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By the early AD 800s, the Roman Catholic Church had become a corrupted institution and was 

constantly moving further from God’s word. Corruption among the leaders of the church was 

already rampant and would continue to worsen in the centuries following. Most significantly, the 

doctrine of salvation was false. Although it was not yet the church’s officially adopted teaching, 

more and more theologians were beginning to accept transubstantiation as the proper 

understanding of the Lord’s sSupper. It was in this ecclesiastical situation that God raised up a 

man named Gottschalk of Orbais. God used Gottschalk to preserve his truth during a dark 

period of church history, and this man serves as an example to us for his faithfulness in spite of 

persecution.  

Gottschalk grew up in Mainz, Germany. His parents enrolled him in a monastery from a young 

age. Not tThinking that this life was not for him, Gottschalk petitioned a few years later to be 

allowed to leave the monastic life. The synod that deliberated on this issue approved his 

request, but a man named Rabanus Maurus appealed the decision. Maurus’ appeal won the 

day, and Gottschalk was unable to leave the life of a monk (though he did have the freedom to 

move to a new monastery, choosing to go to Orbais, in France).1
 
 

Maurus continued to be an antagonist to Gottschalk in the years that followed. When 

Gottschalk’s teachings landed him in hot water with the Roman Catholic Church, Maurus 

presided over a synod which that condemned Gottschalk and sent him away to prison. He spent 

twenty years there under the cruel hand of Archbishop Hincmar, who tortured him. Hincmar 

whipped Gottschalk almost to the point of dying and forced him to burn his own book. In the 

face of all the difficulties he endured, however, Gottschalk remained faithful to the truth; he died 

in prison as a martyr.2
 
 

Maurus and Hincmar did not simply dislike Gottschalk because of his petition to leave the 

monastery. They (and others like them) seethed over the doctrines he confessed. By this time, 

Rome had firmly embraced semi-Pelagianism in her teaching on salvation. The doctrine of the 

day was that man contributes something to his salvation. Advocates of the teaching would say 

man can only do so by God’s grace, but that in the end, man’s will is decisive. Predestination 

 
1 Philip Schaff, History of the Christian Church, vol. 4, Mediaeval Christianity, A.D. 590–-1073 

(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1910), 525.  
2 Schaff, MediaevalHistory, 4:528–-29.  
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can never be apart from God’s foreknowledge (by which Maurus and Hincmar would have 

meant God’s knowledge beforehand of what humans will do). In their view, predestination could 

relate only to election and salvation, not hell or reprobation.3
 
Gottschalk saw the problems with 

this theology, and he would not stand for it.  

Instead, Gottschalk maintained salvation by God’s grace alone. He balked at the idea that 

predestination could ever be “‘single,’” as some call Maurus’ and Hincmar’s view. Instead, he 

strongly maintained double predestination, with God sovereign over both election and 

reprobation.4 The chief objection to this was (and still is) that it made God guilty of sin. 

Gottschalk denied this. He said that God “has predestinated all the elect to life solely through 

the gracious favor of His grace” and “certainly predestinated everyone who is reprobate to the 

punishment of eternal death, through the most just judgement of His unchangeable justice.”5 

Gottschalk stressed that election is wholly by grace; no one deserves it. On the other hand, 

reprobation is exactly what everyone deserves, and so in reprobating, God acts according to his 

justice.  

That word “unchangeable” in the last quote is significant. Gottschalk denied that God could ever 

change. Because he stood strongly on this point, he also stood strongly for limited atonement, 

over against Maurus and Hincmar.6
 
And because that was true, he also denied that God desires 

all people to be saved. He reportedly wrote, “[N]or is there anyone whom God wishes to save 

and who is not saved, because our God has done whatsoever he has willed.”7  

This brings out a significant point. To a certain degree, God used Gottschalk to pave the way for 

the Reformation. Admittedly, it would be nearly 700 seven hundred years before the 

Reformation truly began. Yet God, by way of Gottschalk’s teachings, preserved the truth for the 

rReformers to draw upon several centuries later. In the battle over Arminianism in the 

Netherlands, the Arminians tried to focus the debate on reprobation, knowing that their best 

tactic would be to accuse the Reformed of making God guilty of sin. But like Gottschalk before 

them, the fathers at the Synod of Dordt refused to concede this point to the Arminians. They 

 
3 Schaff, MediaevalHistory, 4:534. 
4 Schaff, MediaevalHistory, 4:531.  
5 Quoted in Ronald Hanko, “Gotteschalk’s Doctrine of Double Predestination,” Protestant Reformed 

Theological Journal 12, no. 1 (November 1978): 62,. eEmphasis added. For anyone interested in 

reading Gottschalk’s writings, very little still exists. This journal article, however, is a great resource 

for doing so. It is available here: http://www.prca.org/prtj/nov1978.pdf.  
6 Schaff, MediaevalHistory, 4:530. 
7 Quoted in Hanko, “Doctrine,” 62.  



 

 

saw it to be a twisting of the truth of Scripture, and they stood with Gottschalk by defending 

double predestination. The history of the Protestant Reformed Churches (PRC) is also 

noteworthy here. In 1924, the PRC began because of the common grace controversy, 

especially because of its teaching concerning the well-meant offer of the gospel. This is the idea 

that God desires all people to be saved, meaning that when they are not, his divine will is 

frustrated. Gottschalk would have none of that teaching, and neither would the fathers of the 

PRC.  

Gottschalk is an example to us. First, he stood up for the truths of God’s word. He studied the 

Scriptures, and he explained them faithfully. In addition, he did so to the end. Though it cost him 

much suffering, and in the end his life, he remained faithful. Let us learn from that. May God 

grant that you and I, young people, might be men and women who do not fear what man can do 

to us, but who stand up for his truth to the end!  
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