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How must we understand the words of Christ as recorded in Matt. 23:37: 

“O Jerusalem, Jerusalem, thou that killest the prophets, and stonest them which 

are sent unto thee, how often would I have gathered thy children together, even as 

a hen gathereth her chickens under her wings, and ye would not!” 

Throughout the ages the enemies of the sovereign grace of God imagined that they had 

found in these words of Christ a proof for their god-less free-will theory. I say throughout the 

ages, for we have written proof that as early in church history as the Pelagian controversy, this 

text was quoted in support of their heretical doctrine over against Augustine, and when the 

enemies of Calvinism quote this text in opposition to the teachings of the great Reformed, he 

hurls at them a quotation of Augustine. Also in the days of our fathers of Dordt, the Arminians 

quote these words of Christ to maintain their heresy of free-will. Hence it need not surprise us 

that when our leaders in 1924 fought a heroic battle for the truth of God’s sovereign grace, over 

against those who would teach a general well meant offer of grace, that these antagonists of 

God’s sovereign grace, also quoted this text in the imagination that it supported their heretical 

doctrine. (See Prof. Berkhof’s pamphlet in defense of the Three Points of 1924). 

As I have already stated when the enemies of Calvin quoted this text in opposition to his 

teachings of the absolute sovereignty of God, he hurled at them a quotation from the writings of 

Augustine as follows: “What Augustine replied to them in many parts of his works, I think it 

unnecessary to bring forward on the present occasion. I will only adduce one passage, which 

clearly and briefly proves how unconcernedly he despised their objection now in question. 

“When our Lord complains (says he) that though He wished to gather the children of Jerusalem 

as a hen gathereth her chickens under her wings but she would not, are we to consider that the 

will of God was overpowered by a number of weak men, so that He who was Almighty could not 

do what he wished or willed to do? If so, what is to become of that omnipotence by which He did 

whatsoever pleased Him in Heaven and on earth? Moreover who will be found so profanely mad 

as to say that God cannot convert the evil wills of men, which He pleases, when He pleases, and 

as He pleases, to good? Now, when He does this, He does it in mercy; and when He doeth it not 

in judgment He doeth it not.” Hence according to both Augustine and Calvin it is profane 

insanity to teach that the puny will of man can ever frustrate the sovereign will of God. 

What then is the significance of these words of Christ? For a proper understanding of this 

text we must remember that by Jerusalem the Lord does not refer to the city, neither to all the in-

habitants, but to the rulers, both civil and ecclesiastical, especially the great Sanhedrin, to whom 

belongs the descriptive characterization of killing the prophets, and stoning such as were sent 

to them by God, and who are to be distinguished from Jerusalem’s children. According to the 

whole context the Lord is pronouncing judgment upon these spiritual leaders. Hence it is 

manifest that they are not the same persons whom Christ would have gathered, who would not. 

It is not said, ‘how often would I have gathered you, and you would not’, as the text is often 

wrongly quoted; nor ‘he would have gathered Jerusalem, and she would not’ as it is 

sometimes stated for ‘he would have gathered them, thy children, and they would not’ as quoted 

by others; but ‘I would have gathered thy children, and ye would not’. Hence it is very 

evident that the persons whom Christ would have gathered are not represented here as being 

unwilling, but their rulers were not willing that Jerusalem’s children should be gathered. 



Therefore they had always killed the prophets, and stoned them which were sent unto them, and 

even as Jesus had said in the 13th verse of this same chapter, “But woe unto you, scribes and 

Pharisees, hypocrites! for ye shut up the Kingdom of Heaven against men: for ye neither go in 

yourselves, neither suffer ye them that are entering to go in.” But in spite of all the opposition 

and hostility of Jerusalem, the Lord did gather Jerusalem’s children, as many as were given Him 

by the Father, for all that the Father gave unto Him shall surely come unto Him, and he that com-

eth unto Him He will in no wise cast out. 
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