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In the church of God where all salvation is ascribed to God alone there is no doctrinal 

error which is more detested than that of Pelagianism. Our fathers of Dort in 1618-19 dared to 

speak of those who ascribed any part of salvation to the free-will of man apart from the grace and 

Spirit of God as those “who bring again out of hell the Pelagian error.” 

There surely must be something very drastically-wrong with this Pelagianism. 

Indeed, there is! 

Well may we beware that we do not ever ascribe one wit of our salvation to our natural 

inclinations or ability. 

But we are anticipating. Let us begin to tell you something about this Pelagius and his 

teaching, which indeed is un-Scriptural, non-Biblical and un-Reformed! 

Pelagius was a British monk, who lived during, the fourth and fifth centuries. Augustine 

refers to him as, a Briton. Jerome on the other hand, states that he was from Ireland. It seems 

probable, however, that he was of British birth. This seems likely since also Prosper, Marius 

Mercator, refer to him as having been a Briton. 

It was from Rome, however, that Pelagius advanced his erroneous views in the years 409-

411 A.D. He propagated these views mainly through a Commentary on the Epistles of Paul. Thus 

Pelagius lived not only as a contemporary of Augustine but he also lived within the same city 

with him. Their lives were very closely intertwined. They both belonged to the North African 

Church of that day. And these two men could not by any means see eye to eye on the question of 

sin and grace, of how we are only saved by grace alone and- through faith. 

It touched the perennial question of sovereign grace. 

This question is the burning question in the midst of the church; it is always and again the 

point of departure from the truth when the Pelagian error is followed and adhered to. 

What was the teaching of this Pelagius? 

The following quotation from “The History Of Christian Doctrine” by Shedd may suffice 

to give you readers some understanding of this error of Pelagianism and its far-reaching 

consequences. Says Shedd, “The fundamental points of his theory are the following. The soul of 

man by creation is neither holy nor sinful. His body by creation is mortal. The fall of Adam 

introduced no change of any kind into either the souls or the bodies of his posterity. Every man, 

therefore, when born into the world is what Adam was when created. At birth, each man’s 

physical nature is liable to disease and death, as was Adam’s at creation; and at birth, each man’s 

voluntary faculty (the ability to will) like Adam’s at creation, is undetermined either to sin or 

holiness. Being thus characterless, with a will undecided either for good or evil, and not in the 

least affected by Adam’s apostasy, each individual man, after birth, commences his own 

voluntariness, originates his own character, and decides his own destiny, by the choice of either 

right or wrong. Temporary death is no part of the punishment of sin, because it befalls man by 

creation. His body is mortal as such and irrespective of sin. Eternal death is therefore the whole 

of the punishment of man’s sin.” 

This quotation is, of course, a very grievous and dangerous error. Surely, what Pelagius 

teaches is not the truth of the Word of God as we confess it in the Heidelberg Catechism, Belgic 

Confession Art. 14, 15 and Canons of Dort, Chapter III, IV. Nor is this the teaching of Holy Writ 

as given in Gen. l:26ff. 



I advise, however, that you study this quotation carefully for it is very compact. Briefly 

stated we have here the following: 

1. Man is not created good, ethically good in the image of God to rightly know and serve 

his Creator, but he is created indifferent. He has the will to choose in which direction he will go. 

That is then his freedom. And physical death is as natural as to be born, to eat and to breathe, to 

marry and to be given in marriage. 

2. Every child born to man is not born and conceived in sin and subject to wrath, but he is 

born as pure and good as Adam was in Paradise, that is, indifferent. Every man decides his own 

lot. 

When Pelagius is asked how to explain that man is so universally bad, and that there 

seems to be no exception to this rule he replies that not all men are universally bad. Again we 

quote Shedd: “The general, but not strictly universal prevalence of sin in the world is accounted 

for, by the power of temptation, and the influence of example and habit. It is possible for any 

man to be entirely sinless, and there have been some such, even among the heathen. The grace of 

the Holy Spirit is not absolutely, but only relatively necessary, in order to holiness; it renders its 

attainment easier to man. Regeneration does not consist in the renewal of the will by the internal 

operation of Divine efficiency, but in the illumination of the intellect by the truth, the stimulation 

of the will by the threatening’s of the law and the promise of future rewards, and by the 

remission of sin through the Divine indulgence. God’s grace is designed for all, but man must 

make himself worthy of it by an honest striving after virtue. The Son of God became man, in 

order, by His perfect teaching and example, to afford the strongest motive for self-improvement, 

and thereby redeems us. As we are imitators of Adam in sin, so we are to become imitators of 

Christ in virtue.” 
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