest with what
man has to work with, indeed, the “T” ought to be one’s starting point.
If, however, there is an effort to downplay and overcome man’s inability, and instead, speak to a
possible ability or semi-ability of man to contribute to his salvation, then man’s deprivation of
knowledge, righteousness, and holiness is not the place one would desire to begin. Thus the
Arminian position presented man’s deprivation in the third head of their remonstrance, and the
Calvinist response simply followed their ordering, affirming and denying accordingly.3
Human Deprivation
Now in considering the doctrine of human deprivation itself, there is one final point of
misconception which must be dispelled at the outset, and is the assumed disagreement between
the stated position of the Remonstrance and the Canons themselves. Is it not simply presumed
that at every major head of doctrine, the two parties vehemently disagreed and offered entirely
different constructions of each point of theology? And yet if one were to merely read each
articulation of man’s depravity; first the Arminians, and then the Calvinists, on the surface,
there would appear to be formal and outward agreement!
Quoting from the third article of the Remonstrance itself, the Arminians advocated the
following:
That man does not possess saving grace of himself, nor of the energy of his free will,
inasmuch as in his state of apostasy and sin he can of and by himself neither think, will,
nor do any thing that is truly good (such as saving Faith eminently is); but that it is
necessary that he be born again of God in Christ, through his Holy Spirit, and renewed in
understanding, inclination, and will, and all his faculties, in order that he may rightly
understand, think, will, and effect what is truly good, according to the Word of Christ,
John 15:5, “Without me you can do nothing.”4

W. Robert Godfrey, Saving the Reformation: The Pastoral Theology of the Canons of Dort (Sanford,
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The Synod of Dort, The Articles of the Synod of Dort and Its Rejection of Errors (London: The Sovereign
Grace Union, 1932), 20.
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The Five Articles of the Remonstrants (1610), as quoted by Dennis Bratcher, accessed at http://
www.crivoice.org/creedremonstrants.html on September 28, 2019.
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The astute reader of the above does not pick apart each and every tedium of that complex and
singular sentence, in order to come away saying: “that is total depravity as the Scriptures
present it!” That the human person is unable to do anything that is truly good; he is not able to
think, will, nor do anything that is holy, all apart from the regenerative work of the Holy Spirit
enabling him. A Calvinist sees the above statement, and would rightly say, “that is our
doctrine.”
It is due to this outward apparent agreement that some present-day commentators on the
Canons of Dort largely pass over the significance of disagreement on the third head of doctrine.
5In such cases, likely little more is done than reading the Arminians’ third point of doctrine and
the Calvinists’ respective rebuttal and concluding they are in sum and substance, one and the
same.
So wherein lies the actual disagreement? Is there one? Is it some micro-fine point of theology
contained within that singular sentence, which must be scrutinized with exacting precision? Or
is the disagreement under the third head of doctrine, actually contained elsewhere than the
formally stated position of the Arminians in their Remonstrance? With but a short
consideration, the latter will be made clear: that the Arminians presented themselves in a better
light in their public remonstrance than they did elsewhere in their writings and stated positions
regarding man’s inability – or perhaps more correctly – lack thereof!
A Depravity which is not “Total”
James Dennison, in his exhaustive compilation of Reformed Confessions of the 16th and 17th
Centuries, suggests the singular greatest distinction between the Calvinists and the Arminians
involves that operation of the soul: the human will, and thus represents the Arminian position
as a “Partial Inability” so far as the will is concerned.6
Tripartite Understanding of the Operations of the Soul
It can be clearly seen in the Calvinist and Arminian writings, that both parties embraced the
basic and biblical understanding of a tripartite soul. Upon Creation, the human soul contained
three primary operations, or powers, those being the intellect, the will, and the affections. Again,
both the Arminians and the Calvinists agreed that those operations of the soul were gifted by
God at the time of Creation, with true knowledge, righteousness, and holiness.7 And still more,
both the Arminians and Calvinists were in agreement that there was a resultant change in the
human soul at the time of the Fall, and again at the time of regeneration.8
In other words, there was clear agreement between the Calvinists and the Arminians that the
human soul is composed of the three primary faculties – the intellect, the will, and the affections
– whose operations were gifted by the Lord upon Creation, but there was a change in those
giftings at the time of the Fall, and those giftings are at least in part restored at the time of
regeneration.
The difference, then, is primarily found in the extent that those giftings are lost at the time of the
Fall. Are true knowledge, righteousness, and holiness completely and totally lost, as they pertain
to the powers of the intellect, the affections, and the will? Or is their loss only partial? Herein
See Sean Cole, Understanding Christianity, Series on the Canons of Dort, accessed at https://
www.seancole.net on September 28, 2019, as one contemporary example.
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lies the rub, and why contemporary theologians speak of “Partial Depravity” regarding the
Arminian system.
While the Arminians freely acknowledged in their writings and public teachings that the
intellect was darkened, the will affected, and the affections altered by the Fall, at every one of
those points the Calvinists and Arminians disagreed on just how substantive those changes
really are. Since those disagreements are most pronounced concerning the will, special focus will
be given separately and finally to that operation of the soul.
First under consideration, then, is the intellect. The Arminian writers affirmed that the human
intellect was darkened, and unable in itself to think anything truly good. However, with the right
use of a common grace available to all men (by this, they mean a prevenient grace, and the right
use of the light of nature), man was able, in his estate of misery, to think rightly.9 And having
availed himself of that general grace, the Lord provides more grace.10 The idea being akin to:
“whoever is found faithful in a little will be entrusted with much.”11
Second, and much more briefly, mankind’s affections post-Fall have become tainted by sin, and
thus desire that which is impure. In all actuality, very little attention is given to the affections on
both sides of the controversy, however. This fact seems to be due to both the Calvinists and the
Arminians seeing the intellect as taking a “leading role.” In that, what one’s mind is set upon,
one’s heart tends to follow. The discussion which follows will hopefully demonstrate to the
reader how this point is crucial to the Arminian system.
A Will which is Truly Free
Both Calvinists and Arminians affirmed a freedom of the will. It is not as though the Arminians
affirmed such freedom, and the Calvinists denied it. Again, it is a matter of extent, of definition
of what is meant by free. The Synod of Dort delegates upheld that the human will is always free,
whether in a state of innocency, corruption, redemption, or even in the future heavenly life.
Simply because the will is determined toward one thing does not mean it fails to be free. If after
the Fall, sinful people are perpetually and unswervingly determined toward evil, that reality
does not make the will any less free to “will or not will…without coercion, and by a personal and
spontaneous motion whatever should be elected or rejected.”12 Put another way, the Calvinists
were not suggesting the will lacks freedom, simply because sinners are determined to pursue evil
continually. After the Fall and prior to regeneration, evil is what the fallen free will freely
pursues at all times!
Now that man’s will is limited, namely depraved, makes it no less free. It simply is unable to will
any good, and only freely wills evil continually.13 So both Arminians and Calvinists embraced a
freedom of the will.

Donald W. Sinnema, Christian Moser, and H. J. Selderhuis, Acta et Documenta Synodi Nationalis
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The Arminians, however, insisted that for the will to be truly free, it must be able to purpose
after both good and evil.14 So once again, the question of extent is before us: “just how free, is
free?” At this point, one might be wondering how the Arminians can arrive at an affirmation of
free will which is so extensive, after affirming the operations of the soul have lost their original
gifting in the Fall. Stated another way, if man has lost the ability to will holiness in the Fall, how
then is the will free to choose good or evil? The Arminian answer to this dilemma was most
clearly stated at the Conference of the Hague in 1611, where the Arminians argued that the
human will has no original gifting at creation.15 The will, regardless of its estate, whether in
innocency prior to the Fall, or in misery after the Fall, to be a human free will, must always be
able to choose good or evil. Thus, to the Arminian, even after the Fall the will is essentially “still
intact”.
The Need and Presence of Prevenient Grace?
This is where the issue becomes most fascinating and where the third head of doctrine begins to
touch upon the fourth head. For at this point in the consideration of man’s need, the question
becomes “what is the need for a general or prevenient grace?” If the human will is not the
problem; and fallen people are able to will true good, then the problem resides primarily with
the intellect and/or the affections. The problem with the Arminian construction is that sinners’
minds are darkened and their affections impure.
What then is needed is for the unconverted to choose what is right. In the Arminian system, man
is not being called upon to will that which is entirely contrary to his nature: to will holiness when
he is completely incapable of willing holiness. Instead, what is needed is for him to choose good
when he thinks wrongly and loves that which we should not love.
At this point the reader ought to see just how surmountable the problem is for the Arminian: all
sinful humanity needs to do in order to choose rightly, is to think rightly and love rightly. The
need, then, for a general grace — a prevenient grace — is not to restore a depraved will, but to
enable the correction of wrong thinking (wherein the distorted affections will follow) through
the due use of the light of nature. Such a need is far less than the regeneration of a spiritually
dead man.
An Age Old Heresy, or Semi-Heresy?
As the significant differences between the Calvinist and Arminian anthropology begin to take
shape, the question that will likely arise is, just how serious are these differences? This question,
when approaching the topic of the 17th-century controversy in Holland, is often expressed in
terms of whether or not the Synod understood the Arminian construction to be a heresy. To put
a more precise point on it: are the Remonstrants heretics? Aside from the fact that the judgment
flowing from the Synod necessarily found the Remonstrants guilty of heresy, (for, after all, these
were the charges before them),16 it is in this third head of doctrine that the notion of heresy is
made most clear. For it is under this heading where the Synod makes regular comparisons to the
age-old heresy of Pelagianism. In what is the shortest section of the Canons (considering the
Third and Fourth heads are combined), the reader is met with two of the articles and two of the
rejections of error making direct reference to the Pelagian heresy. Whereas the other points of
doctrine, by comparison, find the appeal to the Pelagian heresy minimally so.
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When considering the extent of man’s problem and his ability to choose good and will holiness,
the allusion to Pelagianism is a natural one. Yet does this reality not put a fine point on how
egregious the Synod perceived this error of anthropology to be, that it would consistently refer
to Arminianism as harkening back to the ancient heresy of man’s ability, known as Pelagianism?
In contemporary theology, a modifier is employed, of course. Today Arminianism, as a system,
is referred to as “semi-pelagian.” But to this point, is it superior for an ecumenical church
council to declare theology to be “semi-heretical”? To relate this semantical difference to a realworld experience: would it be a substantial improvement to eat semi-poisonous food as opposed
to poisonous food? The wise theologian and believer would just as soon refrain from both types.
Surely the Synod understood the Arminians to be presenting an entirely different conception of
the human condition, man’s problem, than what the Scriptures present. Especially under the
Third Head, they saw the Arminian system as containing a pernicious error and declared it as
such.
Conclusion: A Different Anthropology
What one is left with, then, when harkening back to a 400-year-old debate, or today, when
contrasting classical Arminianism and historic Calvinism are two entirely different
anthropologies. On the surface, there was an attempt by the Remonstrants to present apparent
agreement between the two systems; yet they could not be more dissimilar regarding their
construction of the human person as revealed in Scripture.
On the one hand, the Calvinists viewed man as completely blind in spiritual matters, dead and
utterly unable to rightly think God’s thoughts after him. Man, by his fall, has been plunged into
horrible darkness, perversity, and impurity of mind and affection, and wills nothing but
rebellion and hardness of heart toward God. Whereas, on the other hand, the Arminians viewed
man in his fallen condition, as being capable of attaining partial, but true knowledge of God, by
nothing more than the light of nature and prevenient grace, as having a weakened will, and
dulled affections toward God.
Fundamentally the solutions for such entirely different problems are entirely different as well.
One finds us as desperate enemies of God in need of alien and external salvation from a
Sovereign Lord. The other sees our needed solution as a choice. Thanks be to God that he rightly
assesses our pessimistic and dire condition, and sovereignly overcomes our total inability by an
act of his free will — not ours!
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The Fourth Heading:
“Both Delightful and Powerful”
The Doctrine of Irresistible Grace in the Canons of Dort
Dr. C.J. Williams
Professor of Old Testament Studies
Reformed Presbyterian Theological Seminary

Praise the LORD, all you Gentiles!
Laud Him, all you peoples!
For His merciful kindness is great toward us,
And the truth of the LORD endures forever.
Praise the LORD!
Psalm 117

Introduction
Psalm 117 is curiously short, but what it lacks in length, it makes up for in depth. Sitting
juxtaposed to Psalm 119, which uses its sheer mass to emphasize the power and purity of God’s
Word, it makes a fascinating contrast. This tiny Psalm uses its brevity to isolate and accentuate
its single most important teaching. When sung, it is a Psalm that keeps us singing for just a
moment, then leaves us in silence to ponder the central truth it most emphasizes. That truth is
the doctrine of Irresistible Grace. The first verse is a call to worship and the second verse simply
gives us a reason to praise the Lord: “His merciful kindness is great toward us” (NKJV). The
Hebrew verb in this sentence is gābar, which means “to prevail over,” or “be mighty.” It is used
to describe the floodwaters “prevailing” over the earth in Genesis 7, and it is used to describe a
stronger army “prevailing” over its enemy in 2 Samuel 11. This is a verb that describes one thing
overwhelming another. In Psalm 117, the thing that overwhelms and prevails is the “merciful
kindness” of God, or hesed in Hebrew, which denotes the unmerited grace of God toward His
people. The object that is overwhelmed is – us. This verse may be translated as: “For His grace
overwhelms us, and the truth of the Lord endures forever.” Psalm 117 pictures the grace of our
God as an irresistible force that subdues His people and effectually redeems us. One does not
find a more succinct and powerful statement of the doctrine of irresistible grace in all of
Scripture, but one does not have to look far to see this truth reiterated again and again in God’s
Word.
But while God’s grace is irresistible, the doctrine of irresistible grace has often been resisted
throughout the centuries, forcing the church to articulate and defend this Biblical truth. One of
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the most important, orthodox affirmations of this Biblical truth comes to us from the early
seventeenth century in the Canons of Dort.
The Remonstrants on Grace
The Synod of Dort gathered to refute a false teaching that has its deepest root in the fifth century
heresy of Pelagianism, the basic tenets of which are the intrinsic goodness of man and the
inherent human ability to choose what is good and live righteously apart from the influence of
sovereign grace. In other words, Pelagius taught that all men are born spiritually healthy. This
heresy was successfully refuted by Augustine, but it gave way to the compromising heresy of
Semi-Pelagianism, which is still entrenched in the Roman Catholic Church today, and which
teaches, essentially, that man is not healthy but sick, and only needs to cooperate with the
redeeming efforts of God. This pedigree of doctrine is in obvious and direct opposition to the
teaching of Scripture, which plainly declares that the descendants of Adam are not born
spiritually healthy or spiritually sick, but spiritually dead, and entirely dependent upon the
sovereign grace of God through Christ. But old heresies die hard, and by the time of the
sixteenth century, there was, as always, nothing new under the sun. Jacob Arminius gave this
doctrinal lineage a new make-over, particularly by challenging the doctrines of total depravity
and predestination in his preaching, and later in his teaching at Leiden University from
1602-1609. Arminius was well enough connected, and evasive enough in his words to avoid a
church censure, so his following grew. By the time Arminius died in 1609, his adherents were
numerous enough to pose a real threat to the peace and orthodoxy of the Reformed churches.
The year after his death, the followers of Arminius codified their beliefs in a document called the
Remonstrance, in which they articulated five articles of doctrine, which still define Arminianism
today. Article 4 of the Remonstrance explicitly denies Irresistible Grace with these words:
This grace is the beginning, the increase, and completion of every good thing; to be sure
even that the regenerate person himself is not even able to think, will, or accomplish
good, nor resist any temptation to evil apart from or preceding that prevenient, moving,
accompanying, and cooperating grace, so that all good works and actions which are able
to be conceived must be ascribed to the grace of God in Christ. As for the rest, what
pertains to the manner of operation of this grace – that it is not irresistible, since indeed
it is written about many that “they resisted the Holy Spirit”, Acts 7:51 and several other
places.1
Here the Remonstrants declare that God’s grace is necessary, but they refer to it as assisting and
“cooperative,” meaning that salvation is a synergistic effort between the will of God and the will
of man. From this false premise follows the inevitable error that God’s grace “is not irresistible.”
Succinctly put, the Arminian doctrine is that God initiates grace, which is not effectual, but man
can effectually resist that grace if he so chooses. Oddly enough, this makes man’s will irresistible
instead of God’s.
The Remonstrants note the language of Scripture that talks about men resisting the Holy Spirit,
particularly in Stephen’s sermon in Acts 7, where Stephen said to the Pharisees, “You always
resist the Holy Spirit, as your fathers did.” Their interpretation of this language, however, rests
upon a string of false assumptions. The Arminians denied the distinction between the secret will
and the revealed will of God; hence, they made no distinction between the external call of the
gospel to all men and the effectual internal call of the gospel to the elect.2 The failure to make
this distinction ultimately goes back to the Arminian denial of the doctrines of total depravity,
James T. Dennison Jr., ed., Reformed Confessions of the 16th and 17th Centuries in English Translation
(Grand Rapids: Reformation Heritage Books, 2014), 4:43.
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unconditional election, and limited atonement. To the Arminian, every instance of a hardened
sinner refusing the gospel proves that God’s grace is resistible. However, no Calvinist ever
denied that totally depraved sinners resist the gospel and the grace of God offered in it. This
resistance is in their very nature, and without the regenerating work of the Holy Spirit, the
external call of the gospel will be rejected. The Biblical point we affirm, and which we will see
unfolded in the Canons of Dort, is that all who are chosen by God, and effectually called by the
gospel, are drawn to Christ by irresistible grace. The Pharisees in Acts 7 do not fit in this
category; their rejection of the gospel only reveals the hardness of their hearts, not the
resistibility of God’s grace. One only needs to compare Acts 7 to Acts 16, where we are told that
the Lord opened the heart of Lydia to receive and believe the gospel, which is a beautiful account
of God’s irresistible grace toward a woman whom He chose to save from all eternity. What
makes God’s grace irresistible is His sovereign intention to save, which He had toward Lydia in
Acts 16, but not toward the Pharisees in Acts 7. The Pharisees’ rejection of the gospel, and
Lydia’s acceptance of it, is explained by the sovereignty of God in salvation, not the resistibility
of His saving grace.
Dordt’s Response on Grace
It is obvious from the foregoing discussion that the doctrine of human nature is intertwined with
the question of the resistibility of God’s grace. If all men are able to choose the good, then God’s
grace needs only to meet them halfway, and it may be accepted or resisted on the basis of man’s
ability to choose. If, however, man is spiritually dead and totally depraved, God’s grace to the
elect must be sovereign and irresistible. This inherent connection between the doctrine of
human nature and the nature of saving grace is no doubt why the Synod of Dort combined these
two heads of doctrine when it met to respond to the Arminian controversy in 1618-19. The Third
and Fourth Heads of Doctrine, combined in one section of the Canons of Dort, seamlessly
articulate the interconnected doctrines of total depravity and irresistible grace. Irresistible grace
is not in itself a singular act of God in the ordo salutis, like regeneration or conversion, but
rather it is a way of describing the sovereignty and compelling power of God’s grace at all points
in the divine work of salvation. Therefore, there is not a single article in the Canons devoted
solely to irresistible grace. Instead, the Canons infuse the language of sovereignty and
irresistibility throughout its articles dealing with effectual calling, conversion, and
regeneration.
After a robust and Biblical definition of total depravity,3 Article 10 begins to unfold the sovereign
and irresistible nature of God’s grace toward His people, beginning with eternal election and
effectual calling. Article 10 reads:
But that others who are called by the gospel obey the call and are converted is not to be
ascribed to the proper exercise of free will, whereby one distinguishes himself above
others equally furnished with grace sufficient for faith and conversion (as the proud
heresy of Pelagius maintains); but it must be wholly ascribed to God, who, as He has
chosen His own from eternity in Christ, so He calls them effectually in time, confers
upon them faith and repentance, rescues them from the power of darkness, and
translates them into the kingdom of His own Son; that they may show forth the praises
of Him who has called them out of darkness into His marvelous light, and may glory not
in themselves but in the Lord, according to the testimony of the apostles in various
places.4
“Therefore all men are conceived in sin, and are by nature children of wrath, incapable of saving good,
prone to evil, dead in sin, and in bondage thereto; and without the regenerating grace of the Holy Spirit,
they are neither able nor willing to return to God, to reform the depravity of their nature, or to dispose
themselves to reformation.” Dennison, Reformed Confessions, 135.
3

4
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This article affirms that when anyone embraces Christ in faith, their saving response to the
gospel has its roots in the eternal election of God. This is evident from Scripture in places like
Romans 8:29-30, where the golden chain of salvation begins with eternal election, and Acts
13:48, where we are told that upon hearing the gospel preached by Paul and Barnabas “as many
as had been appointed to eternal life believed.” This article goes on to say how the elect are
effectually called in time, which is to say that the hearts of the elect are inevitably and invariably
opened by the Holy Spirit to receive the grace of the gospel. Paul said in Romans 1:14 that the
gospel is the power of God unto salvation for all who believe, and the Lord has declared in
Isaiah 55:11 that His Word will not return to Him void, but it will accomplish what He pleases.
The power of God through His Word to affect the conversion of man is rooted in eternal election
and spoken of frequently in Scripture. This language of divine power is reflected in this Article of
the Canons, which is sprinkled throughout with language that gives all credit and glory to God in
the work of salvation from beginning to end.
Moving on from eternal election and effectual calling, the next article takes up the subjects of
regeneration and conversion. Article 11 reads:
But when God accomplishes His good pleasure in the elect or works in them true
conversion, He not only causes the gospel to be externally preached to them and
powerfully illuminates their mind by His Holy Spirit, that they may rightly understand
and discern the things of the Spirit of God; but by the efficacy of the same regenerating
Spirit, pervades the inmost recesses of the man; He opens the closed, and softens the
hardened heart, and circumcises that which was uncircumcised, infuses new qualities
into the will, which though heretofore dead, He quickens; from being evil, disobedient,
and refractory, He renders it good, obedient, and pliable; actuates and strengthens it,
that like a good tree, it may bring forth the fruits of good actions.5
This article magnificently speaks of the illumination of the mind, and the penetration of the
inmost man by the Holy Spirit, resulting in new life. The language here in the Canons comes
from both Old and New Testament metaphors that describe the new nature of the regenerate –
their hearts are opened (as in Acts 16:14), softened (as in Ezek. 36:26-27), and circumcised (as
in Deut. 30:6). Like Article 10, Article 11 also uses that now-familiar key word – “effectual” or
“efficacy” to describe this sovereign work of God. There is nothing resistible about it.
Some discussion has arisen over the meaning of the phrase, “He infuses new qualities into the
will,” as if some new ontological properties are possessed by the believer that the unregenerate
do not have.6 However, it is clear from the language of this article that the “new qualities” of the
will in view are not ontological but moral – they consist of the qualities of willingness to believe,
compliance to God’s work, and the desire to produce the fruit of obedience. These are God-given
qualities of a will that is renewed by the Lord. In contrast, the Arminians taught that God in no
way tampers with or changes the will of man, and the only thing that can be called a gift of God
is the innate ability of man to choose salvation. Specifically, the Arminians taught:
[T]hat in the true conversion of man no new qualities, powers or gifts can be infused by
God into the will, and that therefore faith through which we are first converted, and
because of which we are called believers, is not a quality or gift infused by God, but only
an act of man, and that it cannot be said to be a gift, except in respect of the power to
attain to this faith.7
5
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In the face of such teaching, Article 11 is a beautiful and Biblical affirmation of the sovereign
work of God in renewing our minds, softening our hearts, and enlivening our wills when we are
effectually called and converted. It is then that the great doctrine of irresistible grace becomes
experiential and unmistakable to the believer. Psalm 51, for example, speaks to the believer’s
consciousness that his heart is recreated from above, and his mind is made willing toward new
obedience, not by his own efforts. Scripture plainly teaches that a fallen sinner’s heart can only
be changed from outside himself, irresistibly. He cannot will to change, much less change
himself in this respect, any more than a leopard can change his spots (Jer. 13:23). It is the Lord
who says of His people, “I will give you a new heart and put a new spirit within you; I will take
the heart of stone out of your flesh, and give you a heart of flesh” (Ezek. 36:26). To credit man
himself with the changing of his own heart is an almost inconceivable contradiction to Scripture.
John 1:13 plainly says that believers are born, not of the will of man, but of the will of God.
Rebirth itself is a metaphor that depends on the reality of irresistible grace because a baby can
no more resist being born than a believer can resist being born again.
Article 12 in this section, which focuses on the sovereignty of God in regeneration, is
undoubtedly, the crescendo of the Synod’s affirmation of irresistible grace. It reads:
And this is the regeneration so highly celebrated in Scripture and denominated a new
creation: a resurrection from the dead, a making alive, which God works in us without
our aid. But this is in no wise effected merely by the external preaching of the gospel, by
moral suasion, or such a mode of operation, that after God has performed His part, it
still remains in the power of man to be regenerated or not, to be converted or to continue
unconverted; but it is evidently a supernatural work, most powerful, and at the same
time most delightful, astonishing, mysterious, and ineffable; not inferior in efficacy to
creation or the resurrection from the dead, as the Scripture inspired by the author of this
work declares; so that all in whose heart God works in this marvelous manner are
certainly, infallibly, and effectually regenerated, and do actually believe. Whereupon the
will thus renewed is not only actuated and influenced by God, but in consequence of this
influence, becomes itself active. Wherefore also, man is himself rightly said to believe
and repent, by virtue of that grace received.8
This glorious statement, which is as much a doxology as a doctrinal assertion, begins by giving
all glory to God, who “works in us without our help.” This is the essence of monergism, which is
a compound word combining mono, meaning “one,” and ergon, meaning “work.” There is one
Worker in our salvation, who alone works within our hearts to bring about new life. It can thus
be rightly said that God works within us and without us – that is, within our hearts, and without
our help. 9
This article goes on to say that mere outward teaching and moral persuasion are not enough,
and that these things by themselves do not leave man in a position to choose for himself.
Instead, regeneration is “evidently a supernatural work,” which is just as powerful and
marvelous as the work of creation, or the raising of the dead. Describing this awesome work of
regeneration, the Synod heaped adjectives upon adjectives attempting to describe the
indescribable – calling it astonishing, mysterious, and ineffable. The Canons are poetic at this
point, calling our regeneration “most powerful, and at the same time, most delightful.” It is most
powerful because it is sovereign and irresistible. The wording does not say to whom it is “most
delightful,” but it is obviously so to both God, who delights to save, and His people, whose wills
are changed to embrace and rejoice in the peace with God that Christ has accomplished. There is
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perhaps no better way to describe God’s sovereign, irresistible work of regeneration than “most
powerful and most delightful.”
In this paragraph, we find the unmistakable affirmation of irresistible grace in these words:
“[A]ll in whose heart God works in this marvelous manner are certainly, infallibly, and
effectually regenerated, and do actually believe.” There is the keyword “effectual” again. The
grace of God is effective, which is another way of calling it irresistible, the point being that the
truly regenerate never fails to believe. Jesus said in John 6:37, “All that the Father gives to Me
will come to Me, and the one who comes to Me, I will by no means cast out.”
This article concludes with the point that the regenerate will is an active will, so that while all the
glory of salvation belongs to God, the saved person can rightly be said to believe and repent. This
means that the renewed will is first acted upon by God, then in consequence of this renewal
becomes active itself.10 This renewed, willing heart is what makes the people of Christ “volunteer
in the Day of His power,” as Psalm 110 puts it. Later in Article 14, the Canons teach that God
produces both the will to believe and the act of believing also, 11 but the point here is that the
renewed man can rightly be said to believe. It is not as though God believes for us. By virtue of
the work of regeneration, which is entirely the work of God, we do indeed believe.12 This point of
Article 12 is meant to refute the Arminian caricature of irresistible grace as a coercion of
unwilling souls into the kingdom of heaven. Article 16 goes on to make this point more explicit,
saying,
[S]o also this grace of regeneration does not treat men as senseless stocks and blocks,
nor take away their will and its properties, or do violence thereto; but it spiritually
quickens, heals, corrects, and at the same time sweetly and powerfully bends it, that
where carnal rebellion and resistance formerly prevailed, a ready and sincere spiritual
obedience begins to reign.13
So, the Lord does not break, abolish, or remove the will of man; instead, He renews it, and here
again, is the beautiful description of God’s sovereign work of regeneration being both “delightful
and powerful.” Here that poetic phrase is employed to make the point that God’s grace is not a
forceful act of coercion, but an effectual reformation of the will that is delightful to both God and
His people.14
Finally, we note how the Canons consist of not only articles that positively affirm the
irresistibility of grace, but paragraphs called “Rejections” that explicitly deny the teaching of the
Remonstrants. Under this head of doctrine, Rejection 8 refutes those who teach,
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[T]hat God in the regeneration of man does not use such powers of His omnipotence as
potently and infallibly bend man's will to faith and conversion; but that all the works of
grace having been accomplished, which God employs to convert man, man may yet so
resist God and the Holy Spirit, when God intends man's regeneration and wills to
regenerate him, and indeed that man often does so resist that he prevents entirely his
regeneration and that it, therefore, remains in man's power to be regenerated or not.15
The Arminians affirmed that God is omnipotent but denied that He exercised this power in the
work of salvation.16 The result is a view of salvation in which nothing God does is decisive, which
the Synod rejected with a host of Scripture, quoting Ephesians 1:19, “We believe because of the
efficacy of the strength of His might;” 2 Thessalonians 1:11, “God powerfully fulfills in us the
gracious benevolence of His kindness and the work of faith;” and 2 Peter 1:3, “His divine power
has given us all things which pertain to life and piety.” It should be noted that, while the Synod
affirmed its doctrine in the midst of controversy, explicitly rejecting false teaching, it maintained
a pastoral tone that today still counsels us toward humility before the irresistible grace of God.
Article 7 says, “[T]hey to whom so great and so gracious a blessing is communicated above their
desert, or rather notwithstanding their demerits, are bound to acknowledge it with humble and
grateful hearts.” And Article 15 states, “And as to others, who have not yet been called, it is our
duty to pray for them to God, who calls the things that are not, as if they were. But we are in no
wise to conduct ourselves towards them with haughtiness as if we had made ourselves to differ.”
In summary, the Synod of Dort taught that the grace of God to His people is an irresistible grace,
which results in the certainty of salvation for all of those whom God has purposed to save from
eternity. With great care to base every assertion on Scripture, and using the language of
Scripture itself throughout, the Canons of Dort have provided a statement of one of Scripture’s
most beautiful doctrines, and it has withstood the test of time and the challenge of false teaching
for four centuries. Throughout its articles, the Canons use the words “effective,” “effectively,”
and “efficacious” to describe the work of God in the calling, conversion, and regeneration of His
people. The intentional repetition of this key Biblical idea is how the Synod infused the Canons
throughout with the affirmation of irresistible grace. Some have even proposed that it might be
better to call this doctrine effectual grace rather than irresistible grace. “Effectual” was certainly
the preferred word of the Synod of Dort, and it does, perhaps, avoid the suggestion that
believers are somehow compelled to enter the kingdom of God.17 There is good reason, however,
for calling it irresistible grace, and not just because it fits in nicely in our TULIP acronym.
Irresistible grace is a name for this doctrine that pictures the saving work of God from our
perspective, reminding us that, without the sovereign working of the Spirit within us, we would
have indeed resisted Christ and His gospel. We are resistors of God by nature, and would have
certainly resisted His grace, if He did not make His grace irresistible. So irresistible grace is a
doctrine that should always humble us, with the memory of what we were without Christ, and
with thankfulness that God’s grace is such that it prevails over us, as we are told in Psalm 117.
Conclusion
In conclusion, let us return to that Psalm with which we began and show how the language of
the Canons magnificently captures and reflects its true meaning when it says that God’s grace is
“both delightful and powerful.” The Psalm begins, “Praise the LORD all you Gentiles! Laud Him,
all you peoples!” Here is the unmistakable call to voice our joy and delight in the God of our
salvation. This delight undergirds our worship, and compels us to worship, because God’s work
15
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in Christ toward us is indeed a most delightful thing. Then, as we saw earlier, the Psalm goes on
to say, “For His grace prevails over us,” and here we see the power of it. It is effectual and
irresistible. It overwhelms us and subdues us. Verse one declares how delightful God’s grace is,
and verse two declares the power of it. It is, as the Canons of Dort put it, “both delightful and
powerful.”
But we cannot conclude without seeing how this little Psalm is fulfilled by God’s irresistible
grace going out through all the earth to save many people from many nations. In this Psalm, we
find a curious thing that the Gentiles and nations of the world are called to praise the LORD
because His grace prevails over us. The Psalm says, in effect, “You praise the LORD because His
grace prevails over us.” The “you” is the nations. The “us” is Israel. In this Psalm, “us” makes
room for “you,” and calls Jew and Gentile alike, to praise the one true God. So, this little Psalm
anticipates the prevailing grace of God going beyond Israel and to all the nations, and that is
exactly how Paul quotes it in Romans 15:11.
And so, we of all people have reason to heed this call to worship. The irresistible grace of our
Lord Jesus Christ has gone out to the nations and it has come to us, and it is, to say the least,
“both delightful and powerful.” And so, let us be committed, together, to wholeheartedly praise
and diligently serve the God whose grace prevails over us.
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The Fifth Heading:
The Perseverance of the Saints
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Introduction
The end result of the other canons of Dort is the doctrine of perseverance. The other doctrines of
grace work themselves out ultimately in the life of believers as they persevere as saints. The first
canon on predestination says of the elect, “God decreed to grant them true faith in Christ, to
justify them, to sanctify them, and finally, after powerfully preserving them in the fellowship of
the Son, to glorify them” (I.7). The next canon regarding Christ’s atonement states, “It was also
God’s will that Christ should cleanse them by his blood from all their sins, both original and
actual, whether committed before or after their coming to faith; that he should faithfully
preserve them to the very end; and that he should finally present them to himself, a glorious
people, without spot or wrinkle” (II.8). In the third and fourth canons on human depravity and
conversion, Dort affirms, “As a result (of God sovereignly regenerating the will), a ready and
sincere obedience of the Spirit now begins to prevail where before the rebellion and resistance
of the flesh were completely dominant” (III.16). So we need to address perseverance, the
outcome of the other doctrines of grace.
As we address this topic, we need to be clear as to what the doctrine of perseverance is. For
clarity’s sake, we will use the definition of the Westminster Confession after which this
conference is named. “They, whom God hath accepted in his Beloved, effectually called, and
sanctified by his Spirit, can neither totally nor finally fall away from the state of grace, but shall
certainly persevere therein to the end, and be eternally saved” (WCF 17.1). We might think that
given the heaviness and controversies of other doctrines such as election or limited atonement,
perseverance of the saints may be disagreeable to some but lack the canyon-like divide of the
other canons. However, it is worthy to note that Robert Bellarmine, a well-known Jesuit
theologian at the time of Dort, when speaking of perseverance, “declared that this was the worst
heresy of the Reformed,” believing the promotion of eternal security would lead to
disobedience.1 So, this paper will provide a brief history of this doctrine’s controversy, then
Dort’s treatment of it, before considering its needed application today.
The Historical Resistance against the Doctrine of Perseverance
The doctrine of perseverance was a significant battle point of the gospel throughout history, as a
brief survey demonstrates.2 In the Pelagian controversies of the early church, Augustine wrote
Robert W. Godfrey, Saving the Reformation: The Pastoral Theology of the Canons of Dort (Sanford, FL:
Reformation Trust Publishing, 2019), 14.
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against both the teaching that a believer can choose salvation and that a believer can lose that
salvation. In his Anti-Pelagian Writings, he stated that, "I assert, therefore, that the
perseverance by which we persevere in Christ even to the end is the gift of God." 3 Augustine
went on to maintain that, “when that gift of God is granted to them … none of the saints fails to
keep his perseverance in holiness even to the end.”4 In the early church, stands were taken in
favor of the doctrine of perseverance. This fact is important to keep in mind when hearing the
Remonstrants’ arguments and Dort’s response.
Reformers such as Martin Luther and John Calvin rediscovered the grace of the gospel following
the darkness of the medieval period of the Church. Luther stated his disgust that the pope
“should have entirely prohibited the certainty and assurance of divine grace.”5 As the Lutheran
Formula of Concord stated, “We are rendered certain that by mere grace, without any merit of
our own, we are chosen in Christ to eternal life, and that no one can pluck us out of his hands."6
Calvin spoke with even more clarity on this subject. Commenting on 1 John 3:9, "No one born of
God commits sin, for God's nature abides in him, and he cannot sin because he is born of God."
Calvin states the Apostle John "plainly declares that the Spirit continues his grace in us to the
last, so that inflexible perseverance is added to newness of life."7 Calvin believed that the seed of
the gospel “communicated when God regenerates his elect, as it is incorruptible, retains its
virtue perpetually.”8 The teachings of perseverance in the Reformation preceding the
Remonstrant Controversy were echoed and propagated through on European confessions and
catechisms. For instance, the Heidelberg Catechism used by the churches of the Netherlands
where the Arminian controversy was situated, asks in Question 54, “What do you believe
concerning ‘the holy catholic church’?” then answers, “I believe that the Son of God through his
Spirit and Word, out of the entire human race, from the beginning of the world to its end,
gathers, protects, and preserves for himself a community chosen for eternal life and united in
true faith. And of this community I am and always will be a living member” (emphasis mine).
In response to the Reformed teachings, the Council of Trent met in the 1540s and condemned
the doctrines of grace. In the Sixth Session of the Council, the Council first condemned
assurance of salvation and then, predestination. The Council of Trent stated in canon 15, "If
anyone says that a man who has been reborn and justified is bound by faith to believe that he is
certainly in the number of the predestined, let him be anathema." They went on to declare: "If
anyone says that he has absolute and infallible certitude that he will certainly have the great gift
of final perseverance, without having learned this from a special revelation: let him be
anathema."9 Rome left room for perseverance only to those special saints given visions. Again,
when reading Dort’s canons, clearly, this background arc is in the delegates’ minds. They see
their theological foes propagating related errors with respect to perseverance. Attacks on the
doctrines of grace are expected from theological viewpoints such as Catholicism. Yet those that
come from within the Reformed faith are more subtle, surprising, and pernicious. Such was the
case of James Arminius and the Remonstrants.
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With respect to perseverance, Arminius claimed to uphold it. He stated that he “never taught
that a true believer can either totally or finally fall away from the faith, and perish.”10 Yet
Arminius clearly questioned the importance of the doctrine of perseverance. Contrary to the
truth described in the brief survey just provided, Arminius minimizes perseverance’s
importance, by writing in this manner:
Is it possible for true believers to fall away totally and finally: Do some of them, in reality,
totally and finally fall from the faith? The opinion which denies “that true believers and
regenerate persons are either capable of falling away or actually do fall away from the
faith totally and finally,” was never, from the very times of the apostles down to the
present day, accounted by the church as a catholic doctrine. 11
Arminius further calls into question his commitment to the doctrine when he cautiously writes,
“Those persons who have been grafted into Christ by true faith, and have thus been made
partakers of his life-giving Spirit, possess sufficient powers to fight against Satan, sin, the world,
and their own flesh and to gain the victory of those enemies – yet not without the assistance of
the grace of that same Spirit." 12 The wording ultimately puts the success of perseverance on the
believer, lacking the God-centered confidence of perseverance taught by Calvinists.
Furthermore, though Arminius said he had not explicitly denied the Calvinist position on
perseverance, he entertained the possibility that perseverance was an error and so was not
prepared to declare it true.
So the Remonstrants’ short statement on perseverance in their Article 5 reflects the uncertainty
and even ambivalence of Arminius:
Those who are united to Jesus Christ by a true faith and so come to share in his lifegiving Spirit have abundant power to fight against Satan, sin, the world, and their own
sin and to win the victory. But whether they of themselves through neglect can lose the
beginning of their being in Christ, again take up with this present world, reject the Holy
Spirit once given to them, lose their good conscience, and abandon grace, must first be
sought out further from the Holy Scripture before we can ourselves teach it with the full
confidence of our minds.13
Note the emphasis on the believers having “abundant power to fight” which echoes Arminius’
expression “sufficient powers” falling short of the confidence heard in Westminster or, as we will
now see, Dort, regarding God’s ability to preserve His people. Additionally, it is almost
incredulous to hear learned ministers stating publicly that they need to seek out further in the
Scriptures this doctrine before they can teach it with “full confidence of our minds.” Robert
Godfrey, clearly writing tongue in cheek, says of this statement, “they believe that the sinner can
reject grace at the beginning of grace’s contact with his life, but they are uncertain as to whether
this grace can be rejected later.”14 Fortunately, the delegates at Dort, viewing this statement as
duplicitous, did not lack such confidence and approved the fifth canon along with the previous
ones without dissent.15 At Dort, eight years since their original statement, the Remonstrants,
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having either “sought out further” or having just become more honest, said openly to the Synod,
“True believers can fall from true faith and can fall into such sins as cannot be consistent with
true and justifying faith; not only is it possible for this to happen, but it even happens
frequently.” 16
The Calvinistic assembly at Dort had to respond.
The Approach of Dort in Defending and Promoting this Biblical Doctrine
As stated above, the fifth canon of Dort picks up where the others ended. Continuing to stress
God’s grace, the assembly stated with no doubt and full exposition of the Scriptures that God’s
grace is sufficient and able to preserve every believer in the face of every temptation and trial in
this world. The delegates developed this doctrine through fifteen articles, which follow a natural
progression that can be outlined by five headings.
I. The Demand for Perseverance (Articles 1-2)
The first two articles are introductory, explaining that sin remains in the believer, so it places
upon the saint a demand. He must pursue holiness and not let sin ruin him. At regeneration,
Dort teaches that the elect are liberated from the “dominion and servitude of sin,” but sin is not
completely removed at the moment of conversion (V.1). Thus, in the fight against daily “sins and
blemishes”, the believer is to constantly return to Christ, employing the means of grace provided
by the Spirit, such as prayers, so that we rely on him rather than on the flesh in putting to death
the flesh (V.2). “A believer knows that he cannot achieve perfection in this life, yet he will try
because that has become the direction of his life.” 17 He has a new orientation in life as a heavenbound pilgrim; until then he is “freed from this body of death and reign with the Lamb of God in
heaven.” (V.2) As Thomas Manton wrote, “We must so oppose sin, that in some sort we may kill
it or extinguish it, not only scratch the face of it but seek to root it out; at least that must be our
aim.”18
II. The Definition of Perseverance (Article 3)
The third article gives Dort’s definition of the doctrine:
Because of these remnants of sin dwelling in them and also because of the temptations of
the world and Satan, those who have been converted could not remain standing in this
grace if left to their own resources. But God is faithful, mercifully strengthening them in
the grace once conferred on them and powerfully preserving them in it to the end.
Unlike the Arminians who focus on the decisions and activity of the believer, clearly, Dort’s
focus in perseverance is placed on God. God is faithful to powerfully preserve believers “to the
end.”
III. The Difficulty of Perseverance (Articles 4-8)
The next five articles address the continuing, difficult journey believers have in traveling from
the cross to heaven. While acknowledging again the ultimate power of God in preserving
believers over the weakness of the flesh, these articles honestly admit and deal with the reality of
the struggles the believer has against sin. Believers can be seduced, drawn into “great and
Matthew Barrett, The Grace of Godliness: An Introduction to Doctrine and Piety in the Canons of Dort
(Kitchener, ON: Joshua Press, 2013), 157.
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heinous sins by Satan, the world and the flesh” and even be allowed by God to fall at times, as
Biblical examples such as David and Peter show (V.4). The effects of such sins are
acknowledged, such as offending God, incurring guilt, grieving the Spirit, shaking one’s faith,
wounding or hardening the conscience, and experiencing doubts about salvation (V.5).
Yet believers are never allowed to go so far as to lose their adoption, justification, or commit the
sin unto death and plunge into utter destruction (V.6). Rather, as the Psalmist states of the
godly, “though he fall, he shall not be cast headlong” (Ps. 37:24). For as Article 7 says of God, “ …
in these falls, He preserves in them the incorruptible seed of regeneration from perishing or
being totally lost.” Believers are brought through these times of falling by being restored to God
through the blood of Christ and, with this experience behind them, work ever more diligently on
their salvation. Regarding the possibility of the saints ultimately falling and perishing, Dort first
acknowledges, then declares,
With respect to themselves this not only easily could happen, but also undoubtedly
would happen; but with respect to God it cannot possibly happen. God’s plan cannot be
changed; God’s promise cannot fail; the calling according to God’s purpose cannot be
revoked; the merit of Christ as well as his interceding and preserving cannot be nullified;
and the sealing of the Holy Spirit can neither be invalidated nor wiped out. (V.8)
With this statement, “(W)e see the Trinitarian God at work. The Father’s plan, the Son’s
provision and protection, and the Spirit’s preservation cannot and will not fail.”19 Pastors must
continually be reminding their flock that their battle with sin depends ultimately not on their
own ability to persevere but the love the Triune God has for the believer.20
IV. The Definitiveness of Perseverance (Articles 9-13)
In the next section of this canon, Dort moves from the struggles in perseverance to the way it
brings forth assurance of faith. Believers grow, coming to a place where “they firmly believe that
they are and always will remain true and living members of the church, and that they have the
forgiveness of sins and eternal life.” (V.9). Not only dealing with the Remonstrants but Rome, in
Article 10, the delegates state that “this assurance … is not produced by any peculiar revelation
contrary to or independent of the Word of God,” which statement was against Trent’s Canon 16.
Rather, this assurance issues forth from the promises of God’s Word, the sealing of the Holy
Spirit’s testimony, and from the pursuit of obedience in faith by the believer. Though doubts
arise, God overcomes them in the life of the believer (V.11). True assurance lead believers into
humility rather than pride, lawful living rather than licentiousness, and grateful obedience
rather than heartless carelessness in their fight against sin (V.12-13). The renewed conscience of
believers gives them a sensitivity to the grievous nature of sin and a desire coming from God’s
love for them to obey Him. As Daniel Hyde writes, “[This] doctrine is both the real source (vera
raix; true root) and the incentive (stimulus) for good works.” 21
V. The Devotion of Perseverance (Articles 14-15)
The last two short articles of the fifth canon provide the means and final incentives for
perseverance that lead the Church to the devoted life. Dort states simply that, “God preserves,
continues, and completes this work by the hearing and reading of the gospel, by meditation on
it, by its exhortations, threats, and promises, and also by the use of the sacrament” (V.14). Here,
Dort highlights that the church using the means that mark her as belonging to Christ, namely
19
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the preaching of the Word, the exercising of discipline according to the Word, and the
administering of the visible Word of the sacraments, is God’s way of working perseverance out
in the life of the believer. The fifth canon ends, after acknowledging the hatred for this doctrine
in the world, with a beautiful doxological statement about the church’s regard for this teaching:
The bride of Christ, on the other hand, has always loved this teaching very tenderly and
defended it steadfastly as a priceless treasure; and God, against whom no plan can avail,
and no strength can prevail, will ensure that the church will continue to do this. To this
God alone, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, be honor and glory forever. Amen (V.15).
After these fifteen articles, a “Rejection of Errors” follows with nine further clarifying statements
drawing upon these articles against the Arminians’ teaching.22
The Needed Applications in Today’s Theological and Ecclesiastical Setting
With Arminianism and its ill fruits so rampant in the modern church, it can be overwhelming to
know best how to address it. Yet, in the spirit of Dort, we must. Knowing these five canons were
aimed at ministers (pun intended), having this conference at a seminary where gospel ministers
are training, and with this talk given by a professor of pastoral theology, leads to specific
application to pastors regarding the doctrine of perseverance. The evil one knows that if he can
strike down the shepherd, the sheep will be scattered. How does the doctrine of perseverance
apply to the pastor? Three areas will be briefly addressed: pastoral burn out, pastoral apostasy,
and pastoral suicide.
Pastors can continue on in the ministry for years yet feel like a dry well as they slowly burn out
of energy and eventually hope. Often, they do not know where to turn or what to do. Many
simply leave the ministry disillusioned. As Article 10 states so well, “If God’s chosen ones in this
world do not have this well-founded comfort that the victory will be theirs and this reliable
guarantee of eternal glory, they would be of all people most miserable.” The doctrine of grace in
perseverance speaks to these situations. Pastors need to persevere. But to do so, they need
refreshment in their journey, where they can be reminded again of the promises of God, the
Triune love he has for all his people, including them, and their need to employ means available
to them. As Dort teaches, God uses means in perseverance, pastors must learn that they need to
not only minister the means of grace, but they also need to receive them.
Sadly, we are also living in an era of pastoral unfaithfulness and even apostasy. Too many
popular Reformed ministers have been found guilty of abusing their power, committing
adultery, or both. Shamed, they leave the pulpit only to return to the post after a short period of
chastisement, clearly a wrong application of perseverance. Other ministers are abandoning their
faith altogether, such as popular author and minister Josh Harris, one of the most recent
preachers to deny Christ. Each of these situations should serve as a warning to us, but not only
as a warning. They remind us of the other humbling side of the doctrine of perseverance. The
reprobate may appear for a period of time to be believers. Yet, as Canon 5 states, “the ignorant
and the hypocrites abuse” this doctrine. As the apostle John said, they went out from us because
they were not one of us (1Jn. 2:19).
Finally, this doctrine must be applied to the sensitive topic of suicide. Though suicide obviously
is not limited to pastors, being the second leading cause of death of those between the ages of 14
to 20, we still must acknowledge that it is occurring amongst pastors. Recent months have seen
the death by suicide of ministers in Reformed denominations, and even this week a popular
evangelical pastor took his own life. We need clear, hard truth spoken in loving ways.

The Rejection of Errors section could be included in the outline as a sixth section entitled “The Defense
of Perseverance.”
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Suicide is sin. In the Westminster Larger Catechism answer to what sins are forbidden in the six
commandment, the taking of one’s own life is mentioned first. If any of these ministers took
another’s life, we would see the murder for what it is. But often we relegate self-murder simply
as a result of mental illness and not as a failure to persevere. Because the sinful aspect is treated
more shallowly than it ought to be, and perseverance is not applied more rigorously as it needs
to be, we leave open a door of permissive thinking about suicide that needs to be closed. Any
minister truly struggling with suicidal thoughts needs to be helped by those overseeing him, to
step away from the strains and responsibility of the ministry to get the help he really needs.
Pastors are to take heed of flocks so they persevere, but as Paul told the Ephesian elders there is
something a minister must do first. “Take heed of yourself.”
Conclusion
Robert Godfrey said, “In a profound sense, the synod saved the Reformation for the Reformed
churches ... As the Reformation was a revival of a biblical Augustinianism, so the Synod of Dort
stands in the great Christian heritage that rejects Pelagianism and semi-Pelagianism. It stands
in the tradition of Jesus against the Pharisees, Paul against the Judaizers, Athanasius against
Arius, Augustine against Pelagius, and Luther against Erasmus. Dort against the Arminians
continues that great commitment.”23 In other words, the church of Christ, and the gospel that
saves, will persevere to the end.
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