“Shades of opinion within a generic Calvinism”
The Particular Redemption Debate at the Westminster Assembly

By Lee Gatiss

The debate between Protestant theologians over ‘particular redemption’ was one of the most fraught
in the seventeenth century, and continues to be “one of the most controversial teachings in
Reformed soteriology.”' The purpose of this essay is to examine a key public debate on this topic
from that century. There was intense interest in the subject from the beginning of the century until
near the end. The five-point Arminian Remonstrance and the subsequent Synod of Dort in 1618-
1619 began several decades of passionate interchange. This arguably culminated in the Formula
Consensus Helvetica of 1675, designed by its authors (including Francis Turretin) to exclude and
condemn the Amyraldian ‘middle way’ between Arminianism and Calvinism. In between Dort and
the Consensus comes the Westminster Assembly, a formative moment in Protestant creed-making
which produced, according to Warfield, “the most thoroughly thought out and most carefully
guarded statement ever penned of the elements of evangelical religion.” According to the
surviving minutes of the Assembly, this august body of British divines discussed the issue of
particular redemption in plenary session on at least one occasion whilst hammering out the wording
of the Confession of Faith. That debate in the autumn of 1645 is the subject of our study here.

The debate began in the Jerusalem Chamber of Westminster Abbey on Wednesday morning, 22™
October 1645. Detailed work on the Confession had been ongoing for the Assembly of Divines
since the summer of 1644, a year in the English Civil War which also saw crushing defeats for the
Royalist armies at Nantwich and Marston Moor. As part of the discussion on “God’s eternal
decree”, Edward Reynolds’ committee responsible for this section of the Confession® brought a
proposition for debate concerning “Redemption of the elect only”. The debate lasted for several
days, possibly until 31% October,® although only the first three days are well minuted. We will
examine it in three stages. First, we will see that there were at least four different approaches to the
question at play in the discussion, which were brought out as the divines debated whether it was
possible to dissent from the proposition without falling prey to Arminianism. Second we will
examine how the debate moved on to look at God’s intent in the atonement and the question of the
universal offer of the gospel. Finally, in light of the floor debate, we will scrutinise the final
product of the Assembly’s debates to see how the Confession presents its teaching.

1. IS IT POSSIBLE TO DISSENT FROM PARTICULAR REDEMPTION WITHOUT BEING AN ARMINIAN?

Scene one of the Westminster Assembly’s debate revolved around the question of whether it is
possible to dissent from particular redemption without being an Arminian. In the opening
exchanges it is the Arminian question which is at the forefront of the delegates’ minds. Edmund
Calamy opens by attempting to distance himself from the Arminian view. Clearly the proposition
to be debated was asserting particular redemption (whether in the finally accepted form of words in
WCEF IIl.vi or not is uncertain), and he was immediately concerned to speak against this. Yet he felt
constrained to do so carefully: “I am farre from universall Redemption in the Arminian sence,” he
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began, “but that that I hould is in the sence of our devines in the sinod of Dort.” The next four

entries in the minutes from Palmer, Reynolds, Calamy and Seaman all revolve around the
Remonstrant view. Reynolds’ statement is especially pertinent: he says of Calamy’s view that it
“cannot be asserted by any that can say he is not of the Remonstrants opinion.”® In other words, he
accuses Calamy of only a pretended distance between himself and the Arminians, averring that it is
not actually possible to dissent from the “redemption of the elect only” position without falling into
Arminianism.

The Synod of Dort & James Ussher

The deliverances of Dort against the Dutch Arminian party were a key part of the immediate
background to the Assembly’s deliberations. The Arminians had asserted in their second of five
articles, “of universal redemption”, that:

“Jesus Christ, the Saviour of the world, died for all men and for every man, so that he has obtained
for them all, by his death on the cross, redemption and the forgiveness of sins; yet that no one
actually enjoys this forgiveness of sins except the believer.””’

The drawing up of the canons of Dort in response had been “a complex and acrimonious affair.”
The rejection of Arminianism was a foregone conclusion since no Remonstrant delegates were
permitted to vote; though they did attend and were interviewed about their teaching, their defeat
was ‘predestined’.” Yet the Synod (like the Westminster Assembly itself) was far from
monochrome, with various shades of opinion expressed, not least on the controversial second head
of doctrine. Their final agreed text replied to the Arminians with eight articles on the atonement
confirming the “infinite price, and value” of the death of Christ which was “abundantly sufficient to
expiate the sinnes of the whole world”, while also asserting that “God willed, that Christ by the
blood of his crosse... should effectually redeeme out of every people, tribe, nation, and language,
all theml,oand them onely, who from eternity were elected unto salvation, and given to him of the
Father.”

This left several loose ends and unanswered questions. For instance, as G. M. Thomas points out,
“an explicit link between infinite sufficiency and indiscriminate preaching is avoided... [and] no
explanation is offered as to how the sufficiency of Christ’s death relates to the non-elect... As a
result of the biggest disagreement of the Synod, it was impossible to find an acceptable way of
relating universal and particular aspects of the atonement in the final document.”'" Tt is interesting
then, back at Westminster, that Calamy alluded not only to the Synod but to the British delegation
that had been sent to Dort. The British divines had submitted their views on the five controverted
points in a document called The Collegiat Suffrage. On the issue of relating the universal and
particular aspects of the atonement, this stated that:
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“Christ therefore so dyed for all, that all and every one by the meanes of faith might obtaine
remission of sins, and eternall life by virtue of that ransome paid once for all mankinde. But Christ
so dyed for the elect, that by the merit of his death in speciall manner destinated unto them according
to the eternall good pleasure of God, they might infallibly obtaine both faith and eternall life.”"?

This is the same position taken by Calamy when he says in his opening statement that Christ “did
pay a price for all, absolute <intention> for the elect, conditionall <intention> for the reprobate, in
case they doe believe.”"? Hypothetically, then, all could be saved since provision had been made in
the cross if only people would believe. Palmer also recognises this distinction, pointing out that the
Arminians taught “all equally redeemed”, whereas others, presumably others holding a different
form of ‘universal’ atonement, did not. Calamy was keen to distance his own view from that of the
Remonstrants: “The Arminians,” he said, “hold that Christ did pay a price for this intention only:
that all men should be in an equall state of salvation.” Clearly he did not agree with them about
this, and stressed that his version of “universality” did not affect the doctrines of special election or
special grace. That is, there was a further intention in the atonement: Christ died to actually save
some. He would have agreed with Dort that special grace is reserved for only a part of mankind,
that only the elect are effectually redeemed, although he would have been happy to say that all are
redeemed in a different sense. The seventeenth century usage of the word “redeemed/redemption”
allowed for such distinctions."* What Calamy was saying is that Christ accomplished redemption
for the elect and non-elect, but it was applied only to the elect. This position is not mere
‘hypothetical universalism’, which Clifford rightly says is “a description more applicable to the
Arminians”, since they also believed in an absolute redemption of the elect (which the Arminians
did not)."> More accurately it might be called Calvinist hypothetical universalism.

It is vitally important to note that this hypothetically universalist view had something of a heritage
in Britain, being privately held by no less a man than the influential Irish Archbishop, James
Ussher. In a letter dated March 3™ 1617, unpublished until after his death but widely copied,
circulated, and talked about, he made the following distinction: “The satisfaction of Christ, onely
makes the sinnes of mankind fif for pardon... The particular application makes the sins of those to
whom that mercy is vouchsafed to be actually pardoned... [B]y the vertue of this blessed Oblation,
God is made placable unto our nature... but not actually appeased with any, until he hath received
his son.”'® He added that “the universality of the satisfaction derogates nothing from the necessity
of the speciall Grace in the application”'” and that “in one respect [Christ] may be said to have died
for all, and in another respect not to have died for all.”'®

It may therefore be noted that Calamy’s approach to this issue is strikingly similar to Ussher’s, and
in fact Ussher is behind a great deal of the hypothetical universalist case presented at Westminster.
This can be seen with regards to the language of salvability used by Calamy and Seaman'® which
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echoes Ussher’s on placability/fit for pardon. It can also be seen in the distinction Thomas Young
makes between pro natura Humana and electis,”® which I presume (in the absence of elaboration in
the Minutes) regards the question of the object of Christ’s work (human nature, or the elect). This
finds an echo in Ussher’s language too when he writes that Christ “[I]ntended by giving sufficient
satisfaction to Gods Justice, to make the nature of man, which he assumed, a fit subject for mercy”,
and that ;‘lin respect of his mercy he may be counted a kind of universal cause of the restoring of our
Nature.”

Archbishop Ussher, however, was not one “of our devines in the sinod of Dort” with whom Calamy
claimed doctrinal solidarity. But a copy of Ussher’s private letter concerning his judgement on the
extent of the atonement had, the epistle “To the reader” at the start of the 1658 edition informs us,
been carried to the Synod of Dort by “a Member of it.” This editorial preface also tells us that “not
onely in the forenamed subjects, but in the rest relating to the Remonstrants, the Primate concurred
with Bishop Davenant, whose Lectures De morte Christi, & preedestinatione & reprobatione, he
caused to be published.” So the chain of influence is revealed: as Moore makes clear,

“Without wanting to go into print with his concerns, [Ussher]| counseled ministers through an
extensive correspondence and sought through his immense personal influence quietly to win the next
generation of theologians to a more balanced position... Davenant was Ussher’s key convert.”?

As the leader of the British delegation at Dort, John Davenant (later Bishop of Salisbury) was
compelled to take a public stance on the issue and thus became the key figure in the development of
a stream of English hypothetical universalism. At Westminster, Calamy explicitly claims to stand
in this tradition. Davenant’s most famous work on the subject, written in 1627, was not actually
published until 1650, after his death and after the Assembly’s debate.” Yet his influence was felt
not just through the legacy of his work as Bishop of Salisbury, but through the publication of the
Collegiat Suffrage (Latin: 1626 / English: 1629) and through other works which taught his approach
to these questions such as his 1641 book replying to Arminians Samuel Hoard and Henry Mason,*
which (236a1amy’s grandson® called “learned and peaceable... a book not valued according to its
worth.”

That Calamy’s approach was the same as Davenant’s can perhaps be seen in a small detail
overlooked by commentators on this debate. Palmer asks Calamy to clarify his position, regarding
the conditional intention of the atonement for all “in case they doe believe”. Palmer says, “I desire
to know whether he will understand it de omni homine” to which Calamy replies, “De adultis.””*’
This enigmatic exchange, on which further comment has not been preserved, could be explained by
passages in Davenant’s work on the atonement, where in response to an objector he also “refers to
some difference to be observed in this matter between adults and infants” in terms of the conditional
nature of universal grace.”® It is “foolish” he says, to assert that Christ died for all infants (in the
universal sense) “if they will believe”, since “they have not the use of reason and free will.” Yet the
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case is far different with adults, he concludes.”’ We can see, therefore, that at Westminster Calamy
takes a Davenantian position regarding an objection previously put to the hypothetical universalist
case.

English Hypothetical Universalism and Amyraldianism

It should be noted that Calamy is not best labelled an Amyraldian, as many are in the habit of
doing®® This may be understandable as a general label for Calvinist universalism, and Moise
Amyraut quickly became #he name attached to ‘universal redemption’.”’ Yet it is also inaccurate in
some important ways, not least of which is that Amyraut’s position depended on other distinctive
theological commitments which were not shared by all hypothetical universalists, such as his
ordering of the decrees, and his view on original sin and moral and natural ability, views which
found him on trial at Alencon in 1637.>* He also held a unique and distinctive view on the trinity
which flowed from his understanding of redemption, but which was not shared by other universal
redemptionists.””  So while ‘Amyraldian’ (or “near-Amyraldian”)** would certainly be an
inappropriate anachronism for Davenant who learned his hypothetical universalism well before
Amyraut had even begun to study theology,” it could also be inadequate and potentially misleading
more widely. Mitchell refers to Calamy, Arrowsmith, Vines, and Seaman as “disciples of
Davenant™° and this they more likely were first, prior to any acquaintance with the school of
Saumur (Amyraut and his tutor John Cameron). They certainly were not all devotees of Moise
Amyraut.

Yet here we must look at two pieces of evidence which are usually adduced to argue for Amyraut’s
influence at the Assembly. First, a letter of Scottish delegate Robert Baillie on 24™ October 1645 is
quoted to show that Amyraut was being read and inwardly digested by the Westminster Divines:

“Unhappilie Amiraut's Questions are brought in on our Assemblie. Many more loves these fancies
here than I did expect. It falls out ill that Spanheim's book is so long a-coming out, whileas
Amiraut's treatise goes in the Assemblie from hand to hand.”’

Baillie laments the fact that Frederick Spanheim, who was known to be composing a great work
“destined to crush definitively Saumur™® had not yet published his magnum opus.>* More
pertinently, he laments the distribution of Amyraut’s work during the debate on the redemption of
the elect only, thus proving to some that Amyraut’s influence was weighty. It is true that
Amyraut’s new book Dissertationes theologicae quatuor addressing the issues of universal and
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particular grace (as well as his doctrine of the trinity) rolled off the presses in 1645, the same year
as this particular debate at Westminster.”” Yet other books which made people aware of
hypothetical universalism were also published around this time - in English, and without
propagating either Arminian views or following the controversial Saumur ordo decretorum —
including one by John Saltmarsh,*' a troublesome minister well-known to members of the
Assembly.*?

More acceptable to the Assembly was Treatise of the Covenant of Grace by John Ball, who Baxter
later claimed was universalist on the point of redemption.”> Whether or not Baxter’s claim is
accurate (which is not straightforward to determine),” Ball’s book is certainly aware of a counter-
Remonstrant, hypothetically universal doctrine™ without the trinitarian or decretal distinctives of
Amyraut. Ball was published posthumously by Simeon Ashe in 1645 and carried a laudatory “To
the reader” from notable divines including Edward Reynolds, Anthony Burgess, and Edmond
Calamy (sic). They confessed, however, that “our manifold imployments have not suffered us to
peruse it, so exactly, as otherwise we should have done” so we should not infer from their
willingness to give testimony to the author’s piety and sound learning approbation of all he wrote -
on the intent of the atonement, Calamy and Reynolds came out in the Assembly’s debates on
different sides, after all.** We may well ask, then, whether if these men were unable to read a book
by a friend in English that they gave their own names to, how much more might they have struggled
to find time for the scholarly Latin writings of a more distant Frenchman? Which might have
influenced them more in years previously as they formed their opinions on the issue at hand is not
so easily answered as some might think.

The second piece of evidence usually adduced in favour of calling the ‘opposition’ by the name of
‘Amyraldians’ is that Gillespie explicitly names Camero and Amerauld (sic) in his first speech in
the debate.”” So, says Troxel, “It seems odd [to] maintain the influence of English sources when in
fact the Minutes themselves record Mr. Gillespie mentioning Cameron and Amyraut by name
amidst the very debate in which this issue is discussed.”*® Yet logically, of course, it does not
follow that because one participant mentions certain theologians that other participants necessarily
were in agreement with them or had even read them. Even if an equation was drawn between
Calamy’s position and the teachings of Amyraut (and it is not entirely clear from the Minutes that
Gillespie was directly accusing Calamy of dependence), it is surely correct to ask whether such an
equation is legitimate or would be accepted and acknowledged by Calamy himself.

It is interesting to note in this regard that Calamy’s immediate response after Gillespie has cited the
Salmurians is to protest that “[I]n the point of election I am for speciall election & for reprobation I
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am for massa corrupz‘a.”49 Thus he indicates that he believes, as Ussher did,” that the object of
predestination and reprobation is the sinful mass of mankind, i.e. that he is an infralapsarian. This
answers the point Gillespie was just making about the order of the decree in Amyraut, and shows
that Calamy is in fact in perfect accord with the later Formula Consensus Helvetica (the formula
anti-Amyraldensis) on this point: God elected some of fallen humanity but decreed to “leave the rest
in the corrupt mass” (alios vero in corrupta massa relinquere).”’ Amyraut, on the other hand,
taught that God elected out of the mass of redeemed humanity, the work of Christ to redeem all
preceding the decree to save some and pass over others.”> Calamy therefore does not appear to be
an Amyraldian, and distances himself from Amyraut at this point.

That is not to say that Amyraut had no followers at the Assembly. Seaman does appear to go down
the French route when he says God has “soe farre reconciled himselfe to the world that he would
have mercy on whom he would have mercy” and later that “every man [is] salvabilis & God, if he
please, may choose him, Justify him, sanctify him.”>® God’s choice, Seaman says, is made out of
the mass of humanity made salvable by the work of Christ. When Seaman spoke of salvability not
“quoad homines but quoad Deum”* Ussher would have agreed, since he himself had written that
“by Christs satisfaction to his Father he made the Nature of Man a fit subject for mercy, I mean
thereby, that the former impediment arising on Gods part is taken away.”” Yet British hypothetical
universalists such as Ussher, Davenant, and John Preston did not agree with the Amyraldian ordo
decretorum.”® They thus differed fundamentally from Amyraldianism,”’ and even denied elements
of Amyraldianism.58 It is historically most accurate to conclude with Moore then, that,

“hypothetical universalism is best seen as a relatively independent, earlier development, distinct
from Amyraldianism and ‘the Saumur theology’ and worthy of its own place in the history of
Christian doctrine.... If anything, its origins were neither Scottish (Cameron) nor French (Amyraut),
but Irish (Ussher).””

Hypothetical universalism, or Calvinistic universalism, was certainly “a highly complex
phenomenon with no one definitive formulation or uniformity of explanation.”® But then, as we
will see, the ‘Calvinist’ or particularist position was not defended in a uniform manner either, or
with homogenous exegetical tactics. If the reader will forgive me it would, therefore, be a calumny
against Calamy to call him an Amyraldian. That is not to say he had no interest in or links to
Saumur: his close friend and fellow Assembly member Samuel Bolton (whose funeral sermon
Calamy was to preach)’' even translated and attached a work by Cameron to his famous (1645)
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book on Christian freedom,** so it appears likely that Calamy was familiar with at least the broad
outlines of the French doctrine. Reid says “his reading was very extensive.”” Yet despite having
Hugenot ancestry,”* he himself seems to have been an English hypothetical universalist in the
Davenant-Preston mould, and not a Salmurian.

So far then we have seen that there were four points of view on the table in the Westminster debate.
First, the proposition to be debated itself most probably reflected a particularism reminiscent of
William Perkins, the most influential exponent and epitome of late Elizabethan Calvinism, which
was to be stoutly defended by Rutherford, Gillespie and others. Second, given its prominence in the
opening salvos of the debate, the Arminian doctrine and the controversy this had provoked up to the
Synod of Dort was obviously a factor in the minds of those seeking to frame the Confession. Third,
Calamy extolled the virtues of a third way, that of the hypothetical universalism espoused by
Bishop Davenant and others at Dort. And fourth, there was also the foreign version of hypothetical
universalism advocated by Amyraut, whose views were known and discussed in the floor debate at
Westminster. This last position was similar to that of Calamy, but by no means identical, and
provided another viewpoint in the somewhat fluid and variegated history of Reformed thought on
the atonement.

2. DID GOD INTEND TO SAVE AND/OR TO SECURE AN OFFER OF CONDITIONAL SALVATION?

The second stage of the debate at the Westminster Assembly on particular redemption focused on
the related issues of God’s intent and the offer of the gospel. The proposition to be debated was
narrowed part of the way through the first day’s discussion: “This proposition to be debated. That
Christ did intend to Redeeme the elect only.”® Why the proposition was changed is not stated,
although on day three (24™ October) Robert Harris says, “The best way to answer an erroneous
opinion is well to state the question”®® and this may have played some part in the thinking of those
who altered the focus of the debate. The new subtly different proposition placed the emphasis on
God’s intent, design, and purpose in sending Christ to die, a suitably ‘eternal’ perspective for a
debate on “God’s eternal decree.” Yet the two perspectives (eternal and historical, divine and
human) could not be easily disentangled, since the deputies quickly fell into a discussion of the
universal offer of the gospel. Effectively, the question thereafter was did God intend to save his
elect people, or to save them and also to offer a conditional salvation to anyone else who believes?

Calamy had said at the start that in sending Jesus to die God had a dual intent, “absolute for the
elect, conditionall for the reprobate, in case they doe beleive”.®” That second, conditional intent,
was now examined. Calamy began by arguing from Scripture, and the debate would return several
times to the exegesis of the texts he cited in favour of his position — John 3:16 and Mark 16:15 (the
latter of which, we should note, is not considered to be authentic by modern critical scholarship).®®
Calamy argued that “the world” which God is said to love in John 3:16 could not signify merely the
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elect “because of that ‘whosoever beleiveth™,” or as Richard Vines put it “the words doe not else
run well.”’® This was an argument which ‘universalists’ often leaned heavily upon, and which
advocates of particular atonement would have to spend time and energy countering.”' Calamy then
turned to Mark 16:15-16, using it to link the universal proclamation of the gospel to universal
redemption saying, “if the covenant of grace be to be preached to all, then Christ redeemed, in some
sence, all — both elect and reprobate... universall Redemption be the ground of the universall
promulgation... else ther is noe verity in promulgation.” Stephen Marshall weighed in to the
ensuing debate to reinforce the sense that for the Calvinist universalists, a key issue was “that ther
can noe falsum subesse to the offer of the gospell”.”> Ussher and the British delegation at Dort, who
also cited Mark 16:15 as warrant for linking the universal offer with universal redemption,” were
equally concerned with the ‘verity’ of the offer.”

The exegesis of these verses was key to the remainder of the debate as recorded. It is interesting to
note that although several deputies spoke up to disagree with Calamy’s handling of John 3:16, they
were not unanimous in their own interpretations. For instance, Gillespie questioned whether ‘the
world” must always in Scripture mean ‘the whole world’, and he could not understand how God
could be said to love those he had reprobated. Calamy admitted, “that it signifyes the elect
sometimes” but he did not think it did here, and then he proceeded to make a distinction between
God’s special love for the elect and his general love for the reprobate.”” Lightfoot found a third
way, saying “I understand the word ‘world’ in a middle sense. It is only in opposition to the nation
of the Jews,”’® or as Harris put it later, “By ‘world’ ther is meant the world of gentills as appears in
the whole chap[ter].” The next day, Rutherford made a case that “love” in John 3:16 must be
speaking of “the speciall, particular love of God commensurable with election”, since parallel
passages spoke of such a love (e.g. John 15:13). He concluded from his study of “love” in Scripture
that there was “not one scripture in all the New Testament wher it can be expounded for the
generall.” Indeed, he adduced several texts (Ephesians 5:21, Galatians 2:20, Romans 5:8) which
spoke of a “restricted speciall love.””’

Regarding Mark 16, there was even more variety in the responses to Calamy. Gillespie stated that
the command to believe there “doth not hold out Gods intentions” (note that key word), in the same
way that his command to Abraham to sacrifice Isaac was also not a measure of what he intended to
actually take place. Thus he utilised the distinction between God’s will of decree and his will of
command (or as he put it voluntas/voluntis decreti & mandati).”® Whatever the reason for them, he
said, the “general offers of the gospel are not grounded upon the secret decree”’”” which was, after
all, the subject of that part of the Confession under discussion. Lightfoot saw another reason for a
general offer to be made to the reprobate: “For the universal offer, God intends as the salvation of
the elect, so the inexcusableness of the wicked.” Price questioned the logic of using Mark 16 at all
declaring, “it doth not follow that Christ did dy intentionally for the redemption of all” and besides,
“to a congregation of Reprobates the reason of the promisc[u]ous offer is be[cause] we do not know
who is elect and reprobate.”® Harris summed up his concerns about the universalists’ handling of
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the conditional language of Mark 16 and John 3 saying, “I doubt whether ther be any such thing at
all as conditionall decree.”® He was, like Reynolds on the first day, also puzzled by the idea of a
condition being set in God’s decree which the reprobate could not perform anyway and “God never
intends to give them[!]”.** Perhaps all of these reasons or some combination of them would have
been held by Calamy’s other opponents in this debate. It certainly seems that there was a diverse
and wide-ranging response on this point, but whether the concerns of Calamy, Vines, and others
would be ignored completely in the final text of the Confession is something we must look at more

closely.

3. WAS A COMPROMISE ENSHRINED IN THE CONFESSION OF FAITH?

There is considerable debate amongst historians as to whether the finally approved text of the
Westminster Confession leaves room for the hypothetical universalism of men like Calamy or not.
This debate has taken place against the backdrop of calls for confessional revision in the
Presbyterian churches, for whom the Confession acts as a subordinate doctrinal standard. We
should also recognise that the historical debate has been conducted in a context where this doctrine
has been the subject of particularly heated debate. John Macleod Campbell, for example, was tried
for denying particularist doctrine in the Church of Scotland of the nineteenth century,® and he
spearheaded opposition to limited atonement from within the Reformed camp.™

Those who were in sympathy with the tradition of Turretin and the Helvetic Consensus such as
Warfield, Cunningham, and A. A. Hodge wrote in such an atmosphere with the aim of resisting
what they saw as latitudinarian tendencies.” Their view is that hypothetical universalism,
Amyraldianism, or ‘post-redemptionism’ is ruled out by the Confession.*® Alternatively, Mitchell
was certainly aware of the debate raging over confessional subscription when he and Struthers
edited their edition of the Assembly’s minutes.*” His cautious conclusion is that things are not so
clear, and it was not impossible that the “more “liberal views*® of Calamy were to an extent
tolerated in the final text.** Charles Augustus Briggs, on the other hand, claimed that, “The
Westminster Confession... did not decide any of these mooted questions... There is nothing here to
which a New School Calvinist need object. It does not enter into the question in dispute... A
statement to which these divines [Calamy et al] agreed, made in view of such expressions of
opinion, could not rule out these opinions... The chief English divines were in thorough sympathy
with the School of Saumur. Therefore the Westminster Confession cannot be quoted against the so-
called New School of Theology.””

Definite or limited atonement continues to be “one of the most controversial teachings in Reformed
soteriology.”' Today, neo-orthodox Barthians reject definite atonement,”” as do many within my
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own Anglican Reformed tradition who follow David Broughton Knox and J. C. Ryle.”” For a

historian to acknowledge potential bias is a healthy prophylactic: for myself I confess to being not
in complete exegetical but certainly in definite doctrinal sympathy with Rutherford and Gillespie,
and I hold teachers like Warfield and Cunningham in very high esteem. That being said, I do not
find their historical approach to the question at hand convincing, and it is as well to admit that [ am
somewhat surprised (if I were a Presbyterian, I might say disappointed) at my own conclusion.

It has been assumed by many that limited atonement won the day in the Westminster Confession.”
John Murray claims that the Minutes do not support the contention that an ‘Amyraldian’ doctrine is
allowed.” Yet, pace Murray, the Minutes of the debate on their own neither support nor contradict
such a contention. Neither, contra Warfield, can we say with confidence where “the weight of the
debate” lay because although what we have is “the most fully reported of all the debates on this
chapter”®® we do not have a comprehensive record of each divine’s contribution, and hardly any
detail at all of what was said in the chamber October 24™-31%.°7 The Minutes do, however, alert us
to the possibility at least that the learned and eloquent hypothetical universalists may have been able
to exert an influence on the finally adopted text in such a way that they could interpret it in a
manner not incompatible with their own position. Let us now examine the parts of the Confession
which have been cited in this debate to see how they may have been understood by advocates of the
different views expressed at the Assembly itself.

“Of Gods Eternall Decree”

We begin, naturally, with WCF IILvi which was the text under discussion in October 1645.”® After
asserting the redemption of the elect by Christ, the final clause reads, “Neither are any other
redeemed by Christ, effectually called, justified, adopted, sanctified, and saved, but the elect only.”
In my view, Mitchell is probably most correct when he writes:

“Those who in modern times have pronounced most confidently that the more restricted view is
exclusively intended, seem to me to have unconsciously construed or interpreted the words, ‘neither
are any other redeemed by Christ, effectually called, justified, adopted, sanctified, and saved, but the
elect only,” as if they had run, ‘neither are any other redeemed by Christ, or effectually called, or
justified, adopted, sanctified, and saved, but the elect only.” But these two statements do not
necessarily bear the same meaning. Calamy, Arrowsmith, and the others who agreed with them,
may h%;/e felt justified in accepting the former, though they might have scrupled to accept the
latter.”

He is correct about the restrictive reading of the sentence since A. A. Hodge gives precisely that
“or... or... or” reading in his commentary on the Confession.'” Later, he glosses it as “Neither are
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any other redeemed by Christ,...... but the elect only”, passing over a crucial part of the sentence.'”'
At this point the Confession itself says, however, that only the elect are redeemed, called, justified
and saved. The hypothetical universalists would have been happy to agree with this concatenation
since they believed the terms following “redeemed by Christ” were part of the application of
redemption, not the achievement of the atonement or the purchase of redemption itself. They
restricted the application of redemption to the elect as much as the particularists, and would be
perfecl:gy happy to affirm, with WCF X.1 that effectual calling, for instance, is restricted to the
elect.

This can be seen in the debate: Rutherford countered Calamy’s position by saying “I deny this
connexion be[cause] it houlds as well in election [and] Justification as in redemption: if he beleive
he is as well elected & justified as redeemed.” Calamy replied, “We doe not speake of the
application, for then it would bring it in” but Rutherford came back and said “Ther is noe difference
betwixt redemption & justification in this.”'” If the Confession had said, “neither are any other
redeemed by Christ but the elect only” the evidence of this exchange suggests that Calamy would
have disagreed. The final text, however, rolls redemption and application together and applies both
to the elect only, which Calamy was not denying. Thus the Confession could be understood here to
be asserting no more than when the Canons of Dort declare it was God’s will that Christ should
“effectually redeeme out of every people, tribe, nation, and language, all them, and them onely, who
from eternity were elected unto salvation.”'*

There is a question over this interpretation. Cunningham avers that reading the list of terms in WCF
IIL.vi as if it was being asserted “merely that the whole of them, taken in conjunction, cannot be
predicated of any others” is “a mere truism, serving no purpose.” This final sentence of WCF IIL.vi
“was manifestly intended to be peculiarly emphatic, and to contain a denial of an error reckoned
important”, so “[TThe Confession, therefore, must be regarded as teaching, that it is not true of any
but the elect only, that they are redeemed by Christ, any more than it is true that any others are
called, justified, or saved.”'” This seems to strain the plain reading of the sentence’s grammar, and
to be a case of special pleading. Moreover, if the sentence were truly designed to be “peculiarly
emphatic” as a denial of hypothetical universalism then in the context of the debate on the floor of
the Assembly it certainly could have been made much clearer.'*

Looking at the proof texts which the Assembly attached to this sentence does not lend credence to
the more restrictive view. The 1645 “Westminster Annotations” on John 17:9, written by John Ley,
had commented that Jesus interceded “Not for reprobates.”’’’ This verse was alluded to in the
debate by Henry Wilkinson who said “You know they cannot be partakers of Redemption against
whom Christ takes speciall exception. Christ prayed not for the world.”'”® He may have meant that
as an argument against Calamy, but hypothetical universalists following Ussher said that it simply
did not follow that “He prayed not for the world, Therefore, He payed not for the world.”'” They
pointed out that the intercession of Christ was part of the application of redemption,''® which was a
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different matter, so there is nothing here for someone like Calamy to take exception to on their own
terms. Romans 8:18-39 is again arguably about the application of predestination and cited to
demonstrate the inevitability of the elect’s perseverance, and does not help to decide the issue
regarding our sentence’s intended interpretation one way or the other. John 6:64-65 is a proof for
effectual call, which is mentioned after redemption; again, for someone like Calamy this would be
part of redemption applied rather than accomplished. John 10:26 and the similar John 8:47 both
‘prove’ that only the elect of God will hear and believe in God’s word, but they do not address the
issue of whether Christ died for the non-elect who will not believe. 1 John 2:19 concerns the
perseverance of those who are “of us”, no doubt understood here as the elect. It is not denied that
the elect are redeemed: the previous sentence in WCF IIl.vi asserts as much, and the proofs (1
Thess 5:9-10 and Titus 2:14) would seem to be adequate to make that point. But it is clear that the
proofs (attached at the request of Parliament some months later on 20" January 1646)"'"" do not
imply the restrictive or ‘non-collective’ meaning for the final sentence of WCF IIl.vi and would in
fact be compatible with a contemporary hypothetical universalist reading of it. Whether such a
reading of those Scriptures is legitimate is, of course, a different issue.

“Of Christ the Mediatour”

The issue of particular redemption appears to surface again in the Confession in chapter 8, and in
Larger Catechism Q. 59. WCF VIILv asserts that the Lord Jesus “purchased, not only
reconciliation, but an everlasting inheritance in the Kingdom of Heaven, for all those whom the
Father hath given unto him”''? while section viii goes on to say that, “To all those for whom Christ
hath purchased Redemption, he doth certainly, and effectually apply, and communicate the
same.”'" This is often cited as attempting to link redemption accomplished with redemption
applied in such a way as to make them coterminous — everyone for whom Christ died, everyone for
whom he has purchased redemption, has redemption applied to them. As Murray says, commenting
on WCF VIIlLviii, “impetration and application are coextensive... This excludes any form of
universal atonement.”'* Tt does, on the face of it, do just that. Yet, again, we find that seventeenth
century universalists, such as Ussher, were happy to affirm this same truth, by making fine
distinctions. Ussher wrote that,

“Impetration... 1 hold to be a fruit, not of his Satisfaction, but Intercession; ... it is a great folly to
imagine that he hath impetrated Reconciliation and Remission of sinnes for that world [for which he
prayed not, John 17:9]. 1 agree therefore... That application and impetration, in this latter we have
in hand, are of equall extent; and, That forgiveness of sinnes is not by our Saviour impetrated for any
unto whom the merit of his death is not applied in particular.”'"”

Richard Baxter, another seventeenth century hypothetical universalist (convinced by reading
Prolocutor Twisse, no less),''® would hold something similar a few years later.''” If Baxter is right
about Ball’s universalism then we should also note that Ball too affirmed coextensive impetration
and application, writing of “the acquisition of righteousnesse by the death of Christ” that “for
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whomsoever it is acquired, to them it is applied.”''® Ussher could hold to this coextensive purchase
and application idea only by separating two aspects of Christ’s high priestly work — his satisfaction
(for all) from his intercession (for the elect), and speaking of the latter alone as impetration. WCF
VIII.viii makes reference to Christ’s intercession, citing Romans 8:34 and 1 John 2:1-2 in support
(ironically, the very text used by the Remonstrants in support of universal atonement).''” Here,
Christ’s intercession for his people is certainly one aspect of redemption applied, not
purchased/impetrated to use the usual distinction. This makes it difficult for the hypothetical
universalist like Ussher who identifies impetration with intercession to agree with WCF VIILviii in
its more natural and usual sense. It may not have been the way they would have preferred to phrase
things, but it was possible to harmonise such a statement with their universalism (albeit, perhaps,
with some intricate mental gymnastics).

The proofs on the first sentence of WCF VIILviii are John 6:37, 39 and 10:15-16: Christ lays down
his life for the sheep, who subsequently hear his voice, come to him, and are raised up. To my mind
the most natural explanation of those verses in their contexts and this section of the Confession is in
accord with particular redemption. But it is not completely clear that a sophisticated Calvinist
hypothetical universalist would not also be able to affirm the truths enshrined here; some in the
seventeenth century itself clearly did, even if their interpretation was, as Warfield puts it, “more
subtle than satisfactory.”'*’ Perhaps the fluctuations of Assembly life and politics enabled the
particularists to have their way more on some days and on some sections of the Confession than on
others.

“Of Gods Covenant with Man”
Finally, it is instructive to note that the hotly disputed texts in the Assembly’s debate on God’s
Eternal Decree are both cited later as proofs for WCF VIL.iii on the covenant of grace:

“Man, by his Fall, having made himself incapable of Life by that Covenant, the Lord was pleased to
make a Second®, commonly called the Covenant of Grace; Wherein he freely offereth unto sinners
Life and Salvation by Jesus Christ; requiring of them Faith in Him, that they may be saved', and
promising to give unto all those that are ordained unto Life, his holy Spirit, to make them willing,
and able to beleeve®.”

John 3:16 and Mark 16:15-16 are both cited with regard to the offer of salvation to sinners at
footnote f (after the word “saved”) along with Romans 10:6, 9 and Galatians 3:11. Hanko asserts
that in this clause “the idea of the offer as used by the school of Amyraut and as promoted by the
Davenant men was not intended by the Westminster divines,”'*' but he does not note the explicit
use here of the proof texts so beloved of “the Davenant men”. English hypothetical universalists
and their more particular brethren could agree that whoever believes is saved, and that the gospel
could be presented as “if thou shalt confess with thy mouth the Lord Jesus, and shalt believe in
thine heart that God hath raised him from the dead, thou shalt be saved” (Romans 10:9).'** The
particularists would have wanted to add the final clause about God granting the elect the ability to
believe.'” Calamy and others would have been delighted to ensure mention of both effectual
salvation and a general gospel offer, “the truth they were mainly anxious to conserve.”'**
Moreover, when debating WCF IIl.vi Marshall had insisted, in response to Gillespie’s argument
that man is bound to believe, that “there is not only a mandatum but a promise,” > and this too
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(despite Warfield’s put down)'* is explicitly enshrined in WCF VILiii with the language of both
“requiring” and “promising”. Careful distinctions have been made, and this point of debate (which
is about the covenant, as Burgess pointed out to Marshall) has been rightly addressed not in the text
of WCF IIL.vi but in WCF VIL.iii where it more properly belongs.

Schaff is incorrect to say that WCF VILiii “is in substance the theory of the school of Saumur.”'*’
Chapter 7 of the Confession, for instance, presents a standard Reformed bi-covenantal approach to
Scripture (covenant of works, covenant of grace) whereas Saumur was famous for Cameron’s
unique threefold covenant view.'?® This gained both circulation and currency in England when
Assembly member Samuel Bolton attached “Certain Theses or Positions of the Learned John
Cameron, Concerning the three-fold Covenant of God with Man” to his work on Christian freedom,
published in 1645."*" In addition, Amyraut taught “that man has the natural ability so that he can
respond to the offer of grace but that he will not inasmuch as he is morally corrupt”® and so it is
doubtful whether he could have affirmed the final clause of WCF VIL.iii (or Larger Catechism Q.
67) with its insistence on spiritual assistance being necessary to make us both willing and able to
believe. There is also no room for a conditional decree in WCF IL.ii (which states that nothing is
contingent to God) or indeed chapter III. So WCF VILiii is highly unlikely to be a “compromise
between conditional universalism taught in the first clause, and particular election taught in the
second.”"! Rather it is an affirmation of both particular election and universal offer in their proper
places and relations. Chapter III was the place to confess truths about election and divine
intentionality; Chapter VII was the place to confess the complimentary truth of the gospel offer and
to mention the promise of the Spirit who applies election through faith. One has reference to God’s
eternal perspective, the other to his temporal dealings with humanity. “These [two] classes of
truths, when drawn face to face,” says Dabney, “often seem paradoxical,” but “there is no real
collision” since “God’s sovereignty is no revealed rule for our action.”'*

“Of the Lords Supper”

Chapter XXIX of the Confession states that the Lord’s Supper is a “Commemoration of that one
offering up of himself, by himself, upon the Cross, once for all: and, a spiritual Oblation of all
possible praise unto God, for the same: So that, the Popesh Sacrifice of the Mass (as they call it) is
most abominably injurious to Christs one, only Sacrifice, the alone Propitiation for all the sins of his
elect “(WCF XXIX.ii). It is certainly in complete harmony with limited atonement to say that the
cross is the only propitiation for the sins of the elect (the context being a desire to rule out any other
propitiatory sacrifice), and that it is the propitiation for all their sins (not just some). We should
certainly note, however, that the text does not say the cross is the propitiation for the sins of the
elect only. In that sense, hypothetical universalists of various kinds would potentially be able to
affirm this statement, though they may not have chosen to phrase it in precisely this way, and could
quibble that the final clause does not accurately reflect 1 John 2:2 (the propitiation “for the sins of
the whole world”) since it puts “elect” where 1 John has “whole world.” Yet the Confession does
not at this point cite 1 John 2:2 as its proof, preferring Hebrews 10:14 where the cross is said to
have perfected “them that are sanctified.” The other proofs at this point (Hebrews 10:11, 12, 18)
focus on the unrepeatable nature of Christ’s sacrifice, which is what is meant by saying his offering
was made “once for all.” This section of chapter XXIX is not, therefore, a compromise attempting

120 Warfield, The Westminster Assembly, page 142.

127'p_ Schaff, The Creeds of Christendom volume 1, page 773.

'28 Thomas, The Extent of the Atonement, pages 167-171.

12 Bolton, The true bounds of Christian freedome, pages 353-401.

B0 Armstrong, Calvinism and the Amyraut Heresy, pages 94. Schaff, The Creeds of Christendom volume I, page 481.
1 Schaff, The Creeds of Christendom volume 1, pages 772-773.

132 Dabney, Systematic Theology, page 527.
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to say that the atonement was “for all” and also for the elect, nor is it a contradiction of WCF IIL.vi
(as some alleged in the seventeenth century).'”’

“Are the elect onely effectually called?”

One last word should be spared for the Larger Catechism debate of May 1647. Mitchell avers that,
“when the Larger Catechism was being prepared, another effort was made by the representatives of
the Davenant school to get their opinions distinctly sanctioned and positively expressed in that
formulary.”'** The committee suggested:

“Q. What common favours redound from Christ to all mankind?

A. Besides much forebearance and many supplies for this life, which all mankind receive from
Christ as Lord of all, they by him are made capable of having salvation tendered to them by the
gospel, and are under such dispensations of Providence and operations of the Spirit as lead to
repentance.”'”’

“Capable of having salvation tendered to them” sounds like the language Calamy used at the start of
the WCF IIl.vi debate when he said Christ “did pay a price for all... that all men should be
salvabiles... Christ in giving himselfe did intend to put all men in a state of salvation in case they
do beleive.” Lazarus Seaman used similar language when he affirmed that, “All in Adam were
made liable to damnation, soe all lyable to salvation in the second Adam.”'*® The Assembly
seemed unhappy with this, and the question was recommitted and “the Commissioners from the
Church of Scotland are desired to be present.””’ The influence and skill of Rutherford and
Gillespie was no doubt required by the particularists in the committee room against these ideas. A
compromise was attempted whereby it was said “the gospel where it cometh doth tender salvation
by Christ to all”'*® but the final text of Larger Catechism Q.68 speaks only of the elect and others
who are “outwardly called.”'” The ‘Davenant men’ failed to get their opinions distinctly
sanctioned, but they did, it seems, force the Assembly to express itself carefully and in such a way
that they could assent to.

CONCLUSIONS

Michael Dewar insists that “it cannot be urged that the "Dordracenists' and the Westminster Fathers
were other than polemical in their intentions, and divisive in their results.”'*® With regard to
Arminianism and Roman Catholicism that may well be true; yet in relation to British Calvinist
hypothetical universalism the picture is not quite so stark. Commenting on chapter 8 of the
Confession, Richard Baxter is emphatic that it is not against his universalist view (which he claims
was that of “half the Divines in England”), and goes on to say,

"33 See John Owen’s letter to Peter Du Moulin on the equivalent clause in the Savoy Confession (XXX.ii) in P. Toon
(ed.), The Correspondence of John Owen (1616-1683) with an account of his life and work (Cambridge: James Clarke
and Co., 1970), pages 165-166.

14 Mitchell & Struthers, page lix.

135 Mitchell & Struthers, page 369.

136 Van Dixhoorn, pages 203, 204.

7 Mitchell & Struthers, page 369.

138 Mitchell & Struthers, page 393.

13 The full text reads: “Q. Are the Elect onely effectually called? A. All the Elect, and they only, are effectually called;
although others may be, and often are, outwardly called by the ministery of the Word, and have some common
opperations of the Spirit, who, for their wilfull neglect and contempt of the grace offerd to them, being justly left in
their unbelief, doe never truly come to Jesus Christ.”

"0 M. Dewar, “The Synods of Dort, the Westminster Assembly and the French Reformed Church 1618-1643" in
Churchman 104.1 (1990), page 38.
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“I have spoken with an eminent Divine, yet living, that was of the Assembly, who assured mee that
they purposely avoided determining that Controversie, and som of them profest themselves for the
middle way of Universal Redemption.”'*!

This harmonises with the view of Richard Muller who claims that the Westminster Confession was
designed to be inclusive of those hypothetical universalist views which were “consciously framed to
stand within the confessionalism of the Canons of Dort.”'** He writes:

“The Westminster Confession was in fact written with this diversity in view, encompassing
confessionally the variant Reformed views on the nature of the limitation of Christ's satisfaction to
the elect, just as it was written to be inclusive of the infra- and the supralapsarian views on
predestination.”'*

Troxel may be technically correct to say that “the Westminster Confession of Faith does not teach or
endorse the Hypothetical Universalism of Moyse Amyraut.”'** Yet there were a number of ‘middle
ways’, not all of which were, as we have seen, so obviously excluded. Perhaps this has been
overlooked because our view of seventeenth century hypothetical universalism has been too
monochrome and ‘Amyraldian’, not sufficiently sensitive to the variation which existed at the time.
This may well be the fault of Richard Baxter, who found the merger of British hypothetical
universalism and Amyraldianism a convenient oversimplification since it gave the impression of “a

united and coherent testimony to the correctnesss of his own version of ‘the middle way’.”'*

It could also be that modern versions of Calvinist universalism are not as sophisticated as the
carefully framed Calvinist universalism of a more scholastic age. The most natural reading of parts
of the Confession could appear to us today to be straightforwardly particularist, but seventeenth
century universalists were able to affirm such things by making fine distinctions, even if the
language finally adopted did not, as they might have hoped, reflect their own preferences. As
Moore comments, this lends credence to the thesis that it was “the universal redemptionists who
availed themselves most of scholastic distinctions, whereas it was the strict particular
redemptionists who upheld an Augustinian simplicity in their soteriology.”'*

Examined in its historical context, the Confession is perhaps less precise on this issue than some
would have liked it to be. Whether this came about because of the explicit intent and design of the
Assembly as a whole or simply because of the exigencies and fluctuations of ecclesiastical politics
it is difficult to say. We cannot conclude with certainty that the Assembly qua Assembly was
aiming to be tolerant of diversity at this point, though it is clear that Reformed scholars generally at
the time did not consider it an issue of such primary importance that they condemned Amyraldian
opponents as heretics (particularists like Owen even appreciating much of the work of “the
illustrious Amyrald”)."*” There is, nevertheless, the potential for intra-Reformed unity in the end-
product of the deliberations at Westminster. Writing at a time when his denomination was
considering confessional revision (which he opposed) to allow a large group of Arminians and
hypothetical universalists into the fold, B. B. Warfield heartily and eirenically allows Amyraldians
“a right of existence” under the Confession, though he thinks “the letter of the symbol scarcely

14! Baxter, Certain Disputations, Preface.

142 R. A. Muller, “John Cameron and Covenant Theology” in Mid-America Journal of Theology 17 (2006), pages 36-37.
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justifies it.”'*®

well allow for some “shades of opinion within a generic Calvinism.

To put it another way, on this issue as on some others, the Westminster Fathers may
95149

'8 Warfield, The Westminster Assembly, page 144 n.94 from an article first published in 1901.
14 Barker, Puritan Profiles, page 176.
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