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 If there is one chief doctrine, the defense of which characterized this entire period of 

history, it is the doctrine of God’s sovereign work of grace in the salvation of His elect people in 

Christ.  This is the truth which was recaptured by the Reformation of the 16th Century; this is the 

truth for which all our fathers fought so valiantly through the succeeding centuries; this is the 

truth which requires defense today. 

 I said that this truth was “recaptured” by the Reformation.  This is, no doubt, the correct 

word.  For far back in the latter part of the Fourth and the early part of the Fifth Century, St. 

Augustine had already taught clearly and concisely this great truth of God’s Word.  He 

developed and maintained this truth over against the error of Pelagianism—the error which 

became the father of Arminianism.  He not only maintained this truth, but rooted it in the 

doctrine of sovereign predestination.   

 He was a lonesome light, however, in the history of the early Church, for the Church of 

Rome to which he belonged did not long maintain the truths which he taught. Men arose in the 

Church who wanted to compromise between the position of St. Augustine and Pelagius.  They 

taught, by way of compromise, that while indeed original sin was a fact and grace was necessary 

to salvation and regeneration necessary to be saved, nevertheless, they maintained along with 

this that original sin is really only a sickness, that man has the seeds of virtue of himself and a 

will to choose the good.  The seeds of virtue and holiness can sprout, it was said, only by grace, 

but a man is susceptible to grace before grace begins to operate.  They taught that while indeed 

sometimes God draws a man to Him against his will, most often the will of man precedes and 

cooperates in the work of salvation.  They taught that God calls all men and that unwillingness is 

the real reason for unbelief. 

 These views were all discussed by the Church at the Synod of Orange in 529.  And they 

were supposedly condemned.  But there were all kinds of inconsistencies in the condemnation.  

At one place they condemned the views of these men as being denials of the work of irresistible 

grace; but in another place they went out of their way to make light of the irresistible operation 

of the Holy Spirit in the work of grace.  While they indeed admitted the doctrine of original sin, 

they opposed sovereign predestination and refused even to speak of election. 

 This was all that the Church of Rome needed to construct the elaborate structure of work 

righteousness which became doctrine in the Romish Church.  By means of the mass, the idea of 

penance, the whole system of indulgences, the value of pilgrimages, worship of saints, martyrs 

and relics, the prayers to saints, etc., the Church spoiled thoroughly the beautiful doctrine of 

sovereign grace as taught by Augustine and substituted the detestable error of salvation by 

works.  Works merit and must be added to faith as the ground of justification. 

 It was from this corruption of God’s Word that the Church was delivered through the 

efforts of the Reformers.   

  It is not our purpose to enter into this in detail, for this would carry us very far afield.  

But it ought to be noticed that the whole rigid and systematic structure of work-righteousness 

went crashing into a thousand pieces under the hammer blows of Luther’s doctrine of 

justification by faith along.  Through this mighty Reformation truth, the doctrine of sovereign 

grace was once again established. 



 It remained, however, for Calvin to construct the beautiful and Scriptural system of this 

truth in all its parts.  Calvin built on Luther and was eminently fitted by God to perform the work 

which Luther had begun but could not have finished.  It is not amiss to use at this point an 

interesting quote from Schaff’s “History of the Christian Church”: “Revolution is followed by 

reconstruction.  For this task Calvin was providentially foreordained and equipped by genius, 

education, and circumstances… Calvin, the Frenchman, would have been as much out of place in 

Zurich or Wittenberg, as the Swiss Zwingli and the German Luther would have been out of place 

and without a popular constituency in French-speaking Geneva.  Each stands first and unrivalled 

in his particular mission and field of labor… Calvin was twenty-five years younger than Luther 

and Zwingli, and had the great advantage of building on their foundation.  He had less genius, 

but more talent.  He was inferior to them as a man of action, but superior as a thinker and 

organizer.  They cut the stones in the quarries; he polished them in the workshop.  They 

produced the new ideas; he constructed them into a system.  His work was the work of Apollos 

rather than of Paul: to water rather than to plant, God giving the increase.  Calvin’s character is 

less attractive, and his life less dramatic than Luther’s and Zwingli’s, but he left the Church in a 

much better condition.  He lacked the genial element of humor and pleasantry: he was a 

Christian stoic: stern, severe, unbending, yet with fires of passion and affection glowing beneath 

the marble surface.  His name will never arouse popular enthusiasm… But he surpassed them in 

consistency of self-discipline, and by his exegetical, doctrinal, and polemical writings, he has 

exerted and still exerts more influence than any other Reformer upon the Protestant Churches of 

Latin and Anglo-Saxon races… History furnishes no more striking example of a man of so little 

personal popularity, and yet such great influence upon the people: of such natural timidity and 

bashfulness combined with such strength of intellect and character, and such control over his and 

future generation.  He was by nature and taste a retiring scholar, but Providence made him an 

organizer and ruler of Churches…. 

 “Widely as these Reformers differed in talent, temperament, and sundry points of 

doctrine and discipline, they were great and good men, equally honest and earnest, unselfish and 

unworldly, brave and fearless, ready at any moment to go to the stake for their conviction.  They 

labored for the same end: the renovation of the Catholic Church by leading it back to the pure 

and perennial fountain of the perfect teaching and example of Christ.” 

 Calvin produced the system, so completely Scriptural, which has become known as the 

Reformed faith.  And at the basis of his system was the truth that salvation, rooted in 

predestination, realized in the cross of Christ, is applied to God’s elect by sovereign and 

irresistible grace.  And all this, as Calvin saw so clearly, was true in order that God Himself may 

be alone glorified. 

 We have noticed in the course of these many articles that this is the truth which persisted 

in the hearts and confessions of God’s people throughout the history “from Dort to today.” This 

truth was the issue at Dort itself when the Arminian error could be said to “bring again out of 

hell the Pelagian error.” (Canons II, B, 4.) And this truth was unswervingly defended and 

preserved in our Canons of Dordrecht.  This same issue was principally the issue in 1834 when 

the “Seceders” left the State Church to maintain the cause of God apart from the heavy shadow 

of the government.  This was the truth which was brought to these shores by our fathers who 

preceded us to America. 

 Now it ought to be evident to anyone who has paid any attention to what is happening in 

the churches of America that these truths are the chief issues in the defense of the faith today. 



Arminianism is running rampant in the churches; the churches are ruined by it; the preaching is 

vitiated by its insidious influence; the members of the church are infatuated with it.   

 All of this is bad enough; what is worse is that also the Reformed Churches have fallen to 

the tempting siren calls of Arminianism.  This is worse because theses Churches in particular 

claim to stand in the heritage of the Calvinistic Reformation.  

 But what concerns us still more particularly is that the Churches to which we belong have 

their origin in the struggle with Arminianism.* It does not take a masterful theologian to see that 

the theory of common grace has committed the Christian Reformed Church from which we came 

to the tenets of Arminianism.  We have discussed these “three points” before; but it ought to be 

noticed now that they stand in the Arminian tradition; not the tradition of Reformed thought.  

They teach that there is a grace of God for all men; that the gospel is offered by God to all men 

as an opportunity for all men to be saved; that the holy Spirit operates in the hearts of all men in 

such a way that sin is restrained and that the fruit is a certain amount of “civic good” which even 

wicked men can do and which meets with God’s approval. 

 It is really no wonder that these seeds of common grace sown better than four decades 

ago are presently producing in the Christian Reformed Church a harvest of thought which stands 

in flat contradiction with all the Reformation has ever stood for.  Men today, following 

admittedly upon common grace, teach that God loves all men without distinction that this love of 

God for all men is rooted in an atonement of Calvary which was accomplished for all men, that 

salvation is consequently available for all men and only his own persistent unbelief keeps him 

from receiving what is available to him.  And all this makes faith the work of man whereby he 

succeeds in escaping from such a great damnation which awaits him if he does not accept the 

salvation prepared for him by Christ. 

 No one ought to be astonished by the appearance of these views when the Church has 

principally committed itself to them with her common grace.   

 But this is not Reformation thought; this is not the genius of Dort; this is not what our 

fathers confessed and suffered for.  The lines of the confession of the saints, running from Luther 

and Calvin over Dort and the Secession to 1924 and today are the lines of sovereign grace rooted 

in eternal election, accomplished in a particular atonement and given to God’s people by an 

irresistible operation of the Spirit. 

 It is in this noble, glorious and, above all, Scriptural tradition that we stand as Protestant 

Reformed Churches.  No one can gainsay this.  It is simply obvious.   

 We do not therefore stand along in our confession: we join the confession which we 

make to the voices of thousands of saints preceding us who have lived and died in this blessed 

truth.   

 We have, no doubt, many errors to combat in the defense of the faith.  For heresy is 

rampant in the Church.  But it remains for us to recognize this greatest of all dangers—the evil of 

Arminianism, and to fight for the faith once delivered to the saints against this evil especially.  

Standing in the awareness that we, by this confession, join with an innumerable company of 

saints who have preceded us, let us defend vigilantly and courageously this heritage entrusted to 

our keeping. 

------------ 

*A recent editorial in The Banner carried comment on the fact that the recently published 

“Handbook of Denominations” stated that the separation between the PRC and the CRC 

occurred as “the result of disagreement over the doctrine of common grace (Arminianism).” The 

editor writes: “To identify the doctrine of common grace with Arminianism is a most unfortunate 



misrepresentation.” The fact is however, the editor of The Banner notwithstanding, that the 

Handbook is so right, however now this may have come to be inserted. 
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