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For though we walk in the flesh, we do not war according to the flesh, for the weapons of our warfare [are] not fleshly but
mig hty in God for pulling down strongholds, casting down arguments and every high thing that exalts itself against the
knowledge of God, bringing every tho ught into cap tivity to the obedience of Christ. An d they w ill be ready to pu nish all
disobedience, when your obedience is fulfilled.
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The Clark-Van Til Controversy
Herman Hoeksema
Editor’s note: In 1943 Dr. G ordo n H. Clark , who was to
become the foremost C hristian philosoph er of the twentieth
century, sought ordination in the Orthodox Presbyterian
Ch urch, a sma ll denomination b arely sev en y ears old.
Dr. Clark was immediately opposed by the faculty of
W estminster Th eological Seminary, led by Professor
Cornelius Van Til. Despite their zealous opposition, Dr.
Clark was ordained by the OPC.
But the controversy wa s just b eginning. In 1944 the
W estminster Sem inary faculty tried to remove D r. Clark
from office, not by filing charges against him, but by
arguing that the procedure the O PC used to ordain him
was irregular. Th ey we re struggling, not merely to prevent
Dr. Clark from gaining influence in the deno mination, b ut to
retain their co ntrol of the Seminary as we ll.
The controversy that ensued raised some of the most
important doc trinal issu es o f the centu ry, issues th at s till
resona te throughout all Am erican churches: W hat does it
mean to say that God is “incomprehensible”? Is God
em otio nal? Is Scripture propositional revelation? Can men
know the sam e truth that God know s? Is ma n’s mind or are
his emotions more fundamental? If God is omnipotent and
sovereign, how can m an be held re sponsible for his
actions?
Herman Hoeksema, founder of the Protestant Reformed
Churches, und erstood the significance of the controversy
and wrote a series of incisive editorials in that
denomination’s magazine, The Standard Bearer. He
argued that the irrationalism of the Westminster fa culty
disguised their Arminian doctrines, which they insisted
were “truly Refo rm ed.” This book is a collection of those
editorials.
To purchase the book, please send $15.95 ($9.95 plus
$6.00 shipping) to the address above.

1. Introduction: The Text of a Complaint
The above is the title of a lengthy printed protest by
som e mem bers of the Orthodox Presbyterian Church

“against actions of the Presbyte ry of Philadelphia in the
Matter of the Licensure and O rdinatio n of Dr. Gordon H.
Clark.”
I had read about the controversy involved in The
Presbyterian Guardian, but I had not seen the com plete
text of this p rotes t. A friend wa s kind en oug h to send it to
me, for the which I hereby offer him m y sincere thanks.
It appears that on July 7, 1944, a special meeting of the
Presbytery of Philadelphia was held, for the purpose of
examining a certain Dr. Gordon H . Clark w ith a view to his
licensu re and ordination to th e m inistry. Against the fact
that this meeting was called, as well as against its
proceedings and decisions, the protest or “Complaint” is
directed. It is signe d by a d ozen signatures, among which
are the nam es of some well known to us: R. B. Kuiper, C.
Van Til, and N. B. Stonehouse.
The first part of the Complaint concerns the calling of
the special meeting. The protestants maintain that the
meeting was illegally called, and conclude this part of their
prote st with the “request that the meeting of the Presbytery
of Philadelphia held on Ju ly 7, 1944, be found to have
been illegally convened and that its acts and decisions and
the acts and decisions issuing therefrom be declared null
and void” (2).
The rest of the protest, its main body, is divided into four
parts, according as it discovers four serious errors in the
theological conceptions of Dr. Clark – errors that became
m anifest, according to the com plainants , in D r. C lark’s
ex am ination by the Presbytery, and in spite of which fact
said Presbytery decided to license him and proceed to his
ordination.
The first part deals with Dr. Clark’s alleged erroneous
views con cerning the inc om preh ens ibility and knowa bility
of God (2-6).
The second part concerns Dr. Clark’s “view of the
relation of the faculty of knowledge, th e intellectu al fa culty,
to other faculties of the soul” (6-10).
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The third part accuses D r. Clark of maintaining “that the
relationship of divine sovereignty and human respo nsibility
to each other presents no difficulty for his thinking and that
the two are easily re concilable before the bar of human
reason” (10-1 3).
The fourth part is an elaboration upon the statement that
“in the course of Dr. Clark’s examination it became
abundantly clear that his rationalism k eeps him from doing
justice to the precious teaching of Scripture that in the
Gospel God sincerely offers salvation in Christ to all who
hear, reproba te as well as elect, and that he has no
pleasure in any one’s rejecting this offer but, contrariwise,
would have all who hea r accept it and be saved ” (13-15).
Es pecially in view of the last alleged error of Dr. Clark,
the reader can re adily understand that we are rather
interested in this controversy, a nd that we cannot refrain
from m aking a few remarks about this Complaint....

Clark has come under the spell of ratio nalism . It is d ifficult
indeed to escape the conclusion that by his refusal to
perm it the scriptural teaching of divine sovereignty and the
scriptural teaching of h um an res ponsibility to stand
alongside eac h other an d by his claim that he has fully
reconciled them with ea ch o ther before the bar of human
reason Dr. Clark has fallen into the error of rationalism. To
be sure , he is not a rationalist in the sense that he
substitutes human reasoning for divine revelation as such.
But, to say nothing of his finding the solution of the
prob lem of the relation to each other of divine sovereignty
and hum an re spo nsibility in the teaching of pagan
philosophers who were totally ignorant of the teaching of
Holy W rit on either of these subjects, it is clear that Dr.
Clark regards Scripture from the viewpoint of a system
which to the mind of man m ust be harm onious in a ll its
parts. Th e inevitable outcom e is rationalism in the
inte rpretatio n of Scripture. And that too is rationalism.
Although Dr. Clark does not claim actually to possess at
the present mom ent the solution of every scriptural
paradox, yet his rationalism leaves room at best for on ly a
tem porary subje ctio n of hu m an rea son to the divine
W ord… [12].

7. Rationalism
The third indictme nt the com plainants bring against Dr.
Clark is re ally tw ofold: According to them, he is a rationalist
and an antinomian.
The accusation of rationalism is based on the contention
that Dr. Clark tries to solve problems, paradoxes, and
contradictions, particularly the problem of the relation
between divine sovereignty and hum an res ponsibility.
Anyone who makes an attempt to solve this problem, who
tries to harm onize th ese tw o, w ho claim s th at th is solution
is possible – and especially he who is rea dy to offer his
solution of this problem – is, according to the complainants,
a rationalist. W e quote from the Co mp laint:

W hat shall we say about this accusation of rationalism?
First of all, we may note that it is an old one. There is
noth ing original in the findings of the complainants. They
speak the language of the Christian Reform ed leaders
since about 1922-1924. From these they have, no doubt,
learned to speak their theological language. Pe rsonally,
we are very familiar with the accusation they now bring
against Dr. Clark.
But what of the acc usation itself?
The com plainants speak o f a “situ atio n which is
inadequately described as amazing,” and of “something
phe nom ena l.” I must confess that these words express
exactly my sentiment when I read this part of the
Complaint. There is here, indeed, something that is more
than amazing, that is really unbelievable, that might almost
be catalogued as another paradox: the phenomenon that
theologians accus e a brother theologian of heresy
because he tries to solve problems!
For, mark you well, it is exactly this that these
com plainants do in this part of the Complaint. They sim ply
accuse him of trying to find a solution, of claiming to have
found a solution. W hethe r Dr. C lark h as actua lly
succeeded or n ot to discover a s olution of the problem of
God’s sovereignty in re lation to man’s responsibility is not
the question at all. W hether his solution is right or wrong
has nothing to do with this part of the Complaint. The m ere
fact that Dr. Clark attem pts to harm onize things m ak es him
a heretic, a rationalist. O the r theologians have always
claimed that the problem is not capable of solution; the
com plainants themselves insist that in the problem of
God’s sovereignty and man’s responsibility we face a
paradox, a contradiction as far as we can see: This should
have been sufficient to warn Dr. Clark against the attempt

Dr. Clark asserts that the relationship of divine
sovereignty and human responsibility to each other
pres ents no difficulty for his thinking and that the two are
easily reconcilable before the bar of human reason. He
expresses surp rise that so many theologians find an
insupera ble difficulty here [10].
The complainants then make several quotations from
Reformed writers to show that by theologians of good
standing the problem has always been considered
insoluble. It presents an appare nt contradiction which we
are not able to harmonize. Both must be confessed – that
God is abs olutely so vere ign an d that m an is responsible.
But how they are to be harmonized is beyond the
understanding of the human m ind. Thus they quote from
Berkh of, Calvin, Vos, A. A. Hodge , and Abraha m Kuyper.
And then the complainants continue:
Here then is a situation which is inadequately described
as amazing. There is a problem which has baffled the
greatest theologians in history. Not even Ho ly Scripture
offers a solution . Bu t Dr. C lark a ss erts u nblushingly that for
his thinking the problem has cea sed to be a pro blem . Here
is something phenomenal. W hat accounts for it? The most
charitable, and no doub t the correct, explanation is that Dr.
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to seek a solution. That he, nevertheless, did mak e the
attem pt shows that he is a he retic, a ra tionalist.
Th at, as it appears to me, is the whole argument of the
complainants. And this is something which, to my mind, the
word amazing is inadequate to describe. But what about
the accusation of ratio nalism ? Is it rea lly rationalism to
mak e the atte m pt to brin g Scriptu re into harm ony with
itself? The com plainants maintain that it is:

ignorant.”
But if the contention of the complainants is true, it
certainly follo ws that all theology, and especially all
dogmatics, is ra tion alistic, for it proceeds from the
assumption that the truth revealed in the Bible can be
formulated into a logical system.
No theologian has ever proceeded from the assumption
of the complainants. Dogm atics is a system of truth elicited
from Scripture. And exegesis always applied the rule of the
regula Scripturae, wh ich m eans th at th roughout th e Bible
there runs a consistent line o f thou ght in the light of whic h
the darker and more difficult passages must be
interpreted. The com plainants virtually deny this, at least,
and that, too, rather arbitrarily, with relation to the problem
of God’s sovereignty and m an’s re sponsibility.
W ho does no t know that Re form ed theologians have
always interpreted those passages of Scripture, which at
first sight s eem to be in favor of the Arminian view, in the
light of the current teaching of Holy W rit that salvation is of
the Lord, that grace is sovereign, that the atonem ent is
particular, and that man is not free to do good? According
to the contention of the complainants, this is rationalism.
The complainants simply ride a recent Christian
Reform ed hobby.
As to “contradictions,” I m aintain that there are no such
things in the revelation of G od in Scriptu re, for the sim ple
reason that Scripture teaches us everywhere that God is
O ne, and that he cannot deny himself. His revelation, too,
is one, and does not contradict itself.
No, but the complainants would say, there are no real
contradictions, but there are apparent contradictions in the
Bib le nevertheless, and them we m ust leave severely
alone, without even making an attemp t at solution. W e
must simply and humbly accept them.
I most positively deny all of this.
By apparent contradictions the complainants mean
propositions or truths that to the human m ind, and
according to human logic, are contradictory. I deny that
there are such propositions in the Bible. If there were, they
could not be the object of our faith. It is nonsense to say
that we m ust hum bly believe what is contradic tory. This is
sim ply im possible. The complainants themselves cannot
believe contradictions. Contradictions are propos itions that
m utu ally exc lude eac h other, so that the one denies the
truth of the other. Th e principles of co ntrad ictions are: 1.
That a thing cannot at the same time be and not be. 2.
That a thing m ust either be or no t be. 3. T hat the sam e
prop erty cannot be affirmed and denied at th e sam e tim e
of the sam e su bjec t. A is A. A is not N ot-A. Everything is
either A or Not-A.
I challenge anyone to point out that there are
prop os itions in the Bible that violate these fundamental
principles of logic. I c hallenge anyone to pro ve that it is
possible for the believer to accept such con tradictions, or
that it is Christian humility to claim such faith. P erhaps it
may be worth the effort to apply these statements to the
problem of G od’s sovereignty and man’s responsibility. But

Dr. Clark regards Scripture from the viewpoint of a
system which to the mind of man m ust be harm onious in all
its parts. The inevitable outcome is rationalism in the
interpretation of Scripture. And that too is rationalism.
The language of the complainants is somewha t
ambiguous here, whether the ambiguity is intentional or
accidental. The words might convey the imp ression that Dr.
Clark beg ins with a system of thought, not derived from the
Scriptures, and that now he proceeds to explain Scripture
in such a way as to support that preconceived
philosophical system. And that would, indeed, be
rationalism. Scripture would then be dis torted to fit Dr.
Clark’s system. But the complainants do not openly accuse
him of this. The w ords m ay also m ean that, ac cording to
Dr. Clark’s view, there is in the revelation of the W ord of
God itself a harmonious system of truth, which, by careful
exegesis, comparing Sc ripture with S cripture, th e
theologian attempts to bring to light and to formulate. And
this see m s to be the truth. T hus , at least, The Answer
interprets Dr. Clark’s attempt to harmonize divine
sovereignty and human responsibility. W e quote: “It is
pertinent to note that Dr. C lark, instead of approaching
these prob lem s on a ration alistic ba sis, reaches his
conclusion from an exegesis of Scripture” (37). And again:
Ne xt, the attempt to find by a deeper study of the
Scripture the solution of paradoxes – a use of e xegesis
that the com plainants call rationalism – is in the eyes of the
com plainants incompatible with subjection of human
reason to the divine Word… . In other words, a man who
tries to understand w hat God has revealed to him cannot
be subject to the revelation, and the more he unders tands,
the less he is subject; probably the less he understands,
the m ore subjec t he is; so that th e re ally obedient and
devout man m ust be completely ignorant. By what right do
the com plainants imply that the attem pt to understand
Scripture is inconsistent with believing Sc ripture? [37].
W e may take it, then, that the attem pt to ha rm onize
Scripture with itself is, by the complainants, branded as
rationalism.
This we absolute ly deny.
Let the complainants prove their contention. They do not
do this. They do not even make an attempt to prove this
charge of rationalism . The Answer reduces the contention
of the complainants, somewhat ironically, to absurdity, by
showing that ultimately it leads to the conclusion that “the
really obe dient and devout m an m ust be co m pletely
3
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this must wait until our next issue.

characterized as antinomianism. W e quote from the
Co mp laint:

8. Sovereignty and Responsibility

The his tory of doctrine tells us that the view under
discussion is far from innocent. The tenet that divine
sovereignty and human responsibility are log ica lly
reconcilable has bee n he ld by two sch ools of though t, both
of which claimed to be Reformed but neither of which was
recognized as Reformed by Reformed churches. One of
these sch ools is Arm inianism . It mean t to uph old bo th
divine sovereignty and human responsibility, especially the
latter, but in its rationalistic attem pt to harm onize th e tw o it
did grea t viole nce to the form er. The other school is
Antinomianism. It also meant to uphold both divine
sovereignty and human responsibility, especially the
form er, but in its rationalistic attempt to harmonize the two
it did great violen ce to the latter....
Here attention must be called to his [Clark’s] treatment of
human responsibility in the article “Determinism an d
Re spo nsibility.” 1 Reformed theologians generally are
exceedingly circum spe ct wh en they disc uss the relation of
the divine decree and divine providence to the sin of man.
The re is excellent reason for their carefulness. T hey are
zealous to m aintain God’s holiness as well as H is
sovereignty, not to detract, after the manner of the
Antinomians, from human responsibility. But Dr. C lark s ays
boldly: “Does the view here proposed make G od the
Author of sin? W hy the learned divines who fo rmulated the
various creeds so uniformly permitted such a metaphorical
expression to becloud the issue is a puzzle. This view
certainly mak es God the First and Ultimate Cause of
everything. But very slight reflection on the definition of
responsib ility and its implication of a s upe rior authority
shows that G od is n ot res pon sible fo r sin” (2 2). It is
meaningful that Dr. Clark is not c areful to say, as so many
Reformed theologians are, that God is not the efficient
cause of sin (e.g., Berk hof, Systematic Theology, p. 108)
[12].

The question is whether there is a real or apparent
contradiction involved in the truth of G od’s sovereignty and
m an’s re sponsibility.
Let us put both truths in propositional form:
1. God is absolutely sovereign, even so that he
determ ines th e m oral acts of m an, both good and evil.
2. Man is responsible before God for all his moral acts.
Now, the question is not whether there is a problem
here. It may well be that we cannot ans wer the question
how God is able to determine man’s deeds without
destroying man’s responsibility. That he is able to do so is
asserted plainly by the tw o pro pos itions stated above. But
whether or no t we c an u nde rstand this operation of the
sovereign God upon m an is not th e questio n. T he sole
question is whether the two proposition s concerning God’s
sovereignty and m an’s resp ons ibility are contradicto ry. T his
we den y. In fact, they cannot possibly be, fo r the sim ple
reason that they assert something about two wholly
different subjects.
They would be contradictory if the first proposition
denied what is affirmed in the second. But this is not true.
The first proposition asserts som eth ing about God: He is
absolutely sovereign and determines the acts of man. The
second prop osition pred icates som ething abo ut m an: He is
responsible for his moral acts. Does the first proposition
deny that man is responsible? If it does you have here a
contradiction. But it does no t. Tho se who like to discover a
contradiction here, usually the enem ies of the truth of
God’s sovereignty, simp ly take for granted that to asse rt
that God is sovereign even over man’s acts is to say the
sam e as that m an is not responsible. It must be pointed
out, however, that this is neither expressed nor im plied in
the first proposition. In the tw o propositio ns res ponsibility is
not both affirmed and denied at the same time to m an.
The two propositions would, of course, also be
contradictory if the second propositio n denied what is
affirmed in the first. In that case, sovereignty even over the
acts of man would be both affirmed and denied to God. But
also this is neither expressed nor implied in the two
propositions, unless it can first be shown conclusively that
to say that man is responsible is the same as declaring that
God is not sovereign over his moral acts. And this has
never be en d em ons trated , nor is it se lf-evide nt.
If they were really contradictory they could not both be
the object of the Christian’s faith. W e could only conclude
that either the one or the other were not true.
Now, however, since they involve no contradiction, and
since both are clearly revealed in Scripture, we accept
both, whether or not we can combine them into one
con cep t. And the attempt to do so, to solve the problem,
m ust be co nsidered lauda ble....
W hile the attempt on the part of Dr. Clark to solve this
problem is labeled as rationalism, the solution he offe rs is

And at the end of this part of the Complaint the
com plainants conclude that D r. C lark’s rationalism ha s
resulted in his departing from the historic Reformed
doctrine of human res ponsibility. In his atte m pt to rec oncile
by human reason divine sovereignty and human
respon sibility he has done decided violence to the latter
[13]. Dr. Clark, therefore, is an antino m ian rationalist,
accord ing to the complainants. His refusal to accept
con tradictions m akes h im “one -sided.”
There is nothing original in this accusation.
It has become rather customary in recent years –
especially since the Christian Reformed Synod of 1924 –
to exp lain all form s of h eres ies as rationa listic attem pts to
solve con tradictions resulting in one-sidedness . This
mak es it so very eas y to classify one who m we s eek to
expose as a heretic! You can pick out almost any
1
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classification you like. Thus, e.g., the undersigned has
been labeled an Ana bap tist, an A ntinom ian, an Arm inian, a
Barthian, etc.
The com plainants adopt the sam e policy.
Arminianism, say they, is the res ult of a ratio nalistic
attem pt to reconcile God’s sovereignty and human
responsibility. So is Antinomianism. Both become onesided in their attem pt. So Dr. Clark tries to solve the same
problem with the sam e result of one-sidedness on the
Antinomian side. Hence, he is an Antinomian.
But is all this true? Or is it m erely an attem pt – a purely
rationalistic attempt too – on the pa rt of the com plainants to
find a heretical name for Dr. Clark? Is Arm inianism rea lly
the result of an attempt to “uphold both divine sovereignty
and human responsibility” as the complainants claim? W as
it not fro m the very ou tse t an atte m pt to deny and disprove
the doctrine of absolute predestination and of the
sovereignty of God in relation to the freedom of man? And
is Antinom ianism to be ex plained as an attem pt to solve
the problem of God ’ s s o ve re ig n ty a n d huma n
responsibility? Anyone that is at all acquainted with the
facts knows better. It was concerned with the relation of
justification and good works and rejected the moral law as
binding upon Christians. It is true that m any of them were
also strong in their em phasis on predestin atio n, but th is
emphasis also was especially applied to their view of the
justification of the elect. But Antinomianism can not b e
called a rationalistic attempt to harmonize divine
sovereignty and human responsibility. And whatever must
be thought of Dr. Clark’s attem pt to solve this problem , it
cannot be branded as Antinomian.
Besides, the indictm ent that Dr. Clark does violenc e to
or denies th e re sponsibility of m an because of his onesided em phasis on the sovereignty of God is only a
conclusion which the complainants draw from som e of his
statements. Dr. Clark himself would never admit the truth
of the conclusion. He never denies th e re sponsibility of
man, nor does he ever present God as the real author of
human acts, though he insists that he determines them. He
maintains only that “de term inism is con sistent with
respon sibility,” a statement which itself proves that he does
not elim inate the res pon sibility of m an in h is attem pt to
harm onize it with God’s sovereignty. It is always dangerous
to dra w c onclusio ns from someone’s statements in order
then to attribute the conclusions to the author of the
statements. Let us not forget that enemies of the truth drew
conclusions from Paul’s doctrine, accused him of
Antinomianism (Rom ans 3:8; 6:1), and of making God the
author of sin and denying the responsibility of man
(Romans 9:19).
It seems to me that this part of the Complaint utte rly fails
to pro ve its point.

Here the Com plaint descends from the stratosphere of
philosophical contemplation and theological debate to the
lower spheres of plain, even superficial reasoning, where
even com m on m ortals that m ay have been present at the
examination of D r. Clark, an d at the sub seq uen t debate
about the question s involved, m ust have felt that they were
able to participate in the discussion.
Here, too, the Complaint reveals, more cle arly than
anywhere else, its distinc tly Christia n R eform ed tendency,
particularly its sym pathy w ith the three well-known decrees
of the Synod of Kalamazoo, 1924.
Because it is espe cially on this point that th e
controversy of the Presbytery of Philadelphia, wh ich, as it
now appears, is to be continued in the General Ass em bly
of the Orthodox Presbyterian Church, is identical with our
own con troversy with the Ch ristian Re form ed Ch urch in
1924, it may not be superfluous to refresh our m em ory in
this respect, so we will try to analyze the argument of the
Complaint som ew hat in deta il.
If the standpoint of Dr. Clark with respect to the paradox
of God’s sovereignty and man’s responsibility was
described as m ore th an amazing, his view in re the “wellmeaning offer” is characterized as “surpassing strange”
(13). The com plainants put it this way:
In the course of Dr. C lark’s exam ination by Presbytery it
becam e abundantly clear that his rationalism ke eps him
from doing justice to the precious teaching of Scripture that
in the gospel God sincerely offers salvation in Christ to all
who hear, reprobate as well as elect, and that he has no
pleasure in any one’s rejecting this offer but, contrariwise,
wou ld have all who he ar ac cep t it and be sa ved [13].
Let us try to define the difference between the
complainants and Dr. Clark as sharply as we can.
The difference is not that the complainants insist that
the Gospel m ust be pre ached to all men prom iscuously,
wh ile Dr. Clark claims that it must be preached only to the
elect. This wou ld be quite impossible, seeing that no
preacher is able to single out the elect and separate them
from the reprobate in this world. They are agreed that the
Gospel must be preached to all men.
Nor is the difference that the complainants openly deny
the doctrine of reprobation, while Dr. C lark profess es to
believe this truth. W e read in the Complaint: “He believes –
as do we all – the doctrine of reprobation” (13).
Again, the difference does not consist in that the
com plainants characterize the Gospel as an “offer” of
Christ or as salva tion, wh ile Dr. C lark objects to that term .
If the term “offer” is understo od in the sense in which it
occurs in the confessions, and in which also C alvin uses it
(offere, from obfero, meaning to present), there can be no
o b j e c t io n t o th a t te r m , t h o u g h , t o p r e v e n t
misunderstanding, it would be better to employ the words
to present, and presentation.
Again, even though Dr. Clark objects to the word
“sincere” in the sense in which the com plainants use that

9. The Sincere Offer of the Gospel
The last point of the Com plaint concerns the so-called
sincere offer of salvation on the part of God to all men,
particularly to the reprobate.
5
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term , afraid to leave the impression that he preaches
Arminianism , even this does not touch the real point of
difference betw een them. That God is sincere in the
preaching of the Gos pel no one wo uld dare to deny. As the
com plainants rightly ask: “W ould it not be blasp hem y to
deny this?” (13)
But the difference between them does concern the
con tents of the Gospel that must be preached
prom iscuously to all m en. It is really not a question to
whom one m ust preach, or how he m ust preac h, but what
he must preach.
According to th e com plainants , the pre acher is ca lled to
proclaim to all his hearers that God sincerely seeks the
salvation of th em all. If this is not their meaning when they
write: “in the gospel God sincerely offers salvation in Christ
to all who hear, reprobate as well as elect,” their words
have no m eaning at all.
According to D r. C lark, howe ver, the preacher proclaim s
to all his hearers prom iscuously that God sincerely seeks
the salvation of all the elect. The elect m ay be variously
named in the preaching: those who repent, they that
believe in Ch rist, that hung er for the bread of life, that thirst
for the water of life, that seek, kno ck, ask , that co m e to
Ch rist, etc. etc. Bu t they are always the e lect.
W e m ay define the issue still m ore sharply, and lim it it to
God’s intention and attitude in the preaching of the Gospel
with regard to the reprobate.
For it is more especially about the reprobate and their
salvation that the com plainants are co nce rned . Strange
though it may seem, paradoxical though it may sound, they
want to leave room in their preaching for the salvation of
the reproba te. For the sake of clarity, therefore, we can
safely leave the elect ou t of ou r discuss ion. T hat G od
sincerely seeks their salvation is not a matter of
controversy. To drag them into the discuss ion of this
question sim ply confuses th ings. T he question very really
concerns the attitude of God with respect to the reprobate.
W e may limit the controversy to this question: W hat must
the preacher of the Gospel say of God’s inten tion w ith
respect to the reprobate? And these, too, may be called by
different names, such as, the impenitent, the wicked, the
unbelievers, etc.
The answe r to this question defines the difference
between Dr. Clark and the complainants sharply and
precisely.
The complainants answer: The preacher must say that
God sincerely seeks the salvation of the reprobate through
the pre aching of the G ospel.
Dr. Clark answers: That is not true; the preacher may
never say that in the nam e of God. And, in the light of
Scripture, he should say: God seeks his own glory and
justification in preparing the reprobate for their just
dam nation even through the pre aching of the G ospel.
Th at, in thus formulating the difference, I am not doing
an injustice to the complainants is very plain from their own
words. They say that in the preaching of the Gospel God
sincerely offers salvation in Christ to the reprobate, that He

has no pleasure in their rejection of the offer, tha t he would
have them , the reprob ate, accept the Gospel, and that he
would have them be saved. Besides, it is in this sense that
they interpret Ezekiel 33:11: God has no pleasure in the
death of the reprobate, he would have them live; and 2
Peter 3:9: God do es not will that the reprobate s hould
perish, but tha t they all com e to repen tanc e; and Ma tthew
23:37: Christ would have gathered the rep robate under his
wings; and 1 Timothy 2:3, 4: God our Sa viour will have all
the reprobate to be saved and come unto the knowledge
of the truth (13, 14). And it is with the doctrine of universal
salvation in mind that they write: “The supreme importance
for evangelism of m aintaining the Reformed doctrine of the
gospel as a universal and sincere offer is self-evident”
(14).
Now, you m ight objec t, as also D r. C lark d oes, th at th is
involves a direct contradiction: God sincerely seeks the
salvation of those whom He h as from eternity determined
not to save. Or: God would have that sinner live whom He
does not quicken. Or: God wo uld have the sinner, whom
He does no t give faith, to accept the gospel. Or: God
wo uld have that sinner come to Christ whom He does not
draw and who cannot come.
You m ight objec t tha t this is not ratio nal.
But this objection would be of no avail to persuade the
com plainants of their error. T hey adm it that this is
irration al. But they do n ot wa nt to be rational on this p oint.
In fact, if you sho uld insist on b eing rationa l in this res pec t,
they would call you a “rationalist,” an d at once proc eed to
seek your expulsion from the church as a dangerous
heretic. The whole Com plaint against D r. C lark is rea lly
concentrated in and based on this one alleged error of his:
He claims that the W ord of God and the Christian faith are
not irrational. According to the complainants, to be
reasonable is to be a ration alist. Th ey write that the trouble
with Dr. Clark is that
his rationalism does not permit him to let the two stand
unreconciled alongside each other. Rather than do that he
wo uld modify the gospel in the interest of reprobation.
[This, you un ders tand , is a slan dero us re m ark . – H.H .]
Oth erwise expressed, he makes the same error as does
the Arm inian, although he moves in the opposite direction.
The Arminian cannot harmonize divine reprobation with
the sincere divine offer of salvation to all who hear; hence,
he rejects the former. Neither can Dr. Clark harmonize the
two, and so he detracts from the latter. Rationalism
acc oun ts for both errors [13 ].
To accuse the complainants of irrationalism is,
therefore, of no avail as far as they are concerned. They
op en ly adm it – th ey are even boasting of – their irra tional
position. To be irrational is, according to them , the glory of
a humble, Christian faith.
W e shall, therefore, have to prove to them that in th eir
claim that God sincerely seeks the salvation of the
reproba te in the preaching of the G ospel, the y not only
6
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contradict themselves, but they directly c on tradic t
Scripture.
And this we hope to do, not because Dr. Clark is in need
of our defense, but because we are interested in the pure
Reformed truth, a nd cannot allow it to be camouflaged and
corrupted by some self-confessed irrationalists.
But befo re we pro cee d to do so, we must prove two
things: 1. That the position of the complainants is not
irrational as they claim , but involves an Arminian
conception of reprobation. 2. That their argumentation on
this point in the Complaint is very superficial, and
characterized by many errors.
In this issue, we will have room to elucidate only point 1.
After all, even though the complainants themselves
insist on being irrational, we will have to deal with them
according to the rules of logic. If they refuse to be treated
ration ally, they rea lly forfeit the right to present a complaint
to any assembly of normal Christians. And treating them as
rational human beings, we must insist tha t they do not and
cannot pos sibly acc ept the pro pos ition: God s incerely
seeks the salvation of those whom he has sovereignly from
eternity determined to be damned.
In other words: I know that they claim to believe this, but
I deny their claim ; I do no t acc ept it.
Hence, I must try to rationalize their position for them.
How can any man, with a show of rationality, insist that
God sincerely seeks th e salvatio n of the re probate ? O nly
when they define reprobation as that eternal act of God
according to w hich he dete rm ined to dam n all those whom
he eternally fo resaw as reje ctin g the G ospel.
In other words, I insist that the position of the
complainants, as soon as you reject their claim to
irrationalism, is purely Arminian. And their irra tion alism is
only an attempt to camouflage their real position.

Let us, in connection with this passage, b riefly notice
the following points of importance:
1. That Jesus here answered. Answered whom?
Evidently, the Fathe r. But to what do his words and
thanksgiving here conta in an answer? To something the
Father had done, and that, too, through the preaching and
labors of our Saviour. T his is eviden t from the conte xt.
W hile the Lord preached the Gospel of the kingdom an d
performed his mighty works, a twofold effect had becom e
evide nt.
The re were the mighty, who always took the kingdom of
God by force, whether it was John or Jesus that preached
its Gospel; and there were the m iserab le men of that
generation, whom Je sus compares to the children in the
m ark et, calling unto their fellows : “W e ha ve piped unto
you, and you have not danced; we have mourned unto
you, and you have not lam ented .” N ever did they enter the
kingdom of H eaven. John prea che d it, but they said that
he had a devil, because he came n either eating nor
drinking; Jesus came eating and drinking, and they ca lled
him a glutton and winebibber. To John they piped, and he
wo uld not dance; hence, the y m ust have nothin g of his
Gospel. Before Jesus they lamented, and he would not
mourn; and, th erefore, th ey re jec ted his Gospel. An d in
connection with this latter effect of his preaching, the Lord
upbraids the cities, “wherein most of his mighty works
were done, because they rep ented not” (2 0). A tw ofold
effect, therefore, had become m anifest under the same
preaching.
2. That Jesus ascribes this twofold effect to the work of
the Father. He is the Lord of Heaven and Earth, sovereign
also with respect to the work of salvation. The preaching of
the Gospel becomes effective only through his power and
operation. And that operation is twofold: He hides the
things of the kingdom of God, and he reveals them.
3. That all this is quite in harmony with the truth, that no
man knows the Son, but the Father; and that no one can
know the F athe r, but the Son, and he to w hom the Son will
reveal him .
4. That the ultimate reason and cause of this operation
of the Father, according to wh ich, even under the
preaching of the Gospel, he hides and reveals, is the good
pleasure of God: “Even so, Father, for so it seemed good
in your s ight.”
Now let the complainants make plain that they do not
flatly contradict these words of Jesus when they insist that
God sincerely seeks the salvation of the reprobate through
the pre aching of the G ospel.
May I, further, just remind th e complainants of the
passage in Romans 9:1-1 8? A nd let it su ffice to point out
the main line of the apostle’s argument. He explains the
fact that m any Israelites had not obtain ed salvation , wh ile
the remnant obtained it, from the sovereign purpose of
God concerning election and reprobation. The W ord of
God had not become of none effect, even though many
Israelites were not saved, for only the children of the
promise are counted for the seed. And there are the elect

15. An Arminian Gospel
If I should refer to all the passages of Holy W rit that
prove that the complainants contradict Scripture when they
insist that God sincerely seeks the salvation of the
reproba te through the pre aching of the G ospel, this
discussion would become practically endless. And I intend
to conclude it in this article. Hence, I will make just a few
selections, in order that it m ay becom e abundantly evident
that m y position is not based on human reason, but on the
revelation of God in the Holy Scriptures.
Let us attend to Matthew 11:25-27 , the context of that
well known passage: “Com e unto me, all you that labor and
are heavy laden, and I will give you rest.” W e read there:
At that time Jesus answered a nd s aid, I thank you, O
Father, Lord of Heaven and Earth, because you have hid
these things from the wise and prudent, and have revealed
them unto babes. Even so, Father: for so it seemed good in
your sight. A ll things are delivered unto m e of m y Father;
and no man knows the Son, but the Father; neither knows
any man the Father, save the Son, and he to whomsoever
the Fa the r will reveal him .
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in distinction from the reprobate, Jacob in distinction from
Esau. Even in relation to Israel as a nation God remains
sovereign to save whom he will: “I will have mercy on
whom I will have mercy, and I will have compassion on
whom I will have compassio n” (15). And, after he referred
to God’s sovereign dealings with Pharaoh, he concludes
this section with the words: “Therefore he has mercy on
who m he w ill have m ercy, and w hom he w ill he hard ens .”
I would very m uch lik e to see the com plainants explain
this passage in such a way that it becomes plain that they
do not open ly contra dict the Scriptures when they hold that
God sincerely seeks the salvation of the reprobate.
On e m ore p ass age , 2 Corinthians 2:14-16:
Now thanks be unto God, who always cause s us to
triumph , and makes m anifest the savor of Christ in them
that are s aved an d in the m that pe rish: T o the one we are a
savor of death unto dea th; and to the other the savor of life
unto life. And who is sufficient unto these things?
The point here is: 1. That the apostles, in their preaching of
the G ospel, are both a savor of death unto death, and a
savor of life unto life. And 2. That in both cases they are a
sweet savor of Christ unto God. And the preacher of the
Gospel that is no t willing to be suc h a swee t savo r unto
God in them that are sa ved and in them that perish sim ply
cannot be a minister of the W ord of God.
W hat becomes of the contention of the complainants
that Go d sinc erely se eks the salvation of all men, the
reprobate included, through the pre aching of the G ospel?
And what to think of their fin al statement: “The supreme
importance for evangelism of maintaining the Reformed
doctrine of the Gos pel as a universal and sincere offer of
salvation is self-evident”?
Do they, in this statement, not reveal their real intention?
They first claimed that the Reformed doctrine of the Gospel
honors the paradox, the contradiction: God wills to save all
men ; he wills to save only the elect. Must they, then, not
preach that paradox, if they would proclaim the full Gospel,
according to their own c onte ntion? Mu st they not do justice
to that Gospel, and hide nothin g of it, whethe r in
“evangelistic” work or in the ministry of the W ord in the
Church?
But no; here they tacitly adm it tha t, for evangelistic
purposes, their pa radoxical G ospel is not suitable. And so
they propose to forget the on e side of the ir paradox , and to
present the Gospel only as a “universal and sincere offer of
salva tion.” And that m eans that the y intend to lim it
themselves to th e proclamation that God sincerely seeks
the salvation of all men.
In practic e, th ey inten d to pre ach an Arm inian gospel.
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