
C H A P T E R  V 

THE DISTINCTIVE TESTIMONY OF THE 
REFORMED CHURCHES 

THE principles which have been expounded formed 
the common doctrinal basis of the Protestant Churches 
of the Reformation and post-Reformation I) periods. 
These Churches fell apart into the two main divisions 
of Lutheran and Reformed, over against which the 
Anglican Church has since claimed to  be a distinct type. 
I t  has been pointed out that the fundamental differ- 
ence between the Lutheran and the Reformed Churches 
included some difference of attitude and emphasis in 
relation to the peculiarities of the Roman system. To 
the Lutheran Church the stumbling-block of that 
system consisted particularly in its revived doctrine of 
work-righteousness,while the conscience of the Reformed 
Church was more outraged by the paganising spirit of 
Romanism. On the other hand, it has been suggested 
that it was an offence to the Reformed that thzlutherans 
retained so much that was tainted with an idolatrous 
leaven, and that the Lutherans were alienated from the 
Reformed because of their failure to appreciate *fully 
the grace and liberty of the Gospe1.l These observa- 
tions have some substance; and they might be illus- 
trated from the ecclesiastical constitution, the vorship, 
and the forms of Christian life that are met with in the 

1 Sohweizer, ChrislZiclie Cflaubenslelwe, 1863, i. 
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two main types of Protestantism. But the real dividing 
principle lay deeper, and was of still greater religious 
importance. I t  was concerned with the most import- 
ant of all matters in religion-the doctrine of God; 
and the distinctive contribution of the Reformed 
Churches was to assert in the most emphatic way a 
theological principle which seemed to them to be 
necessarily involved in the true conception of God, and 
also to form an indispensable support of an effective 
scheme of salvation. Judged by their public and 
avowed Confessions, the Reformed Churches conceived 
that their special theological mission was to strengthen 
and enrich the doctrine of God by aflirrning the 
principli of the divine sovereignty, and by drawing 
out the implications of this principle. The principle 
of the sovereignty of God,’ it has been said, ‘is the 
ruling conception of the theology of the Reformed 
Church. Its fundamental idea is that the world, in all 
its parts and processes and stnges of life, is the out- 
carrying in time of one divine plan, conceived in the 
eternal reason of the Godhead, and realised by creative 
power and wisdom and love.’1 The article of the 
divine sovereignty was indeed no novelty. I t  was 
embedded in the Pauline Gospel, it  was elaborated in 
the Augustinian system, and it played a considerable 
part in the ea.rlier thinking of the Lutheran ChurchS2 
Bul; Lutheranism, under the guidance of Melanchthon, , 
allowed it to drop into a secondary position, and finally 
hedged it with subverting limitations ; and i t  was left 
to the Churches which acknowledged Calvin as their 
theological master to assert for it n fundamental position 

Hastie, Tireology of tire Reformed Churches, 1904, ch. iv. 
On the substantial identity of Calvinism with the Augustinian 

doctrine, see Mozley, The Aziguslinian Doctrine of Predestination, 1855, 
p. 413 ff. 
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in  the system of revealed truth, and to work it out with 
remorseless consistency to its logical conclusions, 

This principle may be interpreted in different ways ; 
and it includes a number of positions, of which some are 
hardly controversial, while others have been provoca- 
tive of the extremity of theological acrimony. It 
expresses, to begin with, a truth which is not denied 
in any school of theology-viz. that the universe, and 
the world of men in particular, is subject to a divine 
government; and that this government, is effective in 
respect that God carries oGt the purposes which He 
has formed, and prevents any hostile forces from frus- 
trating His plans. But if we affirm that ‘ the Lord God 
omnipotent reigneth,’ we seem required to believe that 
He exercises over finite wills a regulative influence, 
which, if it does not actually constrain them to act in 
accordance with His plan, at  least conditions them by 
His permission, and restricts their action within fixed 
limits that make them contributory to His purpose. 
If He does not exercise such a control, it  would seem 
that He abandons the universe to chance, in which 
case there is no certainty that His purposes will be 
carried into execution. This general conception, now, 
may be specialised so as to make the salvation of 
particular individuals the object of an eternal divine 
purpose.1 To ensure that this saving purpose will be 
carried out i t  seems necessary to suppose that He so 
influences the minds and wills of elect persons as to 
dispose and enable them to conform to  His design, 
On the obher hand, it would seem that if election be rz 
fact, reprobation is also a fact. If the reason why some 

’ 

1 ‘Dens ab aeterno praedeakinavit vel elegit liberc et mera sua 
gratia, nullo hominum respectu, sancfos, quos vult salvos facere in 
Christo.’-Con,f. Relv, Pest,, x. 



304 THE EULE OF PAITH [OEAP. 

attain to a state of grace and to eternal life be that 
God elected them, and made His call eflectual by a 
gift of sufficient grace, it is difficult to deny that the 
case of others, who did not thus attain, has its explana- 
tion in the fact that God did not elect them, and 
that He did not take the steps needed to secure 
their salvation. With differences of emphasis this 
scheme of thought is embodied in the Reformed Con- 
fessions as belonging to the staple of the Christian 
system? I t  is not, indeed, obvious that the Reformed 
Churches have continued to be conscious that the 
sovereignty of God is their distinctive tenet, much less 
does it appear that they glory in testifying to  its truth. 
There was, however, better reason why it should have 
been magnified than why it should have fallen into 
disrepute, since it can be shown to be a real enrichment 
of the doctrine of God, and to strengthen the religious 
assurance which it is an acknowledged end of the 
Christian religion to confer. 

1. It is evident, to begin with, that the general doctrine 
that all that happens is bounded by the will of God, 
and included in His promise-i.e. is foreknown and 
foreordained-is a vital postulate of Christian faith. 
If God be not able to ensure that His purpose mill pre- 
vail, and that all enemies will rage and contend against 
it  in vain, it  is clear that the future history of the 
world, and of the cause of the Kingdom of God therein, 
must be wholly uncertain. I n  particulnr, it  is evident 
that, in such a situation as that in which the Reformers 
did their work, the possession of this belief made all 
the difference between hope and despair, energy and 
paralysis. When men found themselves, ns witnesses 

' conk Helv. Post., cap. vi., x.; Thirty-nine Articles, art. wii . ;  
Chons of the Synod of Dsrt j Westminster Coqfession, ohap. iii, 
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and workers for God, confronted by overwhelming odds, 
persecuted, driven hither and thither, and menaced by 
the prison and the stake, what gave them courage to 
endure and fight the battle to the end was the convic- 
tion that all the issues were in the hand of God, that 
the power of the enemies of the truth could prevail no 
further than He, for His own wise and holy ends, per- 
mitted, and that at the last He would attest and 
vindicate His own cause by giving it complete and open 
victory, and by reducing its enemies to weakness and 
confusion. 

‘ This is the comfort of the believer,’ says Calvin, to 
understand that the Heavenly Father doth so embrace 
all things with His power, that nothing befalleth but 
by His appointment ; and that he is received into God‘s 
keeping, and cannot be touched with any hurt of water 
or fire or sword, but so far as it shall please God 
the Governor to give them place. . . . And from hence 
proceedeth the boldness of the saints. For when they 
call to mind that the devil and nll the rout of the 
wicked are so everywhere holden in by the hand of 
God as with a bridle, that they can neither conceive 
any mischief apinst us, nor put it in train when they 
have conceived It, nor can stir one finger to bring it to 
pass but so far RS He shall suffer, yea so far as He 
shall command, and that they are not only holden fast 
bound Jvith fetters, but also compelled with bridle 
to do service, here have they abundant springs of 
consolation’ 

2, The docbrine of the divine sovereiFnty in its special 
form of a doctrine of election met a still more pressing 
religious need. I t  gave an additional pledge of religious 

Similarly the Preych Confession of Paith, ‘He 
restrains the devils and all our enemies, viii. 

1 Jvl$t., i. 17, 11. 
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security to the believer, The assurance which was 
sought in the gospel of Justification by Faith was made 
doubly sure by a gospel of Election. The deepest 
reason, as we have seen, for the enthusiastic attachment 
of the Reformers to the doctrine of Justification was 
that by basing salvation on the finished work of Christ, 
and by making its appropriation independent of human 
merit, it banished the feeling of insecurity created by 
the Roman system, and gave a profound sense that the 
conditions of the problem of reconciliation to  God had 
been fully met. But even from the evangelical stand- 
point something might seem to be wanting for security. 
Faith has many degrees-there is a little faith and 
there is the faith which removes mountains; in some 
moods it may even seem that faith has languished and 
died; and one may fear that his faith has never been 
vital and saving, that its unreality has been proved, 
and that even though he has preached to others he may 
himself become a castaway, I t  is therefore clear that 
it must give a powerful support to the religious life 
when the mind combines the doctrine of justification 
with a doctrine of election, and, believing that God 
has elected particular objects of His mercy from the 
foundation of the world, draws the inference that He 
apprehends them by an effectual calling, enables them 
by His Spirit to fulfil the conditions of salvation, 
guarantees that they will persevere in the state of grace, 
and promises that no power in earth or hell will pluck 
them out of His hand. This train of reflection is un- 
doubtedly Pauline, and was only amplified by Calvin. 
‘Neither yet is there any other where,’ says Calvin, 
‘ a  ground of solid confidence. So Christ IIimself 
teacheth, who to  deliver us from all evil, and to rnalre 
Us invincible among so many dangers, ambushes and 

1 
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mortal conflicts, promiseth that whatsoever He hath 
received of His Father to keep shall be safe. Where- 
fore we gather that they that know not themselves to 
be the proper possession of God shall be miserable 
through continual dread, and that they do very ill pro- 
vide for themselves and for all the faithful who, being 
blind to these advantages which we have touched, 
mould wish the whole foundation of our salvation 
to be subverted.’ 

3. The doctrine of election, which was thus felt to be 
rooted in a religious necessity, also seemed to follow by 
logical necessity from other principles which mere 
common to the Protestant scheme of thought. I t  was 
axiomatic that original sin had reduced mankind to a 
state of absolutc spiritual inability, and the inference 
seemed unavoidable that if a inan rose out of this con- 
dition of spiritual death and became a new creature it 
must be wholly the work of God. ‘So totally are me 
fallen by nature,’ says Toplady, ‘that we cannot con- 
tribute any thing towards our own recovery. Conversion 
is R new birth and resurrection a new creation. What 
infant ever begat itself 1 What inanimate carcase ever 
quickened and raised itself? What creature ever 
created itself 1 ’ 

There mere, then, evident and cogent reasons why 
the Reformed divines should describe the doctrine of 
olection ns a most comfortable doctrine of the Gospel; 
besides which they could forcibly argue that it had 
sufficient Scriptural grounding to entitle it LO be re- 
h aarded as a revealed truth. It was admitted that i t  had 
its diEculties-that unless it mere handled with circum- 
spection it might carry the mind to the fatal positions 

-_I_c_____ 

1 bistikttio, iii. 21, 1. 
2 Jl’oi-ks, iii. p. 363, quoted by Mozloy, op* cit. p. 5. 
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that God is the author of evil, or that immorality merely 
ranks as misfortune, But even if it had meant less to 
them personally, or if the risk of misconstruction had 
been greater, they felt that it  would be an excess of 
presumption to ignore or belittle a truth which it had 
pleased God in His wisdom to make known. That the 
predestinarian scheme of thought has largely lost the 
sympathy of religious peopIe, and has even sunk into 
some disrepute, is due partly to the fact that it did not 
prove so serviceable in the religious interest as was. 
promised, and still more to the fact that it  put a severe 
strain on other parts of the Christian system. 

1. To begin with, it  could be questioned if i t  really 
gives the religious assurance which is promised. Granted 
that it is a most comfortable belief that a Christian 
is of the number of the elect, it  involves a somewhat 
arrogant claim Tvhich many a humble-minded Christian 
will be slow to make. How does he know that he 
is of the elect number whose salvation is included 
in the eternal purpose of God? In proportion to 
his earnestness he is likely to have misgivings, and if 
he begins to doubt i t  his condition will be one, not of 
uplifting assurance, but of paralysing despair. That the 
doctrine has produced such an effect in isolated cases 
is not open to doubt. But, on the other hand, it does 
not seein possible to deny that there is a type of 
religious experience in which the assurance of God's 
love and of 'apprehension by His mercy is absolutely 
established, and which may be earnestly coveted as one 
of the greater gifts. 

2. The opposition which has been raised to the doc- 
trine of election in Yelagianism, in Artninianism, and in 
an intermediate type of thought, has been due in large 
measure to the belief that the predestinarian doctrine 

) 
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degrades men to the level of a machine. On the view 
in question, it is said, it is God who acts in the con- 
version and sanctification of believers, and the human 
being accordingly sinks to the level of the necessitated 
objects of the natural world which we have been accus- 
tomed to describe as things and t o  distinguish from 
persons. In  short, the glory of man lies in his free 
will, and this system reduces his freedom to a fiction. 
The objection is somewhat invalidated by the observa- 
tion that there is no general agreement as to  what is in- 
volved in human free-will. Freedom certainly involves 
self-determination, but it is not obvious that this can 
be violated except by the interference of an alien power 
which compels us to do what me are resolved not to do, 
or prevents us from doing what we wish. But if the 
divine influence of grace be conceived as among the 
force$-such as heredity, education, the family and 
social inheritance-which go to make up character, 
and if the way in which it does its work, as has ever 
been held, is that it operates behind the will and 
creates free self-determination towards God and His 
service, it cannot fairly be maintained that this im- 
ports a viciously abnormal experience, and involves a 
degradation of man which must be likened to cap- 
tivity or slavery? 

3. I t  is also contended that predestinarianism is un- 
favourable to the ethical life, and thus tends to  
frustrate a chief end of the Christian religion. If the 
doctrine of particular election was rooted in a religious 
motive-viz. the demand for a ground of religious 
assurance, the spring of the Pelagian and Arminian 
opposition was mainly a concern for the interests of 
morality. A person, it was said, either does or does 

1 West.  Conf., iii. 1. 
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not suppose that he is of the number of the elect, If 
he does, he will argue that as he is assured of final 
perseverance conduct does not greatly matter. If he 
does not, he will be reduced to despair and will think 
that conduct does not matter at  all. But in the 
Calvinistic theory sufficient precaution was taken to 
guard against immoral consequences, since election 
involved election to sanctification as well as to faith in 
Christ, and where in place of holiness there was found 
essential wickedness, it was held to prove conclusively 
that the person concerned was not of the number of the 
elect, On the other hand, i t  was urged in most respon- 
sible deliverances that the elect might conceivably be 
an exceeding great multitude, and that one born into 
the realm of grace should be slow to think that he was 
an outcast from the divine mercy. Further, while in 
periods of religious declension, and in particular in- 
stances in all periods, the practical influence of the 
doctrine may not have helped morality, the general 
witness of history has been to the opposite effect. 
When Calvinistic thought has been in the ascendant 
it has been associated with an unusual manifestation 
of moral vision, enthusiasm and strenuousness> On 
the othe! hand, the ethical results have not been 
most deeply impressive in those epochs which have 
magnified the autonomy and self-sufficiency of man as 
ovef against God, and which have mainly relied on 
the appeal to man to rally his moral powers and 
accomplish his own destiny, 
4. I t  is a more serious objection that the predestinarian 

doctrine, as involving a doctrine of reprobation, seems to 
come into collision with vital elements of the Christian 

Froude, Calvinim, 1871. I n  B striking phrase of Dr. Dykes it  

i- 
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Put iron into the blood’ of the peoples whom it apprehended. 
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idea of God. I t  is felt to be inconsistent with the 
divine justice that, while all men are alike guilty in 
the sight of God, a difference should be made in their 
eternal destiny as wide and deep as the gulf between a 
heaven and a hell. I t  has been customary to say that 
as there would have been no injustice in the punish- 
ment o€ all guilty beings, there can be none in the 
punishment of some guilty beings out of the number. 
Those who are saved are saved because of the mercy of 
God, while those who are lost perish because of their 
sins? This is as true as to say that those sick persons 
who are saved by the skill and devotion of a physician 
owe their lives to him, and that those mho die perish of 
their diseases; but in that case the physician does not 
escape censure if it  can be shown that it was in his 
power to have treated and saved those who died. It is 
therefore impossible to say that the doctrine of the 
divine love is not affected, since on Calvinistic principles 
it is in the power of God to deal with all in the same way 
in which He has dealt with the elect. For ex hypothesi it 
is in the power of God, in virtue of the principle of irre- 
sistible grace, to save even the worst ; and if nevertheless 
there is a part of the human race which is consigned to 
everlasting punishment, it  seems to be only explicable 
on the assumption that the divine love is not perfect 
because it is not an all-embracing and an untiring love. 

The tenet of reprobation has undoubtedly independ- 
ent support in the facts of history and experience. It 
is undeniable that there are nations whose history and 
fortunes imply a principle of rejection, and the experi- 
ence of individuals is also far from bearing out the idea 
that God deals with us on the footing of equality of 
treatmelit as respects moid and religious opportunities. 

1 Ihox on Predestination, ~ o r k s ,  Vol. V. 
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I t  is also an undeniable fact that there are many who 
Seem to live untouched and deserted by God. But 
phenomena and events which might be reconcilable with 
the justice and goodness of God vhen occurring in a 
preliminary stage might be incompatible with them if 
these were reproduced in a final and permanent result. 
I t  must accordingly be admitted that it is not easy to 
reconcile the Christian idea of the Fatherhood of God 
with the notion of an eternal purpose of reprobation 
carried out into effect in everlasting punishment. I t  
mould appear to be one of the lessons of history that the 
Calvinistic system contains elements which are mutually 
repulsive. The doctrine of everlasting punishment 
may be retained-when thought rebels against mnlring 
God responsible for it by a doctrine of reprobation, and 
relief is found in an Aminian or semi-Arminian 

) type of thought. The other possibility is that the 
doctrine of election and of irresistible grace is retained, 
in which case it is natural to attempt the vindication of 
the doctrine of the divine love-which might be ex- 
pected to suggest God’s use of His power in the service 
of all-by calling in question the tenet of eternal punish- 
ment, and resolving reprobation into a temporary lack of , 
privilege and of spiritual attainment. I t  is a curious 
circumstance that while Calvinism has become un- 
popular chiefly because of its identification with a grim 
and remorseless doctrine of eternal punishment, it is 
the only system which contains principles- in its 
doctrines of election and irresistible grace--that could 
make credible the theory of a universal restoration. 
!I’here is some evidence that the path of movement; 
in Reformed Theology will be found to lie, not in the 
dubious attempt to deny the causality of God in the 
foreordination of events and in the determination of 
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human destinies, but in the enlistment of the idea of 
divine sovereignty in the service of the idea of infinite 
love? 

Whatever may be the bearing of the Reformed prin- 
ciple on the ultimate questions of Eschatology-a 
region in which we have doubtless an illustration of 
the parsimony of revelation, there can be no doubt ‘of 
the necessity of the doctrine of the ‘divine sovereignty 
as the foundation of an optimistic view of the future 
history of the world. It was part of the strength of 
Calvinism that it believed that the Kingdom of God 
was destined to a great and glorious history on the stage 

I of this world, and in virtue of this belief it was the 
inspiration of much that is counted heroic in the 
struggles of the Western peoples for civil and religious 
liberty, and also of chivalrous political kction in the 
interests of justice and humanity. In recent theology, 
Lutheran even inore than Reformed, increasing stress 
has been laid on the JKingdom of God as a central 
conception of Christianity-expressive of all that will 
be accomplished for mankind when it will be knit 
together in the bonds of brotherhood for the accom- 
plishment of its varied taslrs of civilisation gnd morality. 
But what seems clear is that there is needed, as a 
guarantee of the realisation of this vision, II conception 
of the rule of God as the head of this Kingdom which 
borrows more from Calvinistic than from Lutheran 
theology. The Lutheran idea of God leaves Him too 
little power in the management of the forces of our 
sin-bound world to justify us in contemplating the 
future of His Kingdom on earth with any very great 

The word of 
eteriial liopu seems to  me tlie latest message of tlie Reformed 
Tlieology,’ p. 282. 

I 

1 Hastie, 5”lLeology of tire Refomned Ckziwlies, ch. vi. 
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confidence ; and we shall hardly grow more optimistic 
except on condition that our theological thinking 
becomes more Calvinistic. The need of the morld is 
that we shall put not less, but more, in the may of 
trust,' expectation and claim, upon Him of whom and 
through whom and to whom are all things.' 


