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Topic: “Resolved: That the Responsibility of Man Does Not Postulate His Ability To Be 

Obedient To the Command of the Gospel.” 

 

The thoughtful reader will remember, that the scene of this debate is in one of our mid-

west churches in a Society meeting on a Sunday evening. The participants in this debate are four 

earnest and devout youth, who have a burning desire to maintain the faith of the fathers, as it was 

expressed in Confessional statement. On the affirmative side of the debate are Norman and John, 

and on the negative side Christina and Lavern. 

The negative side knew before-hand that this subject of debate was not really an “open 

question”, that it was not really a debatable issue in Reformed circles, but for the sake of 

bringing out the truth of God in regard to this matter very strikingly, they took their assigned part 

in the debate. 

Twice we have written in Beacon Lights, reporting the progress of this debate. We will 

tell you the conclusion of this debate in this little report. 

Both parties in each respective team have spoken thus far. Briefly we may recall, that 

Norman defined responsibility as “our being legally and morally answerable for the discharge 

of a duty, trust or debt, and having the moral and intellectual capacity to perceive the difference 

between right and wrong”. He further insists, that natural man is responsible, but that he cannot 

properly respond to the command of the Gospel, namely, to repent and to believe. This was very 

strongly underscored by his team-mate John, who dwelt at length on the question of holding the 

line against the Pelagian heresy, which proclaims that the “must” presupposes the “can”, that the 

command to all to believe, implies that all can believe. 

That was the stand of the affirmative side. 

The negative side insisted that the definition as given by the affirmative was too 

dogmatic, it was not elastic enough. They appeal to the current usage of the term as commonly 

understood by man, and to the definition of the term given in Funk and Wagnall’s Dictionary. 

Christina was quite insistent on this point. 

So much for the debate thus far. 

But there was more to the debate. There was also a final rebuttal on both sides. This 

rebuttal could in this case not be kept up strongly on both sides. The negative side has the first 

opportunity to speak. Christina is the spokesman. 

As the last speaker of the negative side, Christina points out that Norman too took his 

definition of responsibility from the Dictionary of Punk and Wagnall, however he omitted the 

element of “ability” to perform the responsibility properly. She feels, that she has as good a right 

to insist on her definition from the dictionary as the Affirmative does on their definition. She 

thinks it really is an unfair discrimination against this Dictionary. By what standard will then one 

determine which part of the Dictionary to account as normative? Let the affirmative side show 

cause for this manner of defining their terms! 

Then, too, in the light of the foregoing, let it be clearly proven by the affirmative, that 

their definition of responsibility is correct. Then she and Lavern shall be willing not only to con-

sent them the victory in this debate, but then they shall gladly confess this as an article of 

undoubted Christian faith. 



With having said this she is seated. 

Now it is Norman’s turn to take up the rebuttal on the side of the affirmative. He points 

out the following: 

That he really has nothing to add to what he has said in the debate, nor to what his 

esteemed team-mate has said. He does not feel that anything the negative side has said, in any 

way disproved his fundamental contention that responsibility before God to give heed to the 

Gospel does not imply the ability of natural man to properly respond in faith. On that point he 

needs add nothing. 

However, he feels that he must explain and point out to the negative, that his using the 

definition of the Dictionary, and then too, only that part which speaks of moral answerableness, 

is due to the fact that this part may be accounted as a concise statement with the Reformed 

Confessional statement and with the Holy Scriptures. Formally he had taken his definition from 

the Dictionary, but the body of this definition was a workable principle in the debate. Now this 

latter was not true of the negative. What they took from this same Dictionary, namely, that man 

is able to respond properly is neither Scriptural, nor is it Confessional. This is felt, too, by the 

Negative, for they were repeatedly on the defensive, and this they were not by strong arguments, 

but by a series of rhetorical questions. 

He is glad that the negative wills to have the truth. For this he need but point to such a 

passage of Holy Scripture as: “Without me ye can do nothing” John 15:5. And again we read in 

John 6:44: “No man can come unto me except the Father, which sent Me draw him, and I will 

raise him up in the last day.” This clearly teaches that our response of faith, our coming to Jesus, 

is the fruit of the operation of the Spirit whereby He powerfully draws us to Christ. 

Thus, according to the affirmative, the proposition stands, that man is responsible, but 

that this does not make him able to respond properly with the quickening of the Holy Spirit. 
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