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ABSTRACT 

This thesis analyses how and why the Westminster Assembly (1643-1653), 

the Long Parliament’s advisory committee for religious matters, attempted to 

suppress antinomianism, one of the fastest-growing radical religious movements of 

the early seventeenth century. The Assembly addressed antinomianism in its dual 

capacity as an arm of Parliament and, in its own self-understanding, as a body of 

theologians tasked with religious reformation. In the eyes of the Assembly, 

antinomianism presented a two-fold threat. Socially, antinomianism had the potential 

to bring anarchy and disorder:  the Assembly responded to this threat by examining 

antinomian ministers, forming its own antinomian committee, and liaising with 

Parliament to determine whether antinomians should be branded as heretics with 

concomitant civil punishment. Theologically, for the Assembly, antinomianism 

encompassed more than simply the belief that obligation to the Ten Commandments 

had passed away; it contained a complex structure of soteriology that was 

fundamentally at odds with the Reformed tradition.  

Working in the overarching backdrop of the rise of English Arminianism, the 

divines debated soteriological questions raised by antinomianism, issues at the heart 

of the Reformation such as: the relationship between the Old and New Testaments, 

the continued effectiveness of the moral law, the nature of Christ’s propitiatory work 

of redemption, the role and timing of justifying faith, and the relationship between 

sanctification and justification. The Assembly’s 1643 debates over antinomian 

theology, conducted as it revised the Thirty-nine Articles, produced revised Articles, 

which formed the foundation for the Assembly’s 1646 Confession of Faith. The 

Assembly then used the Confession of Faith to present a concise but comprehensive 

refutation of antinomian theology.  

The study uncovers the significance of antinomianism for contextualising the 

Assembly’s debates, and thus advances and nuances current perception of both the 

Westminster Assembly and English antinomianism. Analysis of debates carried out 

on the floor of the Assembly provoked by antinomian theology reveals that, while 

the divines as a whole disagreed with antinomian tenets, they were far from united in 

their understanding of basic soteriological definitions and were also divided over the 

best way to thwart antinomianism. A detailed investigation of this state of affairs 



enhances interpretation of the Assembly’s documents, such as the Confession of 

Faith and Larger and Shorter Catechisms, which in and of themselves do not reveal 

the theological uncertainties and tensions present in the Assembly. The study also 

offers a new example of the Assembly functioning as a regulatory body.  

 This thesis draws on a substantial new pool of primary material: The Minutes 

and Papers of the Westminster Assembly (edited by Chad van Dixhoorn, OUP 2012, 

3200 pages), the first full critical edition of the Assembly’s debates; also, the first 

volume of Assembly member John Lightfoot’s journal, recently transcribed, which 

supplies the only record of crucial exchanges between the Assembly and antinomian 

theologians. A major contribution of this thesis, working with these new resources, is 

to demonstrate how the Assembly interacted far more with antinomianism than 

previous scholars have thought. The thesis breaks new ground by using both 

theological and historical methods to provide a fine-grained contextual account of 

the Assembly’s debates and actions against antinomianism.  
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INTRODUCTION 
 

 
 I am no Arminian. I admire and magnifie the Free-Grace of God to his 
 elect more than I am able to expresse … I will seale with my bloud, by 

 the Grace of my God, both against Arminians on the one side, and 
 Antinomists on the other side. The one preferring the Free-will of man 
 before the Free-Grace of God. The other prostituting the Free-Grace of 
 God to all those grosse and gracelesse sinnes, that will not humble 
 themselves, even as they are sinners,  without any exception ….1  
  

 The above quote graphically describing a middle way between the extremes 

of Arminianism and antinomianism is a fitting epigraph to this study concerning 

soteriological debates between the Westminster Assembly (act. 1643-1653) and 

antinomian theologians. Like the author of the quote, members of the Westminster 

Assembly passionately worked to forge a path between the two theological systems. 

From the beginning of its meetings, the Assembly was committed to quelling 

antinomianism without falling into Arminianism, but the process of suppression was 

a complicated one. This thesis traces the Assembly’s varying attempts to do so: from 

its examination of antinomian ministers, to its intense days of theological debate 

provoked by antinomian soteriology, to its discussion of whether antinomianism was 

heretical, to finally, its creation of a Confession of Faith that, in the divines’ minds at 

least, provided a comprehensive answer to antinomianism. In the eyes of the 

Assembly, antinomianism was detrimental to the Assembly’s work of reformation in 

two ways. Socio-politically, by rejecting the continued validity of the moral law, it 

had the power to unleash anarchy and civil disorder. Theologically, antinomianism 

encompassed more than simply the belief that obligation to the Ten Commandments 

                                                 
1 Stephen Gerree, The Doctrine of the Antinomians by Evidence of God’s Truth Plainely Confuted 

(London, 1644), 7. 
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had passed away; it contained a complex structure of soteriology that was 

fundamentally at odds with the Reformed tradition.2 

 The Westminster Assembly met for over ten years during a crucial time in 

England’s development. It was called in 1643 at the start of bitter civil war between 

Parliamentary forces sympathetic to the Reformed religion and the Arminian-leaning 

supporters of the King 1643. The Assembly carried on its work through King 

Charles I’s and the Archbishop William Laud’s demise, and officially finished with 

the ascension of Oliver Cromwell to power in 1653. Members of the Assembly were 

involved in every substantial political debate of the decade and their work to oversee 

the ‘setling of the Government and Liturgy of the Church of England ... as shall be 

most agreeable to the Word of God’ was at once applauded by Parliamentary 

supporters and decried by Royalists.3 In addition to reforming the nation’s church 

government, the Houses of Commons and Lords tasked the Assembly with 

‘vindicating and clearing of the Doctrine of the said Church, from false aspersions, 

and interpretations’.
4 It was during their work on doctrine that the Assembly itself 

became sharply divided; this division caused a range and depth of theological debate 

unsurpassed in any previous Synods.  

 This thesis draws on newly-available primary material from the Westminster 

Assembly as well as recent scholarship on antinomianism. The divines left behind an 

extraordinary amount of evidence documenting their debates and proceedings, much 

                                                 
2 The thesis will use the term ‘Reformed’ to describe anti-Arminians, rather than ‘Calvinist’, for the 
same reasons as Richard Muller, Post-Reformation Reformed Dogmatics, 4 vols. (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Baker Academic, 2003), 1:30. 
 
3 An Ordinance of the Lords and Commons Assembled in Parliament. For the Calling of an Assembly 
of learned and Godly Divines to be Consulted with by the Parliament (London, 1643), unpaginated.  
 
4 An Ordinance of the Lords and Commons, unpaginated. The order from Parliament is recorded in 
the CJ, 3:156, as well as the LJ, 6:121, which expressed it as: ‘to vindicate them [the Articles] from 

all false doctrine and heresy’. 
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of which was only first published in 2012. This thesis will be the first work to 

analyse the interaction of the Assembly, the Long Parliament’s advisory committee 

for religious reformation, with antinomianism, one of the fastest-growing radical 

religious movements of early seventeenth century England.  

Theological Context 

 The Assembly members and antinomians wrestled with religious queries that 

came to the fore during the Continental Reformation, and were fought out in England 

in the context of the rise of Arminianism, with dramatic debates and fiery pamphlet 

dialogues.5 Both the Assembly and antinomians attempted to answer persisting 

theological questions such as: how can a definitive pardon, freely bestowed through 

Christ’s imputed righteousness, be joined with the demand for the believer actively 

to practice and live a holy life? Does God grant justification to a sinner on the basis 

of foreseen faith or did justification produce such faith? Does the covenant of grace 

require the act of faith as a necessary ‘condition’ before justification can be granted? 

Does sin still remain in a believer after he or she had been justified in God’s sight? If 

so, how could a believer be truly justified coram Deo when the remnant of sin 

corrupted the mind and heart? Does the law have any condemning power over the 

life of the Christian? Should the law be used as a tool to bring believers to 

                                                 
5 A decade before the Westminster Assembly was called, King Charles I appointed William Laud to 
the see of Canterbury. Although this is a fiercely-contested issue, it can be argued that Laud’s policies 

added a new and distinctive Arminian ideological bent to the predominantly Reformed Church of 
England. For nuanced and succinct studies of Laudianism, see Peter Lake, ‘The Laudian Style: Order, 

Uniformity and the Pursuit of the Beauty of Holiness in the 1630s’, in Kenneth Fincham, ed., The 
Early Stuart Church, 1603-1642 (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1993), and Anthony Milton, Catholic and 
Reformed: The Roman and Protestant Churches in English Protestant Thought, 1600-1640 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002). For a different reading of the evidence which 
emphases Laud’s orthodoxy and commitment to uniformity, see Kevin Sharpe, The Personal Rule of 
Charles I (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1992), 275-402. The dissemination of antinomian 
theology in sermons, dialogues, and debates was covertly conducted under the watchful eye of 
Archbishop Laud with his press censorship. The collapse of censorship brought clandestinely-
circulated antinomian manuscripts to light as published books in the years 1641-43, coinciding 
precisely with the start of the civil wars and Parliament’s call for the Westminster Assembly to meet. 
The conditions for a perfect storm were thus created.  
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repentance? Are a believer’s works perfected in Christ or do they remain sinful after 

justification? And can a believer experience divine punishment for his or her sin? 6 

 In the decades leading up to the Assembly’s interaction with antinomianism, 

Arminian and antinomian theologians took opposing positions on whether justified 

men and women were still corrupted by sin and whether they could receive divine 

punishment for that sin. The biblical example of King David’s sinful relationship 

with Bathsheba proved to be the case that illustrated the groups’ differences.
7 

English Arminians argued that justification consisted first in the remission of sin and 

then in one’s continuing, ongoing exercise of faith. They reasoned that if one 

remained in a sinful lifestyle he or she could not possibly be justified because such a 

life would negate the remission of sin that had occurred at the point of justification.8 

Someone who lived in gross sin, such as King David, was either not yet justified or 

had been justified but had fallen from grace.  

 When John Eaton (1575-1630), arguably the first antinomian, was faced with 

the problem of David’s sin and subsequent punishment, he violently disagreed with 

the Arminian solution but in the end created an answer that would fall outside the 

bounds of Reformed theology.9 Eaton argued that because Christ’s work of 

redemption erased all condemnation for God’s people, justified men and women 

                                                 
6 A sample of treatments that illustrate how Protestant theologians on the Continent grappled with the 
issues is: Alister E. McGrath, Iustitia Dei: A History of the Christian Doctrine of Justification 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986); Heiko A. Oberman, The Dawn of the Reformation: 
Essays in Late Medieval and Early Reformation Thought (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans 
Publishing Company, 1992); Carl R. Trueman, Luther’s Legacy: Salvation and English Reformers 

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994); Peter A. Lillback, ‘Calvin’s Development of the Doctrine of 

Forensic Justification: Calvin and the Early Lutherans on the Relationship of Justification and 
Renewal’ in K. Scott Oliphint, ed., Justified in Christ: God’s Plan for Us in Justification (Fearn: 
Mentor Press, 2007), 51-80, and The Binding of God: Calvin’s Role in the Development of Covenant 

Theology (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Book House, 2001). 
 
7 See 2 Samuel 11-12.  
 
8 See chapter one. 
 
9 See chapter one. 
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could not receive divine punishment for their sins. In order to address the fact that 

David experienced punishment, Eaton created three successive ages of biblical 

redemption. David lived in the first era, in which perfect obedience to the law was 

required for justification to be gained. Men and women experienced divine 

punishment during this age and struggled to keep every point of the law. Thus, 

David’s life was not an example for believers under the third, new gospel of grace 

age to follow. Eaton’s division of scripture in this way eventually led him down the 

path of antinomianism: the moral law was given under the Old Testament era when 

God judged his people and required perfect obedience. This age passed away with 

the completion of Christ’s work of perfect obedience, so that now the requirement to 

keep the moral law was erased. Eaton’s central teaching was transferred to his 

followers in the 1640s, and had implications for other aspects of their soteriology, 

namely the role, timing, and relationship of faith to justification, the relationship 

between the Old and New Testaments, and the relationship between justification and 

sanctification.  

 The thesis will sketch the complex theological landscape of the early decades 

of 1600s, including the rise of antinomianism in the context of English Arminianism 

through to the Westminster Assembly’s first encounter with it in 1643. It will then 

examine the Assembly’s work against antinomianism both politically and 

theologically in the 1640s.  

Importance of this Study 

 A large new pool of data on the Westminster Assembly has recently become 

available which reveals that the Assembly interacted with and responded to 
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antinomian theology more than previous scholars could have known.10 Enquiries 

regarding whether the Assembly’s minutes could be transcribed were first 

entertained in June 1867, when a committee of the Church of Scotland formed to 

address the matter. The minutes were sent to the British Library and transcribed by 

Sir Edward Maunde Thompson. Then they were edited by Alexander Mitchell and 

John Struthers and published in Edinburgh.11 The Thompson edition was the only 

edition available to scholars for 125 years; however, Thompson did not check his 

work and he omitted, added, transposed, and misread words and lines.12 He also did 

not include the first two volumes of the minutes. In 1977, as part of his doctoral 

dissertation, Robert Norris produced a transcript of the first hundred folios of the 

first volume with commentary, but his transcript misreads names and words and the 

‘commentary misinterprets key aspects of the discussion’.
13 It soon became clear that 

a critical edition of the minutes was needed to satisfy the academic community, and 

the late Professor David F. Wright undertook the responsibility to produce one that 

would ‘respect the integrity of the minutes, retain some of the quiddities of the 

manuscript, and provide editorial apparatus for reader convenience’.
14 The first stage 

of this transcription was provided in Chad Van Dixhoorn’s doctoral thesis, and the 

published version is now two-thirds longer than earlier editions, although it still 

                                                 
10 Chad Van Dixhoorn, ed., Minutes and Papers of the Westminster Assembly 1643-1652, 5 vols. 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012), 1:1-19, hereafter Minutes and Papers. 
 
11 A.F. Mitchell and J. Struthers, eds., The Minutes of the Westminster Assembly, 1644-49 (Edinburgh: 
Blackwood and Sons, 1874).  
 
12 Minutes and Papers, 1:66. 
 
13 Minutes and Papers, 1:66. See Robert M. Norris, ‘The Thirty-nine Articles at the Westminster 
Assembly: An Edition with Introduction and Analysis of the Text of the Debates of the Westminster 
Assembly on the Revision of the Thirty-nine Articles of the Church of England’ (PhD diss., 
University of Aberdeen, 1977). 
 
14 Minutes and Papers, 1:67. 
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lacks sessions 1-44 and 120-154, which have not been found.15 The new edition 

documents almost 2,000 examinations of preachers for churches, fellows for 

colleges, and theologians for heresy. 

 In addition to expanded minutes, a rediscovery in the Cambridge University 

Library changes the face of Westminster Assembly studies. Member of the 

Assembly John Lightfoot (1602-1675) took copious notes during the initial months 

of the meetings and his journal now provides the only record of the Assembly’s first 

44 sessions. Lightfoot’s 27,000-word record of the opening months eluded the 

nineteenth-century editor who first published Lightfoot’s journal in volume 13 of his 

works.16 No previous scholar had used this primary material in analyses of the 

Assembly, as Chad Van Dixhoorn transcribed the journal for the first time and 

included it as part of his doctoral thesis.17 Importantly for this study, much of the 

evidence of the Assembly encountering antinomianism comes from this new volume 

of Lightfoot’s journal. It was in their first 45 sessions, from 1 July to 4 August 1643, 

at which point the official minutes start providing a parallel record, that the 

Assembly initially encountered antinomianism. Lightfoot recounts the moment 

Assembly members became aware of antinomianism and details their steps 

immediately taken against it. He gives an account of the initial set-up of the 

Assembly’s antinomian committee, a committee which would become one the 

Assembly’s most active, and provides the only description of the committee’s 

examination of antinomian ministers. Lightfoot also supplies a record of the 

                                                 
15 The original minutes are housed in Dr. Williams’s Library, London, as MS 38.1-3. The 550,000-
word record spans the years 1643 to 1652 and contains the majority of the Assembly’s extant 

manuscript minutes and proceedings. 
 
16 John Lightfoot, The Whole Works of the Rev. John Lightfoot, D.D., ed. John R. Pitman (London: 
J.F. Dove, 1824). 
 
17 ‘Lightfoot’s Journal’ 
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committee’s response to antinomianism based on these examinations, which is left 

unrecorded in the Assembly’s minutes.   

 This thesis is the first to analyse evidence from Lightfoot’s journal and the 

newly-expanded minutes, and will thus be a significant advance in scholarship both 

for antinomian studies and studies of the Westminster Assembly.18 The research will 

reveal that the theological issues raised by antinomianism not only impacted, but 

also completely shaped, the Assembly’s debates on justification, the moral law, faith, 

works, and covenant theology. Those debates in turn led to revised editions of the 

Thirty-nine Articles, which were then used as part of the foundation for the 

Assembly’s Confession of Faith. 

Methodological Considerations 

 Since this is the first study that looks in-depth at the Westminster Assembly’s 

interaction with antinomianism, there are no significant competing interpretations in 

secondary literature. However, both John Morrill and Chad Van Dixhoorn have 

pointed to the Assembly’s dual historiographies. One of these avenues of 

interpretation is from historians of the British revolutions of the mid-seventeenth 

century, for whom the Assembly was a ‘side-show, the ultimate demonstration of 

clerical hubris at the heart of revolution directed as much against overmighty clergy 

as against overmighty rulers’.
19 Morrill titles this group the ‘horizontal’ tradition as it 

                                                 
18 There has yet to be a full study that outlines and analyses the Assembly’s dealings with 

antinomianism, despite the fact that the first volume of Lightfoot’s journal and the minutes have been 
available in an easily-accessible form since 2004. Studies that highlight aspects of the Assembly’s 

interaction with antinomianism are: Chad Van Dixhoorn, ‘The Strange Silence of Prolocutor Twisse: 

Predestination and Politics in the Westminster Assembly’s Debate over Justification’, Sixteenth 
Century Journal 40 (2009): 402-07, 415; Jeffrey K. Jue, ‘The Active Obedience of Christ and the 

Theology of the Westminster Standards: A Historical Investigation’ in Justification in Christ: God’s 

Plan for Us in Justification, ed. K. Scott Oliphint (Fearn: Mentor, 2007), 109-16; and Alan D. 
Strange, ‘The Imputation of the Active Obedience of Christ at the Westminster Assembly’ in ‘Drawn 
into controversie’: Reformed Theological Diversity and Debates within Seventeenth-Century British 
Puritanism ed. Michael A.G. Haykin et al. (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2011), 38-39. 
 
19 John Morrill, ‘Foreword’ in Minutes and Papers, 1:xiv.  
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locates the Assembly in its historical context and does not focus on the Assembly’s 

theology. The other historiography is the ‘vertical’ tradition, written by confessional 

historians who ‘cherish the heritage of the Assembly in its confessions, its 

catechisms, and its prescriptions for worship’.20 The vertical tradition generally 

concentrates on the Assembly’s theology and has been encumbered by a narrow 

focus on the Assembly’s ecclesiological debates.21 The ‘horizontal’, or 

historical/social faction, and the ‘vertical’, or theological group, often operate with 

limited, if any, awareness of each other. Van Dixhoorn notes that ‘the theological 

and historical conversations which swirl about the assembly have, until recently, 

operated in hermetically sealed compartments, with neither side seriously engaging 

the research of the other’.
22 The newly-published minutes and documents of the 

Assembly will undoubtedly further the dialogue between these two groups, with 

mutual benefit gained.  

 The dichotomous historiographical method between history and theology 

prevails as one moves from the Westminster Assembly to antinomian studies. Up 

until very recently, the few works published on seventeenth-century antinomianism 

have been dominated by the ‘horizontal’ tradition: historians of early-modern Britain 

undertaking studies of antinomianism from a cultural and social perspective. The 

                                                                                                                                          
 
20 Morrill, ‘Foreword’ in Minutes and Papers, 1:xiv.  
 
21 Monographs in this category include: Rembert Carter, ‘The Presbyterian-Independent Controversy 
with Special Reference to Dr. Thomas Goodwin’, 2 vols. (PhD diss., University of Edinburgh, 1961); 
J.R. de Witt, Jus Divinum: The Westminster Assembly and the Divine Right of Church Government 
(Kampen: J.H. Kok, 1969); D.R. Ehalt, ‘The Development of Early Congregational Theory of the 

Church, with Special Reference to the Five “Dissenting Brethren” at the Westminster Assembly’ 
(PhD diss., The Claremont Graduate University, 1969); P.J. Smith, ‘The Debates on Church 
Government at the Westminster Assembly’ (PhD diss., Boston University, 1975); and Wayne R. 
Spear, Covenanted Uniformity in Religion (Grand Rapids, MI: Reformation Heritage Books, 2013). A 
collection of essays that looks beyond ecclesiology can be found in J. Ligon Duncan III, ed., The 
Westminster Confession into the 21st Century, 3 vols. (Fearn: Mentor, 2004, 2005), and W. van’t 

Spijker et al. De Synode van Westminster:1643-1649 (Houten: Den Hertog, 2002).  
 
22 Van Dixhoorn, ‘Preface’ in Minutes and Papers, 1:xv. 
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first monograph to appear in this tradition was Gertrude Huehns’ 1951 

Antinomianism in English History.23 Huehn’s work remained the only full 

monograph devoted to English antinomianism until Tim Cooper’s Fear and Polemic 

in Seventeenth-Century England appeared in 2001.24 Unpublished scholarly work on 

the English antinomians is limited to one thesis.25 In addition to Cooper’s work, two 

other books appeared in 2004 which have done much to bring English 

antinomianism into the forefront of early modern historical studies: David Como’s 

Blown By the Spirit: Puritanism and the Emergence of an Antinomian Underground 

in Pre-Civil-War England and Theodore Dwight Bozeman’s The Precisianist Strain: 

Disciplinary Religion and Antinomian Backlash in Puritanism to 1638.26 Bozeman 

and Como focus mainly on the pre-civil war underground workings of the 

antinomian movement: Bozeman’s investigation stops in 1638 and Como, although 

he briefly treats the 1640s, focuses on the rise and growth of antinomianism from 

1610-1630. 
                                                 
23 Gertrude Huehns, Antinomianism in English History With Special Reference to the Period 1640-
1660 (London: The Cresset Press, 1951). 
 
24 Tim Cooper, Fear and Polemic: Richard Baxter and Antinomianism (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2001). 
 
25 Norman Brooks Graebner, “Protestants and Dissenters: An Examination of the Seventeenth-
Century Eatonist and New England Antinomian Controversies in Reformation Perspective” (PhD 
diss., Duke University, 1984). New England’s antinomian controversy which agitated the 
Massachusetts Bay Colony in 1636-38 has been treated extensively by scholars of colonial America, 
but the earlier English context has largely been treated as background information. Dewey D. 
Wallace, Jr., Puritans and Predestination: Grace in English Protestant Theology, 1525-1695 (Chapel 
Hill, NC: The University of North Carolina Press, 1982), 112-157, provides a helpful chapter on the 
English antinomian controversy, but still devotes the majority of space relating the English context to 
New England. See also J.I. Packer, The Redemption and Restoration of Man in the Thought of 
Richard Baxter (Carlisle: Paternoster Press, 2003), 113-50. Three of the most significant works on the 
New England antinomian controversy are William K.B. Stoever, “A Faire and Easie Way to 
Heaven:” Covenant Theology and Antinomianism in Early Massachusetts (Middletown, CT: 
Wesleyan University Press, 1978), David D. Hall, ed., The Antinomian Controversy, 1636-1638: A 
Documentary History (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 1990), and Janice Knight, Orthodoxies 
in Massachusetts: Re-reading American Puritanism (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 
1994). 
  
26 David R. Como, Blown By the Spirit: Puritanism and the Emergence of an Antinomian 
Underground in Pre-Civil-War England (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2004), Theodore 
Dwight Bozeman, The Precisianist Strain: Disciplinary Religion and Antinomian Backlash in 
Puritanism to 1638 (Chapel Hill, NC: The University of North Carolina Press, 2004). 
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 Each of the studies listed above treat English antinomianism from a social-

cultural perspective, relegating the theological issues involved in the debate to a 

side-note. A book has recently come out which challenges some of Como, Bozeman, 

and Cooper’s theses regarding antinomianism. Mark Jones, in Antinomianism: 

Reformed Theology’s Unwelcome Guest, argues that when analysing a controversy 

that had deep theological resonances, these historians’ arguments could perhaps be 

strengthened by addressing a wider body of theological sources. As Jones candidly 

states: ‘Como’s impressively detailed study of antinomianism during this period 

suffers from some basic misunderstandings of Reformed theology and indeed the 

Bible itself, which is fairly common among social historians who make theological 

assessments’.
27 For instance, the core of these historians’ understanding of English 

theology comes from R.T. Kendall’s ‘Calvin Against the Calvinists’ thesis which 

claims that the English Calvinists, and the Westminster Assembly in particular, 

denied free grace in favour of moralism, taught that assurance rested on fulfilling 

required duties, and viewed the moral law as defining conditions for man to meet in 

order to participate in the covenant of grace.28 Kendall’s main point concerning the 

nature of English theology has received extensive treatment from theologians, who 

have produced significant evidence to question his theory.29 Yet neither Como, 

                                                 
27 Mark Jones, Antinomianism: Reformed Theology’s Unwelcome Guest (Philipsburg, NJ: P&R 
Publishing, 2013), 7. 
 
28 R.T. Kendall, Calvin and English Calvinism To 1649 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1979). 
Paul Gritz, ‘Samuel Richardson and the Religious and Political Controversies Confronting the 
London Particular Baptists, 1643 to 1658’ (PhD diss., Southwestern Baptist Theological Seminary, 

1987), 270, draws from Kendall as well, and argues that the Westminster Assembly, as the central 
body of the ‘prevailing Puritan orthodoxy’ viewed the moral law this way. This view misunderstands 
the Assembly’s theology and does not hold in the face of evidence, as chapter five of this thesis will 

show. Robert Letham, The Westminster Assembly: Reading its Theology in Historical Context 
(Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R Publishing, 2009), 101-19, provides a taxonomy of contemporary opinion on 
the debate specifically as it relates to the Assembly and its work. 
 
29 For a sample of refutations of R.T. Kendall’s controversial views, see Gavin J. McGrath, ‘Puritans 

and the Human Will: Voluntarism within Mid-Seventeenth Century English Puritanism as Seen in the 
Works of Richard Baxter and John Owen’ (PhD diss., University of Durham, 1989); Paul Helm, 
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Bozeman, nor Cooper cite these sources when they draw upon Kendall’s thesis 

regarding the nature of English practical divinity. Also, by contending that the 

beginnings of antinomianism are found in antinomian theologians’ reaction against 

the harsh and legalistic nature of mainstream puritanism, both Como and Bozeman 

arguably overlook more theologically-based scholarship that sees that the 

disagreement between antinomians and their opponents was based on their different 

understanding of the structure of biblical redemption rather than as a reaction against 

legalism.30  

 Jones provides a helpful critique of some of the theological weaknesses of 

current scholarship on antinomianism, but his scholarship could be strengthened by 

closer attention to the social and cultural context of antinomianism. By not 

adequately addressing the rise of English Arminianism, Jones makes theological 

conclusions that could be revised. For instance, Jones argues that the main problem 

of antinomians was their lack of a robust Christology.31 However, taking into 

                                                                                                                                          
Calvin and the Calvinists (Edinburgh: Banner of Truth Trust, 1982); Randall C. Gleason, John Calvin 
and John Owen on Mortification (New York: Peter Lang Publishing, 1995), 16-26; Joel R. Beeke, 
The Quest for Full Assurance: The Legacy of Calvin and His Successors (Edinburgh: Banner of Truth 
Trust, 1999); Richard A. Muller, After Calvin: Studies in the Development of a Theological Tradition 
(New York, NY: Oxford University Press USA, 2003); and Joel R. Beeke and Jan van Vliet, ‘The 
Marrow of Theology by William Ames (1576-1633)’, in The Devoted Life, ed. Kelly M. Kapic et al. 
(Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2004), 52-65.  
 
30 For Bozeman on this point, see The Precianist Strain, 4, 149-50, 175, 189-91. Bozeman’s views 

were first aired in: ‘The Glory of the “Third Time”: John Eaton as Contra-Puritan’ Journal of 
Ecclesiastical History 47 (1996): 638-54. For Como, see Blown by the Spirit, 33, 176-218; Como and 
Peter Lake, ‘Puritans, Antinomians and Laudians in Caroline London: The Strange Case of Peter 

Shaw and its Contexts’, Journal of Ecclesiastical History 50:4 (1999): 695. Ernest F. Kevan, The 
Grace of Law: A Study in Puritan Theology (London: The Carey Kingsgate Press Ltd., 1964), 22ff., 
strongly disagrees with Bozeman and Como’s claim that mainstream puritanism was legalistic. He 

argued that there was a category of men, the ‘nomists’, who maintained the necessity of law-keeping 
to such a degree that they were regarded as teaching salvation by works, but they were entirely 
outside the bounds of mainstream puritanism. Bozeman neglects to reference Kevan’s work. Como 

lists his work in his bibliography but does not appear to cite him. Joel R. Beeke and Mark Jones, eds., 
A Puritan Theology: Doctrine for Life (Grand Rapids, MI: Reformation Heritage Books, 2012), 6, 
also question the claim that mainstream puritanism was legalistic: ‘ … the criticism that the Puritans 

were legalistic never seems to go away. If people paid attention to the whole of Puritan theology, 
however, they would likely find themselves rethinking that criticism’. 
 
31 Jones, Antinomianism, 85. 
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account the mutual Reformed and antinomian reaction against Arminian teaching 

that the justified could lose their salvation based on their sinful deeds, reveals that 

the heart of the antinomian/Reformed disagreement centred on an entirely different 

fulcrum. Their disagreement was not over Christology but on the antinomians’ 

bifurcation of the Old and New Testaments.32 The antinomians in fact had a robust 

Christology, but simply believed that Christ’s obedience to the law while on earth 

was part of the Old Testament ‘law’ dispensation and was thus not an example for 

believers today.33 The linchpin of disagreement between antinomians and the 

Westminster Assembly was over the structure of biblical redemption: whether God’s 

interaction with men and women in the Old Testament to bring them into a saving 

relationship with himself diverged from his actions with people in the New. 

Antinomians followed Luther’s model of the nature of the relationship between the 

Old and New Testament and it mainly was their appropriation of Lutheran, rather 

than Reformed soteriology, that brought the antinomians into theological conflict 

with the Westminster Assembly.34 Jones appears to use seventeenth-century 

antinomianism merely as a front to critique modern-day antinomianism and in the 

process makes conclusions that miss the heart of the seventeenth-century debate.35   

 Stephen Hampton recently produced an article on antinomianism that 

critiques aspects of Como’s thesis; he, like Jones, notes that Como’s work could be 

                                                                                                                                          
 
32 As chapter one will demonstrate. 
 
33 See chapter one.  
 
34 See chapters one, three, and five. 
 
35 Jones admits that he wrote his book to address a current controversy over antinomianism in the 
Orthodox Presbyterian and Presbyterian Church of America denominations. See Antinomianism, 91, 
116, 128. 
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benefitted by a deeper awareness of theological issues.36 Hampton outlines the 

lectures of Richard Holdsworth on the moral law, given at the height of the 

antinomian crisis in 1631, which Como does not reference. Hampton notes that the 

lectures ‘are a theological work of sufficient significance that they are best 

considered, not merely as another salvo in the English antinomian controversy, but 

as a significant contribution to the developing Reformed theological locus on the 

moral law’.
37 Hampton critiques Como for only citing Luther and Calvin when 

discussing the theological background of the Reformed response to antinomianism, 

pointing to the ‘significant hinterland of theological discussion of the moral law 

within the Reformed tradition’. Hampton draws upon these sources to show how 

Holdsworth’s lectures represent a masterful condemnation of antinomianism in the 

1630s.  

 This brief survey of literature on antinomianism shows that there is a great 

need for further studies to be strongly theological, while not neglecting the socio-

historical context, in order to portray accurately the intricacies of the English 

antinomian controversy. Much of the serious research completed on the Assembly 

has been written by scholars specialising in the Assembly’s theology, while the bulk 

of antinomian research has been completed by historians from a social history 

perspective. Because these two sides have been ‘hermetically sealed’ from each 

other, no one has crossed the barrier to produce a study that marries the two.38  

                                                 
36 Stephen Hampton, ‘Richard Holdsworth and the Antinomian Controversy’, The Journal of 
Theological Studies 62 (2011): 218-250.   
 
37 Hampton, ‘Richard Holdsworth’, 229. 
 
38 Letham’s The Westminster Assembly is an excellent example of a study that works to bridge the gap 
in the two traditions, although his treatment of antinomianism specifically is brief. Hunter Powell’s 

thesis is also particularly sensitive to working between the traditions. See ‘The Dissenting Brethren 

and the “Power of the Keys”, 1640-1644’ (PhD diss., University of Cambridge, 2011). Powell’s thesis 

will soon be published as The Crisis of British Protestantism, 1638-1644 (Manchester: Manchester 
University Press, forthcoming). 
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Limitations to this Study 

 There were three seventeenth-century antinomian controversies in the 

English-speaking world: New England’s in 1636-38; the controversy at the centre of 

attention here; and a third that engulfed both England and Scotland in the 1690s and 

into the 1700s, when antinomian Tobias Crisp’s sermons were re-published. This 

thesis is neither a history of antinomianism nor a history of the work of the 

Westminster Assembly. It is not an account of one antinomian theologian’s theology 

nor is it a study of a particular member of the Assembly’s interaction with 

antinomianism. The thesis will narrow its focus to particular individuals when such a 

distinction is helpful and necessary; this will be especially important during the 

theological debates carried out on the floor of the Assembly.39 However, the majority 

of the thesis will focus on providing an account of the whole of the Assembly’s 

interaction with antinomianism – in theological debate occurring on the floor of the 

assembly and in committees. Analysis will finish when the Assembly’s last 

published document appears in 1647. Individual divines continued to fight against 

antinomianism in writing after that time, but for reasons made clear in chapters four 

and five, the Assembly’s battle against antinomianism as a body had finished when 

the Assembly produced its documents.40 

Thesis Summary 

 This thesis approaches antinomianism as fundamentally a theological issue 

and centres on Westminster’s interaction with antinomianism in heated theological 

discussion and debate. However, both the Westminster divines and antinomian 

                                                                                                                                          
 
39 Thomas Gataker, a well-respected member of the Assembly, was one of the most active antinomian 
opponents and he will therefore be highlighted through the thesis. 
 
40 Also, as Huehns notes, Antinomianism in English History, 127: ‘The tracts opposing antinomianism 

after 1650 are not only very few, but also do not introduce any new name or idea’. 
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theologians wrote and debated in a specific historical and cultural context. The thesis 

will thus attempt to weave together the theological and socio-political aspects of the 

Assembly’s work with and against antinomianism.41 The thesis is divided into five 

chapters, which together produce a picture of the complex relationship between the 

Assembly and antinomianism. The first chapter illustrates how, in the face of the rise 

of Arminianism, John Eaton, one of the first antinomians, created a system of 

redemption that fell outside the bounds of Reformed theology. Eaton’s biblical 

redemption bifurcated the two testaments and brought him and his followers 

condemnation from members of the Reformed tradition. Chapter two argues that the 

Westminster Assembly’s identity as an agent of reformation was instrumental in its 

work against antinomianism, as the Assembly perceived antinomianism to be a threat 

to reformation both socially and theologically. Accordingly, the chapter will outline 

the Assembly’s 1643 summoning ordinance from Parliament and the Assembly’s 

first encounter with antinomianism, its subsequent formation of a committee to 

address antinomianism, and that committee’s examination of antinomian ministers. 

Chapter three, at the heart of the thesis, narrows its view to examine how 

antinomianism affected the Assembly’s theological debates carried out during 

August and September of 1643. That antinomianism was a significant theological 

concern to the Assembly during these weeks will be proved through an examination 

of four specific soteriological debates: first, on the place and role of Christ’s 

obedience in a believer’s justification; second, on the role and timing of faith in 

relation to justification; third, on the timing and relation of repentance to faith; and 

finally, whether true faith necessarily provided good fruit, or whether sanctification 

was a necessary consequence of justification. Chapter four widens its focus to trace 
                                                 
41 Van Dixhoorn, ‘Reforming’, 1:8, argues that theology is the ‘most neglected area in Assembly 

historiography’. 
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the steps the Assembly took to suppress antinomianism. It will recount the divines’ 

debate over whether to condemn the antinomians as heretics, as that would bring 

civil punishment from Parliament. It will be the first work to trace the Assembly’s 

interaction with Parliament on this point. The fifth and final chapter builds on the 

interaction between the Assembly and antinomianism as presented in the previous 

chapters. It will argue that the Assembly’s debates on antinomianism during its 

revision of the Thirty-nine Articles in 1643 were instrumental in the final wording of 

the Confession of Faith, which appeared in 1646. The chapter will then analyse the 

Confession of Faith and Larger Catechism to see how the Assembly used them as its 

closing declarations against antinomianism.  

 In conclusion, the Assembly, acting as Parliament’s agent of reformation for 

a land locked in civil wars, had a definitive and carefully-nuanced answer to 

antinomianism. The Westminster divines affirmed the Reformed teaching of the 

continued validity of the moral law, the importance of repentance in the Christian 

life, and the necessity for the act of faith, yet without falling into legalism. Their 

documents such as the Confession of Faith and the Larger and Shorter Catechisms, 

reflecting the Assembly’s theological debates, sew these theological considerations 

together and act as a complete response to antinomianism.42  

                                                 
42 The Assembly’s work was not to take root in England as it was largely reversed with the 
Restoration in 1660. The Assembly’s documents had much greater success in Scotland and the New 

World, however, and continue to be the foundational confessional standards of hundreds of churches. 
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CHAPTER ONE 
 
 

Antinomian Soteriology as Hinterland to the  
Westminster Assembly’s Interaction with Antinomianism 

 
 

 What had it been for a Jew to pray to God, if Christ had not been in that 
 prayer? To love God, if Christ had not been in that love?1 
 

 This chapter provides an account of the rise of English antinomianism, 

showing how, although it claimed to be restoring the true Reformed faith to England, 

in the face of the rise of Arminian works-righteousness forms of salvation, it was a 

radical departure from the Reformed tradition.2 The ‘father’ of English 

antinomianism, John Eaton, in an attempt to answer how believers could retain the 

remnant of sin and yet still be justified before God, created a system of biblical 

redemption that bifurcated the Old and New Testaments, conflated justification and 

sanctification, denied punishment for sin, and was fundamentally opposed to several 

aspects of Reformed soteriology. The chapter will first outline Eaton’s theology in 

the context of English Arminianism before moving to examining his theological 

legacy as expressed by his followers in the 1640s. This will set a foundation from 

which to understand and contextualise the Westminster Assembly’s reaction to 

antinomianism. 

 

                                                 
1 Anthony Burgess, Vindiciae Legis: Or, A Vindication of the Morall Law and the Covenants from the 
Errours of Papists, Arminians, Socianians, and more especially, Antinomians (London, 1646), 6. 
 
2 David R. Como, Blown By the Spirit: Puritanism and the Emergence of an Antinomian 
Underground in Pre-Civil-War England (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2004) and Theodore 
Dwight Bozeman, The Precisianist Strain: Disciplinary Religion and Antinomian Backlash in 
Puritanism to 1638 (Chapel Hill, NC: The University of North Carolina Press, 2004) have capably 
sketched the complex historical and social beginnings of the antinomian movement. This chapter 
intends to further nuance their work by focusing on antinomian theology in comparison with and in 
contrast to Arminian and Reformed theology. 
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The First Antinomian 

 In 1615, Suffolk minister Peter Gunter published a sermon challenging a 

certain ‘factious Preacher of Wickam Market’.
3 This preacher, held ‘strange, 

pernicious, and Hereticall Positions’, and was the arguably the first antinomian, John 

Eaton (1574/5-1631). Westminster Assembly member Thomas Gataker later 

acknowledged Eaton’s importance describing ‘those, who from one of the first 

authours thereof are commonly called Eatonists, [and] from their opposition to the 

mandatory … power of the law morall [are called] Antinomians’.
4 Ephraim Pagitt 

cited ‘the first antinomian among us (that I can hear of) was one Mr. Iohn Eaton’.
5 

Despite his notorious reputation as the first antinomian, little is known about Eaton’s 

biography. He graduated MA from Trinity College, Oxford, in 1603 and served as a 

vicar in Wickham Market, Suffolk, from around 1604.6  

 Eaton may not have been chronologically the first influential prophet of anti-

legal religion, but he was unquestionably its most notable early exponent and 

standard-bearer.7 Eaton’s The Honey-combe of Free Justification by Christ Alone, a 

collection of his sermons completed by 1630 but not published until the lift of 

                                                 
3 Peter Gunter, A Sermon Preached for the Discoverie and Confutation of Hereticall Positions Held 
by a certaine Factious Preacher of Wickam Market (London, 1615).  
 
4 Thomas Gataker, God’s Eye on His Israel Or, a Passage of Balaam, out of Numb. 23.21. Containing 

matter very seasonable and suitable to the times; Expounded and cleared from Antinomian abuse 
(London, 1644), 2. 
 
5 Ephraim Pagitt Heresiography; or, A Description of the Heretickes and Sectaries of These Latter 
Times (London, 1645), 89. Pagitt was Eaton’s tutor before Eaton matriculated from Trinity College, 
Oxford.  
 
6 David Como, ‘Eaton, John (1574/5–1630/31)’, Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, Oxford 
University Press, 2004; online edn, Jan. 2008 [http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/8422, accessed 
8 Oct., 2012]. 
 
7 Theodore Bozeman, ‘The Glory of the “Third Time”: John Eaton as Contra-Puritan’, Journal of 
Ecclesiastical History 47:4 (Oct. 1996): 642. 
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censorship in 1642 ‘has no rival as a systematic and documented statement of 

seventeenth-century English antinomian opinion’.
8  

 At the heart of Eaton’s theology, as preserved in his magnum opus, was that 

God could neither see nor punish sin in his elect.9 Eaton created this teaching as a 

response to a system of soteriology that allowed men and women to fall from their 

justified status based on their sinful actions.10 Eaton believed that he needed to 

restore the classic Reformed faith with its message of ‘free justification’ to a Church 

that had become corrupt – he viewed himself as one of the few faithful preachers 

among the dwindling pool of true ministers in England.11  

                                                 
8 Bozeman, ‘The Glory of the “Third Time”: John Eaton as Contra-Puritan’, 642. Eaton’s work’s full 

title was: The Honey-combe of Free Justification by Christ alone. Collected out of the mere 
authorities of Scripture, and common and unanimous consent of the faithfull interpreters and 
dispensers of Gods mysteries upon the same, especially as they expresse the excellency of free 
justification: preached and delivered by Iohn Eaton, Master of arts, sometime student in Trinitie 
Colledge in Oxford; and fifteen yeeres minister and preacher at Wickham-market in Suffolke. 
 
9 Como, Blown by the Spirit, 178. Eaton was called before the Court of High Commission to account 
for his teaching. The Court deprived of his ecclesiastical living as a result of his examination on 29 
April, 1619, the condemning him as ‘an incorrigible divulger of errors and false opinions’: Calendar 
of State papers, Domestic series, of the reigns of … : [1547-1704] : preserved in the Public Record 
Office (London: Longman, Brown, Green, Longmans & Roberts, 1856-), 1619-23, 41. After his trial, 
Eaton was allowed to return to the ministry as a curate to read homilies, but did not retract his views – 
as the Archbishop of Canterbury George Abbott later recalled: ‘wise John Eaton fell to expounding of 

the homilies, and then broached all his opinions (formerlie denyed) again’. After Eaton’s death, 

Abbott remembered that they had found Eaton ‘soe ignorant, and his carriage soe simple, that we 

thought fit to send him to Westminster Schoole and Paul’s Schoole to be instructed’. The Archbishop 

continued: ‘he would deny, maintaine, confesse, repent, and sometimes we had mercy on him; after 
his deprivacion we were troubled what to doe with him’. Samuel R. Gardiner, ed., Reports of Cases in 
the Courts of Star Chamber and High Commission (Westminster: Nichols and Sons, 1886), 320. 
Como, Blown by the spirit, 179, also points out that being sent back to school for remedial work 
would certainly have been ‘an odd and no doubt humiliating punishment’ to deal to a minister who 

had served for 15 years and held an MA from Oxford. 
 
10 See below for a brief account of the rise of English Arminianism.  
 
11 Eaton, Honey-combe, unpaginated appendix. For other examples of Eaton condemning a works-
based form of salvation, see Eaton, Honey-combe, 168, 466-84. Bozeman and Como also agree that 
Eaton was reacting against Arminianism and Catholicism: see Bozeman, Precisianist Strain, 192, and 
Como, Blown by the Spirit, 37, 75-79, 188. Eaton’s second appendix to Honey-combe was entitled 
‘Certaine fundamentall Positions, or Doctrines of Religion, tending to peace, and to the reducing of 
Popish Arminians, and Anabaptisticall Ministers, and people, to the true saving faith … ’. The 

appendix was most likely not titled by Eaton, but by his follower Robert Lancaster in 1642. It shows 
that at least Eaton’s followers understood that Eaton’s theology could be construed as an attack on 
Arminianism. 
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 Eaton’s teaching that God could no longer see the sin of his justified people 

came directly from his theology of justification. He argued that in justification, God 

imputed his son’s works of righteousness to his people ‘so powerfully that we 

thereby are made of unjust, just before God … objectively’.
12 Imputation was 

wrought immediately by the thought of God himself, and was therefore mystically 

and spiritually beyond believers’ sense, reason, and feeling without any of their 

working.13 God’s act of imputing Christ’s righteousness not only reputed, 

pronounced, and accounted believers as judicially just, but they were also truly and 

in very realness made to be just.14 Because of Christ’s righteousness imputed to 

them, believers’ sin was completely wiped out of God’s memory, so that God’s 

people were forever free from condemnation.15 Justification clothed God’s elect in 

Christ’s perfect garments of righteousness so that they became clean ‘from all spot 

of sinne in the sight of God freely by faith only, without works’.
16   

 Eaton’s God was not the complex mixture of mercy and justice normally 

conceived in Reformed divinity. When interacting with his justified children, Eaton’s 

God could be neither judge nor legislator – he could not punish sin because Christ’s 

sacrifice had wholly and finally clothed his people in the ‘wedding garments of 

righteousness’. God received believers into his favour freely only because the 

remembrance of their sins was buried from his sight.17 Eaton vociferously rejected 

the teaching that believers could be justified and made as perfectly clean from all sin 

                                                 
12 Eaton, Honey-combe, 20. 
 
13 Eaton, Honey-combe, 272. 
 
14 Eaton, Honey-combe, 22, 319. 
 
15 Eaton, Honey-combe, 22. 
 
16 Eaton, Dead Faith, 107. 
 
17 Eaton, Honey-combe, 38. 
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and as righteous as Christ himself in the sight of God, yet still also remain sinners in 

God’s sight.
18 He argued that such a view of justification was as senseless as if a 

‘shrewd cow’ gave good milk, and then kicked the bucket over when she was done.
19 

Eaton argued that if a believer were both righteous and a sinner in the sight of God, 

then he or she would be simultaneously justified and not justified, healed and not 

healed, reconciled and not reconciled.20 Anyone holding to this duality was an ‘utter 

and monstrous hypocrite’ because he or she did not understand the complete shift 

that occurred when sinners were translated from the kingdom of death into the 

kingdom of light. 

The Rise of English Arminianism 

 Eaton’s vehemence in declaring the justified person’s freedom from 

condemnation is understandable given his context of on-going bitter debates inspired 

by and deeply connected to Jacobus Arminius’ teaching that it was possible to fall 

from one’s justified state.21 As will be shown below, Eaton’s insistence that God 

could not see sin in the elect would lead to his antinomian theology, so the following 

                                                 
18 Eaton, Honey-combe, 361. 
 
19 Eaton, Honey-combe, 380. 
 
20 Despite Eaton’s extensive use of Luther, he surprisingly did not teach Luther’s famous maxim 

simul justus et peccator, that a believer was simultaneously extrinsically righteous and yet 
intrinsically sinful. See Alister E. McGrath, Luther’s Theology of the Cross: Martin Luther’s 

Theological Breakthrough (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1985), 133-34. 
 
21 There are many scholarly opinions on the rise of English Arminianism and its relationship to 
English ‘Calvinism’ or Reformed teaching. Tyacke’s seminal work on Arminianism, suggested that 
the Church of England prior to Charles I was dominated by Calvinism. This Calvinism reigned 
supreme until the 1620s, when the rise of an aggressive anti-Calvinist movement effectively silenced 
it. Debates over whether Tyacke’s thesis have dominated early-modern British studies since the 
1980s. The consensus of historians, as expressed by Nicholas Tyacke and John Morrill at a recent 
conference at the Huntington Library, San Marino, CA, is that Archbishop William Laud definitely 
prompted a shift away from Calvinism, but the implications of that shift are still ambiguous. Nicholas 
Tyacke, ‘Revolutionary Puritanism in Anglo-American Perspective’ and John Morrill, ‘Revisionism’s 

Wounded Legacies’, unpublished papers presented at Revisiting Revisionism: New Directions in Early 
Modern British Studies, 16-17 May 2014. This thesis, following Anthony Milton, ed. The British 
Delegation and the Synod of Dort (1618-1619) (Suffolk: The Boydell Press, 2005), uses the term 
‘Arminian’ for those who held various forms of Remonstrant views. 
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section will explore at some length Eaton’s context of debate over the remnant of sin 

in the justified, tracing the beginning of Arminian theology in England in the 1590s 

and ending with Arminianisms’ triumph over Reformed theology by the 1630s. 

 In the 1590s, when Eaton was a student at Trinity College, Oxford, Oxford 

and Cambridge lecture halls were pervaded with questions specifically on the basis 

for God’s electing some to damnation and some to glory. In 1595 William Barrett, a 

fellow of Gonville and Caius College, Cambridge, preached his BD sermon arguing 

that the primary cause of God’s reprobation was humans’ sin, not God’s will. God 

foresaw actions of faith or sin and based his decree of election or decree of 

reprobation on those actions. Barrett argued that no one could be so strongly 

sustained by his or her faith that it could not fail and claimed that it was proud and 

wicked to be certain of salvation.22 Barrett’s sermon caused outrage amongst 

Reformed dons and Barrett appealed to Archbishop John Whitgift for defence. 

Whitgift enlisted William Whitaker, regius professor of divinity at Cambridge, to 

draft the Lambeth Articles in 1595 as a series of ‘private judgments’ in settlement of 

the controversy stirred by Barrett. Although the Articles were meant to settle the 

private matter of Barrett’s theology, Cambridge dons noted at the time that Barrett’s 

sermon had ‘kindled a fire like to grow to the disturbance of the whole church’.23 

 Instead of supporting Barrett’s teaching that one could fall from his or her 

faith, the Lambeth Articles were actually the ‘high water mark of Calvinist doctrine’ 

and taught a rigorous predestinarian theology, upholding Reformed soteriology on 

                                                 
22 Tyacke, 4; Elizabeth Allen, ‘Barrett, William (b. c.1561, d. in or after 1630)’, ODNB 
[http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/1521, accessed 10 Jan. 2014]. 
 
23 Allen, ‘Barrett, William’, ODNB. 
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the further points of total depravity and certainty of perseverance.24 The nine points 

were: 

1. The eternal election of some to life, and the reprobation of others to 
      death.  
2. The moving cause of predestination of life is not the foreknowledge of 
      faith and good works, but only the good pleasure of God.  
3. The number of the elect is unalterably fixed.  
4. Those who are not predestinated to life shall necessarily be damned 
      for their sins.  
5. The true faith of the elect never fails finally nor totally.  
6. A true believer, or one furnished with justifying faith, has a full       
      assurance and certainty of remission and everlasting salvation in 
      Christ.  
7. Saving grace is not communicated to all men.  
8. No man can come to the Son unless the Father shall draw him, but not 
      all men are drawn by the Father.  
9. It is not in every one’s will and power to be saved.

25 
  

 The Lambeth Articles instigated a wave of anti-Arminian rhetoric in English 

universities; most notable were the lectures given by Robert Abbot in his capacity as 

regius professor of divinity at Oxford in 1613-15 and those given by his successor 

John Prideaux and the Lady Margaret professor Sebastian Benefield.26 The future 

head of the British delegation to the Synod of Dort, George Carleton, opposed the 

notion that grace was ‘simply universal’ in his Oxford Act theses and felt inspired by 

the Dutch controversies to contribute a more detailed manuscript critique of the 

works of Arminius in the interests of the broader Reformed Church.27 Writing to the 

                                                 
24 C.S. Knighton, ‘Whitaker, William (1547/8–1595)’, ODNB [http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/articl 
e/29228, accessed 25 Feb., 2014]. See Robert Letham, The Westminster Assembly: Reading its 
Theology in Historical Context (Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R Publishing, 2009), 63-70 for more information 
on the Irish Articles. 
 
25 Queen Elizabeth was displeased with the Articles and officially repudiated them, although they 
were adopted by the Church of Ireland in 1615 as part of their first full confession of faith, the Irish 
Articles. The Irish Articles were a considerable advance upon England’s Thirty-nine Articles, on 
which they were based. They were more full, more hostile to Roman Catholicism, more explicitly 
Reformed on matters of predestination and grace. See Alan Ford, ‘Ussher, James (1581–1656)’, 

ODNB [http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/28034, accessed 10 Jan., 2014]. 
 
26 Milton, The British Delegation (cited above), 55.  
 
27 Milton, The British Delegation, 55. 
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English ambassador to the Netherlands, Sir Dudley Carleton, George Carleton 

commented:  

 We ar som what here troubled with som of your dutch divinity, 
 Arminius who once was a devine and reader in Leiden hathe written 
 things that trouble many yong men of our universities for to give 
 satisfaction to our own att home here, I have examined with as 
 much brevity as I could the heads of  Arminius his doctrin.28 
  
 Foment over Arminius’ teachings continued through the 1590s into the early 

years of the new century, culminating in 1610 when Arminius’ followers published 

their theological position in their Five Articles of Remonstrance.29 The 

Remonstrants’ Articles argued that election was conditional upon faith in Christ and 

that God elected to salvation those he knew beforehand would have faith in him. 

Article 2 posited unlimited atonement – that Christ died for all humankind, not 

merely the elect. Article 3 affirmed the total depravity of humankind. Article 4 

contended that men and women had the free will and ability to resist God’s grace. 

The final Article stated that the perseverance of the saints was conditional upon the 

believer remaining in Christ. 

 The Synod of Dort (13 November 1618-9 May 1619), was called in response 

to the Remonstrants. The Synod was ‘one of the most remarkable gatherings of 

protestant divines ever assembled’ and the definitive protestant response to Arminian 

theology.30 Convened and led by Reformed theologians and politicians, the Synod 

was never meant to be an impartial trial, but merely an opportunity for a final 

                                                                                                                                          
 
28 Public Record Office, London, SP 14/88, fo. 220r. Letter included in Milton, The British 
Delegation, 56. The two Carletons were unrelated. As Milton notes, just four months previously 
Samuel Brooke had explicitly attacked the views of Calvin, Beza, and Perkins on predestination 
‘publicly in the Cambridge Schools’. See also Tyacke, 40. 
 
29 Arminius’ followers received their name ‘Remonstrants’ from this document. The ‘Contra-
Remonstrants’ presented their opposing views in 1611. 
 
30 Milton, The British Delegation, xvii.  
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pronouncement to be made concerning a politically and theologically divisive 

question.31 King James I sent his own delegation to the Synod, and new primary 

material has become available which shows that the Synod, with its British 

involvement, was a much more important event in story of English Arminianism 

than has been previously supposed.32 A large contribution of the British delegates to 

the Synod and to the story of English perspectives on Arminianism was their so-

called Collegiate Suffrage.33 The Suffrage recorded the delegates’ opinion on both 

‘erroneous’ and ‘orthodox’ theological positions on each of the 5 Arminian points 

delivered in the 1610 Remonstrance.34 In 1619, just four years after Eaton’s teaching 

that God could not see sin in his elect was first denounced, the Synod of Dort 

concluded its meetings and Arminius’ teachings were officially condemned as 

heretical. 

 The Suffrage is important because it represents a Reformed and British 

consensus on what would become the foundational theological issues of 

disagreement between antinomians and the Reformed.35 For instance, the Suffrage 

                                                 
31 Milton, The British Delegation, xvii, 147ff. 
 
32 Milton’s massive scholarship on the British delegation notes that historians have only recently 
become interested in the English presence at the Synod because of the question of how ‘Calvinist’ the 

Church of England really was in the decades leading up to the civil wars. See Milton, The British 
Delegation, xxiff. 
 
33 George Carleton, John Davenant, Samuel Ward, Thomas Goad, and Walter Balcanquall, The 
Collegiat Suffrage of the Divines of Great Britaine, concerning the Five Articles controverted in the 
Low Countries in The British Delegation, ed. Anthony Milton, The British Delegation, 226-93. Each 
of the foreign delegations produced suffrages as preliminary documents to a set of canons. The 
Remonstrants had submitted theses on the Five Articles to the Synod and officially appeared before 
the Synod on 6 December 1618. A group of the Remonstrants petitioned the British delegation’s aid 

in composing a written account of the background to the controversy. The Synod was taken up in a 
series of procedural debates for the next month before the Remonstrants were officially ejected from 
the Synod at the start of January. Milton, The British Delegation, 147-48. 
 
34 The delegates’ Suffrage was written as a response to the Five Articles as opposed to the canons 
formally agreed at the end of Synod. Milton notes that the Suffrage ‘has been surprisingly little 

studied until recent years’. 
 
35 Although, as Milton, The British Delegation, xxii points out, it is too simplistic to maintain that the 
British delegates merely reflected the status quo of theological opinion in the Church of England. 
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rejected the Arminian teaching that ‘as often as any grievous carnall sinne is 

committed, so often is the state of justification and adoption lost’.
36 Yet, the Suffrage 

also maintained, against Eaton, that God’s people were often punished for their sin 

despite their justification. God clearly saw their sin and chastised them for it: ‘these 

very same, thus regenerated and justified, doe sometimes through their owne default 

fall into heinous sinnes, and thereby they doe incurre the fatherly anger of God, they 

draw upon themselves a damnable guiltinesse, and lose their present fitnesse to the 

kingdome of heaven’.
37 The delegates provided the examples of David and Peter, 

who were regenerate, but God permitted them to throw themselves ‘headlong into 

most grievous sinnes’ that  

 they may learne with all humility to acknowledge, that, not by their 
 owne strength or deserts, but by Gods mercy alone they were freed 
 from eternall death, and had life eternall bestowed upon them.38 
  
The British delegates thus declared in their Suffrage the Reformed alternative to both 

Arminian and antinomian teachings on the remnant of sin in justified person. The 

justified could ‘commit daily smaller sinnes of surreption, negligence, and 

inconsideratenesse’ but ‘neither from thence is the state of justification shaken, nor 

the benefits of their claime to the inheritance of the Kingdome of heaven thereby 

                                                                                                                                          
Those who disagreed with Arminian teachings and held to predestination were certainly not 
monolithic at this time. Moore, English Hypothetical Universalism, explains at length John Preston’s 

theory of hypothetical universalism, which attempted to answer Arminianism and argued that Christ 
died for all, obtaining a conditional salvation if they believed. Preston will be discussed later in this 
chapter. Amyraldianism, a movement that followed French theologian Moyse Amyraut (1586-1664), 
placed God’s decree of election after the decree to send Christ. For a study pertinent to this thesis, see 

A. Craig Troxel, ‘Amyraut “at” the Assembly: The Westminster Confession of Faith and the Extent of 

the Atonement’, Presbyterion 22/1 (1996): 43-55. 
 
36 Collegiat Suffrage, 273, 289. 
 
37 Collegiat Suffrage, 273. 
 
38 Collegiat Suffrage, 273. 
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interrupted’.
39 Believers could receive divine censure for their sins, but the 

punishment served the purpose to bring them to humility and repentance. 

 The British delegation returned to England with the triumph of finding 

common ground amongst its members on soteriological matters. James I was 

generally pleased with the delegates’ work, although in 1622 he passed six directions 

to regulate preaching, one of which was that preaching on issues relating to 

predestination was forbidden.40 In early 1624 Bishop George Carleton, the former 

head of the British delegation, sought to persuade Archbishop of Canterbury George 

Abbot to have the Canons of Dort adopted by convocation.41 James I was not 

willing, however, and the king died without ever having ratified the Canons as the 

official teaching of the Church of England.42  

 After James’ death in 1625, his son, King Charles I, not only did not approve 

the Canons, but issued a proclamation in 1626 ‘for the peace and quiet of the Church 

of England’ that officially silenced debate on matters of predestination and limited 

the nation’s confession of faith to the Thirty-nine Articles.43 Charles I appointed men 

to ecclesiastical position who were sympathetic to Arminianism and William Laud 

and John Buckeridge did what they could to undermine the authority and reputation 

of the Synod.44 They came out fully against the Synod with the explosion of 

controversy surrounding the pamphlets of Bishop of Norwich Richard Montagu 

                                                 
39 Collegiat Suffrage, 272. 
 
40 For the King’s largely favourable reaction to the proceedings of the Synod, see Milton The British 
Delegation, liiff. 
 
41 Milton, The British Delegation, l. 
 
42 Moore, English Hypothetical Universalism, 145. 
 
43 CJ, 1:870. The Thirty-nine Articles were sufficiently vague on the issue of predestination to satisfy 
Arminian-leaning divines in the Church of England. 
 
44 Tyacke, 155; Milton, The British Delegation, xxx. 
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(bap. 1575, d. 1641). Montagu’s writings represent the full flowering of England’s 

own Arminian controversy and address the same questions that had been plaguing 

England and the Continent for the past three decades: whether God could see and/or 

punish sin in the justified, and if so, did his knowledge of their sin affect their 

justification?45 Montagu argued that that a sinner was granted justification on the 

basis of God foreseeing his or her faith, not because of God’s electing some to glory 

and some to damnation. Justification was an ongoing process that depended on 

continued acts of faith. Thus if men and women remained in sin, they could 

ultimately lose their justification.46 

 Responses to Montagu’s book came fast and furious: members of the House 

of Commons sought to have an official pronouncement made against Montagu, as 

his book contained ‘dangerous opinions of Arminius, quite contrary to the articles 

established, in five several points’.
47 The dispute came to a head at the York House 

Conference in 1626.48 The conference was made up of mixture of clergy and nobles, 

                                                 
45 Francis White’s manuscript commentary on Richard Montagu’s Appello Caesarem. A Just Appeale 
from two Unjust Informers (London, 1625), was the first attempt to discredit the work of the British 
delegation to the Synod. See Milton, The British Delegation, xxxvii. 
 
 
46 Richard Montagu, A gagg for the new gospel (London, 1636), 143, 157, 159. 
 
47 The reference to the ‘five points’ most likely refers to the Canons of Dort. See Tyacke, 128, 148, 

153. Montagu’s theology sparked a huge outpouring of refutations from theologians as well: Henry 
Burton, A plea to an appeale: traversed dialogue wise (London, 1626); George Carleton, An 
examination of those things wherein the author of the late appeale holdeth the doctrines of pelagians 
and arminians, to be the doctrines of the church of England (London, 1626); Daniel Featley, Pelagius 
redivivius. Or, Pelagius raked out of the Ashes by Arminius and his Schollers (London, 1626); 
Anthony Wotton, A dangerous plot discovered. By a discourse, wherein is proved, that, Mr Richard 
Montague, in his two Bookes … laboureth to bring in the faith of Rome, and Arminius (London, 
1626).  
 
48 The conference has been termed the turning point in the changing face of the Church of England. 
Moore, English Hypothetical Universalism, 141-69 presents the most full and up-to-date account of 
the conference. For earlier work on the conference see Irvonwy Morgan, Puritan Spirituality: 
Illustrated from the Life and Times of the Rev. Dr. John Preston (London: Epworth Press, 1973), 31; 
Joseph B. Gavin, ‘The York House Conference, 1626: A Watershed in the Arminian-Calvinist-Puritan 
Debate over Predestination’ in Trinification of the World: A Festschrift in Honor of Frederick E. 
Crowe in Celebration of His 60th Birthday, ed. Thomas A. Dunne et al (Toronto: Regis College Press, 
1978), 280-311; and Barbara Donagan, ‘The York House Conference Revisited: Laymen, Calvinism 
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and called to address the ‘heresies, blasphemies, trasons, apostacies, that were 

pretended to be in [Montagu’s] books’.49 One Lord commented that ‘the chiefest 

matter is yet behind, which is about falling from grace, and the definitions of the 

divines in the Council of Dort’.
50  

 This comment launched the participants into debate about whether it was 

possible to fall from grace. Those on the Reformed side argued that they ‘could 

never defend that opinion of falling from grace’, to which Montagu’s supporters 

questioned whether their opponents would ‘hold that a man may continue in foul and 

wilful sin; as for instance, fall in love with another man’s wife, and live in adultery 

with her a long time, two, three, four, five months together, and yet all this while 

continue in the state of grace’?
51 Echoing the Collegiate Suffrage, the Reformed side 

replied that such a man was either never justified, or even if he were, any justified 

man could ‘fall into these sins, and for a time continue in them’, such as King David. 

One of Montagu’s supporters disagreed and argued that a man may fall from grace  

                                                                                                                                          
and Arminianism’, British History Review 64: 155 (1991): 312-31. No account of the conference was 
published at the time, but manuscripts from both the Arminian and Reformed sides have survived. 
Moore, English Hypothetical Universalism, 151, provides the following details of the evidence: John 
Cosin’s manuscript survives as Bod Tanner MS. 303 ff. 32-46. After the York House Conference, 
Francis White made corrections and additions to Cosin’s account, which remained unpublished until 

1845. It appeared then as The Sum and Substance of the Conference lately had at York House 
Concerning Mr. Montague’s Books in John Cosin, The Works of the Right reverend Father in God 
John Cosin (Oxford: John Henry Parker, 1845), 2:17-83. Preston’s account is found in BL Harleian 

MS. 6866, ff. 73-81; BL Burney MS. 362, ff. 86r-95r; Bod Tanner MS. 303, ff. 46-47.  
 
49 The Earl of Warwick, and William Fiennes, the Viscount Saye and Sele, put forward an 
‘importunate suit unto the duke [of Buckingham] and to his majesty, that their two champions might 

be but admitted to shew their valour’ against Montagu. Tyacke, 169, notes that Warwick and Saye 
made their hostility to the teachings of Montagu abundantly clear at the conference. King Charles and 
George Villiers, the Duke of Buckingham, agreed to a meeting, and a group from the House of Lords 
gathered at Buckingham’s London residence, called the York House, on 11 and 17 February 1626. 
Opposition to Montagu was led by two prominent Reformed theologians: Thomas Morton, the Bishop 
of Lichfield and Coventry, and John Preston, the preacher to the Honourable Society of Lincoln’s Inn 

and lecturer at Holy Trinity Church, Cambridge. Montagu’s main supporter was Francis White, Dean 

of Carlisle. 
 
50 Cosin, Works (cited above), 2:35. 
 
51 Cosin, Works, 2:35. 
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 and this I prove it. He that hath no remission of sins is not justified; he 
 that is not justified, is not in the state of saving grace; but he that 
 lives and continues in sin during that time, and until he actually 
 forsakes his sin, hath  no remission of it; ergo he that lives and 
 continues in sin during that time, wanting remission of sin and 
 justification is not in the state of saving grace.52 
 
 The Reformed faction countered that there was a difference between children 

and strangers. When the children of God commit sin, God their father was angry 

with them but they were not turned out of his family: ‘and as a father cannot make an 

ill son to be none of his child, no more can God; if they be once His children, they 

cannot cease to be filii, they must be His children for ever’. They were then asked if 

whether a justified man sinning in the aforementioned manner ‘was not in the state 

of eternal guiltiness until he did forsake his sin’? They answered in the negative; 

such a man was only guilty of some ‘temporal mulet and chastisement’.
53 

 Recognising that these issues had already been debated and decided at Dort, 

the Reformed side motioned that this conference would be ‘means to bring in the 

synod of Dort, and to get it established here by authority in the Church of England’, 

as ‘all these matters would be quieted if the synod of Dort might be established here 

in England’.54 Montagu’s side protested vehemently: ‘let us have none of that, for 

neither our Church nor state may bear it’. They did not want the Church of England 

to ‘borrow a new faith from any village in the Netherlands’.
55 In addition to disliking 

Dutch villages, the side argued further, ‘we have nothing to do with that synod; it is 

all about the hidden and intricate points of predestination, which are not fit matter to 

                                                 
52 Cosin, Works, 2:35. White made this comment. 
 
53 Cosin, Works, 2:63. 
 
54 Cosin, Works, 2:63. Lord Saye and Edward Coke made this motion. 
 
55 Cosin, Works, 2:63. 
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trouble the people withal’.
56 By this time it was ‘growing late’ and the conference 

soon dispersed, the men breaking into groups of heated dispute as they exited.  

 Anti-Arminian advances were ultimately foiled by an act of Charles I in 

1628. In his preface to a re-issue of the Thirty-nine Articles, Charles forbade any 

discussion of predestination. He claimed that ‘these disputes [be] shut up in God’s 

promises, as they be generally set forth to us in the holy scriptures’.
57 Charles I’s 

followers adopted his policy of no discussion on the testy topics.58 Montagu claimed 

that the question of whether men and women’s will was corrupted by Adam’s fall 

was: ‘A question of obscurity, which better might have beene over-passed in silence, 

fitting rather Schooles, then popular eares…’.
59 The new Archbishop of Canterbury, 

William Laud agreed: ‘I have left no stone unturned in my efforts to prevent the 

public discussion of these intricate and thorny problems, lest, while pretending zeal 

for truth, we should offend against religion and charity’.
60  

 Perhaps one of the best cases suggesting the triumph of Arminian theology 

over Reformed is found in a 1633 edition of the standard Latin-English dictionary, 

dedicated to Laud just before he was promoted to Canterbury. The dictionary 

contained for the first time the term ‘praedestinatiani’. This group was defined as ‘a 

kinde of heretiques that held fatall predestination of every particular matter, person 

                                                 
56 Cosin, Works, 2:63. The Duke of Buckingham and Francis White made this reply. 
 
57 Tyacke, 50. 
 
58 Charles’ parliament disagreed with his act – in 1628 it responded by presenting its own bill for ‘the 

better continuing of peace and unity in the Church and Commonwealth’. R.C. Johnson, ed., Commons 
Debates, 1628, 4 vols (Rochester, NY: University of Rochester Press, 1977-83): 2:324. As cited by 
Tyacke, 155. Their bill aimed at giving joint statutory authority to the Thirty-nine Articles and the 
Irish Articles, which would have made any Arminian perspective untenable. 
 
59 Montague, A gagg for the new gospel, 107. 
 
60 William Laud, The Works of the Most Reverend Father in God, William Laud, ed. W. Scott 
(Oxford: HP Publishing, 1847-60), 6:265. As cited by Tyacke, 85. Laud held to universal grace and 
rejected Reformed teaching on reprobation and perseverance of the saints. 
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or action, and that all things came to passe and fell out necessarily, especially 

touching the salvation and damnation of particular men’. Within two years this 

definition of heresy was being used against the Reformed by Arminians.61  

 A review of the historical and theological climate of the 1620s and 1630s 

shows how important and divisive the issues of justifying faith, falling from grace, 

and predestination were. When John Eaton appeared on the scene preaching that 

‘God does not see sin in his elect’ and thus does not punish his people for their sin, it 

is understandable that the religious authorities were anxious to quiet him. Eaton’s 

theology was a bold challenge to the Arminian understanding of the process of 

soteriology and alarmingly, he was quite popular.  

Implications of Eaton’s Teaching on God’s Seeing no Sin: Bifurcation of the 

Old and New Testaments 
 
 It was Eaton’s insistence that the power of the imputation of Christ’s 

righteousness was so great that ‘neither the fault, nor the guilt, neither the matter nor 

the form of sin remained’ that led him down the path of antinomianism.62 Eaton was 

confronted with Old Testament scripture passages such as Psalm 51, which affirm 

that God not only saw King David’s sin but punished him for it.
63 Instead of 

responding in accord with the British delegates to the Synod of Dort or the Reformed 

theologians at the York House Conference, who claimed that God allowed David to 

fall into sin to humble him, Eaton created a three-fold progressive system of biblical 

redemptive history that sharply divided the Old Testament from the New.64 Eaton 

argued that David experienced divine punishment because he lived during the time 
                                                 
61 The evidence of the dictionary is adduced by Tyacke, 183. 
 
62 Eaton, Honey-combe, 32. 
 
63 Eaton dealt with this objection in Honey-combe, 97ff. 
 
64 Eaton, Honey-combe, 98ff. The eras were ‘the time of the Law, the time of John Baptist, and … the 

time of the gospel’. 
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of the law, in an era in which God revealed himself as a strict taskmaster who 

punished his people for each of their transgressions.65 During this age, justification 

was granted only upon men and women fulfilling the condition of perfect obedience 

to the law. David’s life and experience did not provide an example of how 

justification was gained during the new age of the gospel. Eaton’s division of the 

scriptures in this way would be the hallmark of all successive antinomian theology 

and was the fundamental point of disagreement between the Westminster Assembly 

and Eaton’s followers in the 1640s.
66The following section will briefly outline 

Eaton’s teaching regarding the three ages of biblical redemption. 

 During the first epoch, which stretched from the creation of the world to the 

coming of John the Baptist, the law reigned over God’s people; God saw their sin 

and exacted harsh punishments for disobedience.67 The Israelites were driven to 

righteous living by the terror and government of the law, which God ‘was eager in 

                                                 
65 Thomas Gataker, Westminster Assembly member and passionate antinomian fighter, affirmed that 
Eaton’s structuring of biblical redemption in answer to this question was the chief antinomian 
innovation. See Gataker, Antinomianism Discovered and Refuted (London, 1652), 4. 
 
66 Scholars are united that this aspect of Eaton’s distinctive theology developed as he attempted to 

reconcile the law and the gospel and followed Luther’s teaching on the relationship of the Old 

Testament to the New Testament rather than Calvin’s. Luther was cited or quoted more than one 
hundred times in the Honey-combe and a quotation from John Foxe’s edition of Luther’s commentary 

on Galatians appears on the title page. For Eaton, fighting against those who would bring works into 
the process of salvation, the obvious choice would be Luther, the champion of justification by grace 
alone. See Gertrude Huehns’ Antinomianism in English History, With Special Reference to the Period 
1640-1660 (London: The Cresset Press Ltd., 1951) and Norman Brooks Graebner, ‘Protestants and 

Dissenters: An Examination of the Seventeenth-Century Eatonist and New England Antinomian 
Controversies in Reformation Perspective’ (PhD diss., Duke University, 1984). Ernest F. Kevan, The 
Grace of Law: A Study in Puritan Theology (London: The Carey Kingsgate Press Ltd, 1964), 24, 
recognised that Eaton’s antinomianism found its source in his formulation of the three ‘times’ of 

biblical history: ‘The issue raised by the Antinomians had its origin in the wide separation which they 

made between the Old and New Testaments. They were unable to see that the Old Covenant was truly 
a covenant of Grace, though differently presented from the New Covenant, and that the position of 
believers under the Old and New Covenants was the same’. Graebner, ‘Protestants and Dissenters’, 

180, agreed: ‘Now, in the time of the gospel, Christians can see clearly the source of their 
righteousness and salvation … Above all, they can now live free from the pedagogical severity of the 

law. Therefore, concluded Eaton, to urge the example of David as a model for the Christian life is to 
slide from the glory of the gospel now delivered into an inferior dispensation’.  
 
67 Eaton, Honey-combe, 98.  
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all the Old Testament to exact’.
68 They were compelled to live righteously not out of 

thankfulness for God’s grace, but because they were driven by the promise of 

temporal rewards and benefits, and the fear of God’s vengeance on every offence 

‘both upon good and bad, with sterne and horrible punishments’.
69 The bondage and 

terrors and the ‘legall government’ of the ceremonial and moral laws greatly 

obscured, darkened, and ultimately veiled Christ to the Israelites. Eaton claimed that 

God’s people were like little children under the command of a schoolmaster and only 

had a glimmer and a shadow of free justification and the other benefits which were 

to come under the time of the gospel.70 They lived in fear and terror of the law as 

children do a schoolmaster’s rod, knowing that if they stepped one step outside the 

law, they would be sharply scourged.71 Ultimately for Eaton, the Israelites ‘seemed 

not justified’, and were slaves and servants ‘ever for their defaults under the whip, 

and more like malefactors in prison, than sonnes and heires of such glorious benefits, 

as is the fulnesse of Free Justification’.
72 

 This age of bondage ended and the second era was inaugurated with the start 

of John the Baptist’s ministry. With the advent of John’s work, the former legal 

                                                 
68 Eaton, Honey-combe, 98. Eaton cited the examples of Moses not being able to enter the promised 
land because of an ‘unadvised word’, Uzzah stricken dead for touching the Ark, Jonah cast into the 

sea for his disobedience, Eli’s neck broken for not correcting his children, and ultimately Israel being 

taken into captivity where fathers and mothers were driven to eat their own children for not heeding 
the words of the Prophets. 
 
69 Eaton, Honey-combe, 99. Eaton argued that God kept his people under such a rigorous application 
of law to show them that nothing but perfect righteousness as revealed in the law would please him. 
Also, he kept them in terror of the law to cause them to groan with anticipation for the Messiah’s 

coming, at which time he would clothe his people with perfect righteousness. 
 
70 Eaton, Honey-combe, 101. 
 
71 Eaton here cited Calvin without providing a reference: ‘ … they [Old Testament people] feeling the 
oppression and bondage of the Law, did flie to the succour of the Gospel, then twinklingly and 
glimmeringly shining a farre off … ’. Eaton seemed to ignore Calvin’s point that while the Israelites 

were under the law, they did fly to the gospel and received comfort from it.  
 
72 Eaton, Honey-combe, 102.  
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severity that lay upon God’s children and the schoolmaster-like government of the 

law began to ‘slacke and cease’.
73 The second age was a transitional movement away 

from Judaic ways and values characterised by a partial terror of the law. Glimpses of 

Christ’s glory started to gleam through the darkness of the law during this time 

because John’s main task was to point the way to the Messiah and preach the free 

justification that was to come with Christ’s blood shed on the cross.
74 Eaton argued 

that although John spoke of the danger of wicked men’s sins, scripture did not record 

any punishments inflicted upon God’s people during this time, as Christ’s miracles 

healed and removed the ‘many judgements and punishments’ that were due to them. 

Eaton argued that though Peter’s ‘soule fault’ of denying Christ was recorded in 

scripture, Peter was not punished for it.75 Eaton’s understanding of the time of John 

the Baptist meant that Jesus’ teachings concerning following the law, such as those 

found in Matthew 5, were not applicable to the life of believers either – Eaton argued 

that Christ spoke before his true glory was revealed by his atoning death on the 

cross, and thus his words still belonged to the inferior Old Testament time. 

 The second phase ended with Christ’s death: when Christ ‘groaned out his 

blood and life upon the Crosse’ a new and final glorious time began.
76 When Christ 

cried, ‘It is finished’ from the cross, both sin itself and its guilt and punishment were 

                                                 
73 Eaton, Honey-combe, 103. 
 
74 Eaton, Honey-combe, 102.  
 
75 Eaton, Honey-combe, 103. Eaton supplied two reasons why sins were not punished during the age 
of John the Baptist: first, because the fullness of all punishment of all the sins of the elect were soon 
to be acted and executed in the death of Christ, drowning all ‘punishments and Schoole-master-like 
whippings inflicted in former times’. Second, the Bride, which before had been like a child under the 
schoolmaster, was now preparing to attire herself in the wedding garments of righteousness which her 
Bridegroom had prepared. Eaton, Honey-combe, 104, cited Christ’s words as testifying to the expiring 

of the ‘schoole-master-like whippings vailing an darkening free justification’: ‘The Law and the 

Prophets prophecied untill John: Since that time, the Kingdome of God is preached, and every man 
presseth into it, Luke 16:16’. 
 
76 Eaton, Honey-combe, 106. 
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so utterly and infinitely abolished, and everlasting righteousness so fully brought to 

God’s people, that this third time was the most glorious of all.77 Believers living in 

this gospel age could now say, ‘I believe that there is no sin in the Church of God’, 

for they that ‘believe in Christ are no sinners, but are holy and righteous, Lords over 

sin and death, and living forever’.
78 The reign and terror of the law was finally 

finished and God’s people could now, freed from ‘their former child-like condition’, 

live in full maturity. The glory of the third gospel era consisted in three things: that it 

was unattainable by the Old Testament prophets even though they searched for it; 

that it consisted in the sufferings and actual death of the Son of God; and that it 

contained the rich treasures of the gospel, ushered in by Christ’s death. During this 

third time, the veil of the pedagogy of the law was torn from top to bottom, the way 

to the holy of holies was opened, and the kingdom of heaven was set up on earth by 

Christ.79  

 Eaton’s division of redemptive history caused him to employ a new biblical 

hermeneutic. He argued that any Bible passages which spoke of revealing sin, that 

threatened retribution for sin, or that commanded moral work under threat of 

punishment, pertained to the doctrine of the law and were to be understood as the 

voice of the law speaking to the unregenerate.80 In contrast, where the Bible 

                                                 
77 Eaton, Honey-combe, 107. Eaton, adding his own commentary, quoted Luther without providing a 
reference: ‘And that there is no more sinne in the Church since Christ now reigneth, [marke here is 

the third time specified, since Christ now reigneth] wee daily confesse in the Apostles Creed, when 
we say, I believe that there is an holy Church’. Eaton here cited Calvin without a reference as well: 
‘Now therefore under the new Testament, God doth not so much as remember our sins, because there 

is now made one cleansing for them all … ’. What Eaton does not address is Calvin’s use of the word, 

‘remember’ rather than ‘see’, an important distinction that Eaton’s opponents would notice. 
 
78 Eaton, Honey-combe, 108. 
 
79 Eaton, Honey-combe, 109, 112.  
 
80 Eaton, Honey-combe, 80. For instance, Psalm 90:8: ‘Thou hast set our secret sins in light of thy 

countenance … ’, was a legal statement, ‘describing the believer’s misery in the state of nature, and 
by the law’. 
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promised life, favour, and salvation freely, it spoke in the voice and doctrine of the 

gospel.81 Ministers were to follow this dual hermeneutical system when preaching; 

they could not mingle law and the gospel but must give pure law to those who were 

under the law, and preach unadulterated gospel to the justified.82 Only when they 

laid out the worth and glory of the current gospel times in comparison to the dark 

times of the Old Testament could they be right ministers of Christ’s gospel. 

Ministers must discern and rightly distinguish between the voice of the law and the 

voice of the gospel; between the voice of God’s children, judging of themselves in 

their temptations according to their sense and feeling, and their voice of faith.  

 Any minister who called believers to follow the precepts of the moral law, by 

a ‘preposterous urging men to a constrained righteousness by legal terrors’ and by 

condemning wicked acts for fear of punishment, had failed to realise that God’s 

people were no longer obliged to keep the commandments.83 Eaton had strong words 

for the ‘popish’ preachers now prevalent in the Church of England, who were 

‘utterly ignorant and void of true justifying and saving faith, doe dwell in, rest upon, 

and stay up themselves and their dead faith principally by workes’.
84 These ministers 

obstructed Christ’s work and were not only perverters of the gospel but ministers of 

the devil.85 Just like the Jews, these men feared the law’s punishment when they did 

                                                 
81 Eaton, Honey-combe, 84. 
 
82 Eaton, Honey-combe, 75. 
 
83 Eaton believed that his position was ‘most plainly cleared both by the expresse Scripture it selfe, 

and by the common consent of the best orthodox Writers in the Church’. Eaton, Honey-combe, 97. 
Eaton lamented that despite its clarity, not only did the Papists misinterpret the text but ‘some 

Protestants’ did too.  
 
84 Eaton, Dead Faith, 60. 
 
85 Eaton, Honey-combe, 86. Those who mingle law with gospel ‘utterly overthrow the gospel’ because 

they blemish and darken the knowledge of grace and take away Christ with all his benefits. Eaton, 
Honey-combe, 454: ‘Brownists, Papists, Anabaptists, Familists do so establish their own 

righteousness of holy duties and works that, encroaching and returning near to Judaism, they keep 
themselves closer (as they think) to the moral law or performing universal obedience to all God’s 
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evil and expected blessing when they did good.86 They might outwardly appear to be 

true Christians but were inwardly devout and zealous Pharisees.87 These Pharisees 

were wolves in sheeps’ clothing, disguised as ministers of Christ with a natural 

soul.88 They gave ‘but a flourish of praise now and then to faith in general’ but 

‘extort with legall arguments a preposterous sanctification, repentance, mortification, 

grace, and graces, popishly and falsly understood’. According to Eaton, these 

preachers draw people from Christ ‘to hang upon their own works and doing by 

resting upon the popish rotten pillar that God accepts the will for the deed, and so do 

drowne Christs glory, free justification, do destroy faith, waste and consume the 

Church of Christ’.
89 They were ‘ministers of Satan’, ‘white devils’ who preached a 

‘false bastard sanctification’ and cared more to ‘call for workes and a good life, than 

they care whether the people have assurance of the sound faith of their free and 

perfect Justification’.
90  

 Eaton’s particular construction of biblical redemption raised concerns with 

his opponents: if the third gospel time hid justified peoples’ sins from God’s sight, 

how would they be restrained from committing gross actions and be compelled to do 

                                                                                                                                          
commandments’. Also, Eaton, Dead Faith, 46: ‘Thus we see this first maine point proved how far the 

dead faith goeth in humiliations, repentance, and zealous keeping of the Law, wherein they greatly 
appeare in outward profession to themselves and others to be zealous Christians in the true faith of 
Christ … ’.  
 
86 Eaton, Honey-combe, 114. Eaton, Dead Faith, 50, claimed that this fear of punishment from the law 
and anticipation of reward when it was kept, created ‘a number of sects & scismes about works, 
turning all the Gospel it selfe into precept upon precept’. 
 
87 Eaton, Dead Faith, 16, 46. 
 
88 Eaton, Dead Faith, 17, 24: ‘ … instead of life and salvation, which they seeme so strongly to aspire 

unto by works, and keeping the Law, they rush the more violently themselves, and swiftly carry away 
others with them into beautifull abomination, sinne, death, hell, and everlasting damnation … ’.  
 
89 Eaton, Dead Faith, 62. 
 
90 Eaton, Dead Faith, 66. 
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good?91 Would not Eaton’s theology necessarily create a libertine ethic? Eaton had a 

ready answer to these objections: once justifying faith was granted, it would 

automatically produce right obedience to God’s commandments in God’s people.
92 

The experience of justification imparted an innate desire to follow the moral law that 

would never fail. Right acts were not drawn with the terrors of the law, or hireling-

like with respect to the believer’s own profit, but cheerfully and freely.
93 To claim 

that men and women needed to ‘make up some righteousness to heal this sin by the 

law and good works’ not only took away from Christ’s grace, but it was 

blasphemy.94 The stronger the faith and the greater insight into the worth and 

excellency of Christ’s benefits, the more dutifully would he or she, with ready mind, 

endeavour to do good to his or her neighbour.95 The Spirit, dwelling in his people, 

enabled them to walk holily and righteously to avoid and purify out of their own 

sense, sight, and feeling, and out of the sight of other men, the sin which Christ’s 

wedding garment had purified and abolished already.96  

 Eaton created a system of redemption that no Reformed theologian would 

recognise, excluding the Old Testament from God’s grace and effectively silencing 

its role in the believer’s life.
97 The moral law, given during the time of the law, could 

                                                 
91 See below for Henry Burton and Thomas Taylor’s critique of Eaton. 
 
92 Eaton, Dead Faith, 210ff.; Eaton, Honey-combe, 471ff. 
 
93 Eaton, Honey-combe, 471. 
 
94 Eaton, Honey-combe, 380. 
 
95 Eaton, Honey-combe, 473. 
 
96 Eaton, Honey-combe, 165. 
 
97 The Reformed tradition, and more recently, the Synod of Dort, had already established that to obey 
the law was part of man’s identity as creature created in covenant with God. See John Calvin, 

Institutes of the Christian Religion, ed. John T. McNeill, trans. Ford Lewis Battles (London: S.C.M. 
Press, 1961), 2:8.5, 372; John Calvin, Sermons on the Ten Commandments, trans. Benjamin Farley 
(Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 1980), 43, 77; John Preston, The New Covenant, or The Saints Portion. A 
Treatise Unfolding the All-sufficiencie of God, Mans uprightness, and the Covenant of grace 



41 
 

no longer hold sway over the life of the Christian. The ethics of the third time were 

free from the constraints of God’s commands, and even Christ’s words given on the 

Sermon on the Mount to his followers were relegated to the partial freedom of the 

second time. Free justification brought full maturity so that God’s people could, with 

the power of the Spirit guide themselves into right behaviour. Eaton did 

acknowledge that sometimes obedience would slacken, so there was a continuing 

need for preaching, but now the saints simply could not ‘but chuse’ to perform good 

works.98 Their good works would still be guided by biblical standards, not by 

exacting, harsh demands, but by gentle invitations and admonitions that harmonised 

with the believer’s own abounding inner and holy desire.  

 Eaton’s influence was still strong at least ten years after his sentence of 

deprivation in 1619. One of his disciples, John Eachard, was called before the Court 

of High Commission in 1629 for agreeing with Eaton’s teaching that God no longer 

saw sin in his elect people.99 Eachard confessed that he knew that Eaton had been 

convicted and deprived in the Court for ‘preaching and professing divers errors’ in 

particular, for teaching that God does not see the sin in his elect’, yet he maintained 

that Eaton was a ‘man of honest life, and holie conversation, and did then faithfullie 

exercise his ministry’.
100 Not surprisingly, the then-Bishop of London, Arminian 

                                                                                                                                          
(London, 1629), 288-98; Thomas Taylor, Regula Vita, The Rule of the Law under the Gospel. 
Containing a discovery of the pestiserous sect of Libertines, Antinomians, and sonnes of Belial, lately 
sprung up both to destroy the law, and disturbe the faith of the Gospell: wherein is manifestly proved, 
that God seeth sinne in justified persons (London, 1631), 233ff; William Ames, The Marrow of 
Sacred Divinity, Drawne out of the Holy Scriptures, and the Interpreters Thereof, and Brought into 
Method (London, 1642), 219ff; John Sedgwick, Antinomianisme Anatomized. Or, A Glasse for The 
Lawless: Who deny the Ruling use of the Morall Law unto Christians under the Gospel (London, 
1643), 12ff. 
 
98 Eaton, Honey-combe, 75. Bozeman, Precisianist strain, 195. 
 
99 Gardiner records that the cleric on trial was John Etsall, not John Eachard, which Como believes 
was a mistake, see Como, Blown by the Spirit, 596. 
 
100 Gardiner, Reports, 316. Como, Blown by the Spirit, 179, notes that no record of Eaton’s trial has 

survived.  
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William Laud, pressed for a harsh sentence for Eachard because of his ‘blasphemies’ 

and ‘base hereticall opinions’. The final decision of the Court was that Eachard was 

to be imprisoned, made to pay costs of suit, and be deprived and degraded if he did 

not ‘with all the detestacion possible’, make confession of his errors and cry to God 

for mercy and forgiveness.101 

Antinomianism and its Critics in the 1630s  

 With William Laud’s ascent to power as the Archbishop of Canterbury, 

antinomian teaching remained underground during the 1630s and circulated mainly 

through pamphlets and sermons. Print was not a viable avenue for sectarian writings 

under Laud’s press censorship, and antinomian works in particular were strictly 

suppressed: Susan Eaton suffered imprisonment for seeking to have her husband 

John’s Honey-combe printed.102 No antinomian work was published during the 

1630s, but two important works were published against Eaton’s teachings. The 

responses came not from Arminian ministers, but from two ministers within the 

Reformed camp, Henry Burton and Thomas Taylor.  

 Henry Burton, minister at St Matthew’s Friday Street, London, was a veteran 

anti-Arminian who joined assaults on Richard Montagu’s books. He was not afraid 

of attacking William Laud either: Burton was initially suspended from preaching and 

imprisoned for twelve days for sending a letter to King Charles accusing Laud of 

being ‘popishly affected’.
103 Burton continued to publish tracts against Laud after his 

                                                                                                                                          
 
101 Gardiner, Reports, 317. According to Como, Blown by the Spirit, 97, Eachard initially heeded his 
own advice to another antinomian who had been called before the Court and refused to recant, but 
eight months in the Gatehouse changed his mind. He offered a retraction in February 1633 and was 
subsequently released. 
 
102 Como, Blown by the Spirit, 177, n. 5. 
 
103 Kenneth Gibson, ‘Burton, Henry (bap. 1578, d. 1647/8)’, ODNB [http://www.oxforddnb.com/view 
/article/4129, accessed 24 Oct., 2012]. 
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first imprisonment, and was summoned before a special session of the Court of High 

Commission. He refused to appear, and was subsequently dragged from his house 

after sheriffs arrived and broke down his door with pickaxes and swords. His study 

was ransacked and he was again thrown in prison to await trial on charges of 

sedition. At the trial’s conclusion, Burton was sentenced to have his ears cut off, be 

fined £5000, and to suffer perpetual imprisonment without access to family, friends, 

pen, ink, or paper. His ears were cut off on 30 June 1637, apparently so close that his 

temporal artery was opened. Burton remained imprisoned until 1640, when all 

previous penalties against him were reversed after Laud’s downfall. He was restored 

to his ‘former liberty of preaching’ and fell back to writing against Arminianism and 

episcopacy.104 Even though Burton was as violently anti-Arminian as Eaton, he was 

also one of Eaton’s strongest opponents. He specifically decried Eaton’s teaching on 

faith and the nature of the relationship between the Old and New Testaments.105 

 Thomas Taylor also worked against the emerging Arminian wing of the 

Church of England, and was reprimanded by the Court of High Commission and 

William Laud for raising funds to relieve the Palatinate’s Reformed preachers. 

Taylor graduated BA and MA from Christ’s College, Cambridge, and later became 

Wentworth Hebrew Lecturer at the College. He came to be ‘a prominent member of 

the group of [William] Perkins’s disciples who came to embody the mainstream of 

moderate puritan divinity in early Stuart Britain’.
106 In 1625 Taylor became minister 

of St Mary Aldermanbury, London, where he established a seminary to train puritan 

ministers. In his many published works Taylor was ‘an iron pillar and a brazen wall 

                                                 
104 Kenneth Gibson, ‘Burton, Henry (bap. 1578, d. 1647/8)’, ODNB. 
 
105 See below.  
 
106 J. Sears McGee, ‘Taylor, Thomas (1576–1632)’, ODNB [http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/ 
27083, accessed 24 Oct. 2012]. 
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against Popery and Arminianisme’, but he became well-known as an antinomian 

opponent through his Regula Vitae, which opposed ‘our new audacious 

Antinomists’.107 The following section will briefly highlight Burton and Taylor’s 

critique of Eaton, and will show that they both recognised and condemned Eaton 

specifically for his structuring of biblical redemption.108 

 Henry Burton, in his The Law and the Gospell Reconciled argued that the 

main difference between Eaton and the rest of the Church of England divines was 

Eaton’s definition of faith.
109 According to Burton, Eaton’s faith was so lively, 

active, vigorous, potent, perfect, and complete that ‘of it selfe it produceth all the 

fruites of sanctification, without having any thing to doe with the word of God, 

especially the morall law, as a rule of our actions, or as a glasse of our 

imperfections’.
110 Burton disagreed with Eaton’s construction of a faith that needed 

no guidance from the moral law. He countered that a believer’s faith was imperfect, 

‘being mingled with much ignorance’, and therefore believers had need of the moral 

law to instruct them. For Burton, the law was the glass where believers beheld the 

glory of the Lord and were changed into the same image by the Lord’s Spirit.  

 Burton disputed Eaton’s teaching that moral law was part of the 

administration of the law. He argued that though the law of Christ and the law of 

                                                 
107 McGee, ‘Taylor, Thomas’, ODNB. Thomas Taylor, Regula Vita, The Rule of the Law, cited above. 
 
108 Contra David Como’s claim that Eaton was reacting to a ‘legalistic’ mainstream puritanism, 

Burton and Taylor’s critique shows that the main point of contention between Eaton and his 

Reformed opponents centred on Eaton’s structure of redemption, not on issues of legalism. See the 
introduction for Como’s argument. 
 
109 Henry Burton, The Law and the Gospell reconciled. Or, the Evangelicall Fayth, and the Morall 
Law how they stand together in the state of grace (London, 1631). Eaton’s future follower Robert 
Towne would also agree that the definition of faith was where the difference between Eaton and his 
opponents was located, as evidenced by the title of his work defending antinomianism: The Assertion 
of Grace, or, A Defence of the Doctrine of Free Justification, against the Lawlesse, unjust, and 
uncharitable imputation of Antifidians, or Favorites of Antichrist, who under a pretended zeal of the 
Law, do pervert, oppugne, and obscure the simplicitie of the Faith of the Gospel (London, 1630). 
 
110 Burton, The Law and the Gospell, 20. 
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Mount Sinai differed in the ‘manner of administration, and in the measure of 

manifestation’, yet they did not differ ‘in the matter it selfe, Christ being the summe 

and matter of both’. Thus, as the moral law was given by God in Christ the 

Redeemer under the covenant of grace, to which the coming of the Holy Spirit in the 

New Testament ‘fully answereth’, it remained as a perpetual rule of holy life to all 

God’s people ‘to the end of the world’.
111 Burton outlined the reason Eaton’s 

‘Antinomian leprosie’ spread; it denied sanctification to be a required duty, and 

‘putting all upon an imaginary faith and perfection in Christ’, it became more 

plausible to flesh and blood, which was ‘so prone and ready to listen after any 

doctrine that gives liberty to their untamed lusts’. Burton was worried that once a 

man was persuaded that ‘being in Christ, and so justified from all his sins, hee hath 

no more neede of repentance: and what a flood-gate is opened to all impiety, when 

there is noe more conscience of sin’?
112  

 Taylor likewise argued that Christ confirmed, expounded, established, and 

fortified the law by his word and authority.113 Christ came to fulfil the law in himself 

by preaching, illustrating, and enforcing it, and by vindicating it from ‘false glosses’, 

showing it to be immutable and eternal by restoring it to its full and first strength. 

Taylor argued that every believer must strive to conform to the law in his inner man, 

in his outer man, and in his whole man.114 Eaton’s conclusion that the gospel 

introduced a new law of Christ, surpassing the moral law, was mistaken, according 

to Taylor, for the covenant of grace was the same in the Old Testament as it was in 

                                                 
111 Burton, The Law and the Gospell, 26. 
 
112 Burton, The Law and the Gospell, 35. 
 
113 Taylor, Rule of the Law, 41, cited Matt. 5:19. 
 
114 Taylor, Rule of the Law, 53. 
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the New Testament. He questioned, ‘did not the holy men in the olde Testament, 

Moses, David, Samuel, Daniel, and the rest enjoy the same covenant with us or were 

they saved by another Gospell then we? Or did not they frame their lives to the same 

sobriety, righteousness, and holinesse that we do?’
115 To Eaton’s objection that God 

saw sin in the Old Testament, but did not see it now, Taylor responded:  

 O grosse ignorance! Was the death of Christ lesse efficacious in matter 
 of remission of sinne, and righteousnesse to beleevers in the olde 
 Testament than to us in the new? … Doe they never reade the 

 Scriptures, or doe they reade them, and winke at such pregnant and 
 plentifull examples of beleevers recorded, and yet many ages 
 pardoned?116  
  
Taylor claimed that it was blasphemy to oppose the Father and Son, as if they had 

different wills, different rules, or contrary laws.117 The grounds of ‘this unhappy 

schism and the right rise of these palpable errours’ came from gross ignorance, 

swelling pride, and a love of licentiousness joined with a hatred of holiness.118 He 

argued that the Apostles preached and taught the gospel, yet also professed to ‘write 

no new commandment, but the old which yee have had from the beginning’, that 

which was written by God’s finger in the tables of stone; the law of love that was 

reinforced by Christ the great law-giver.119 

                                                 
115 Taylor, Rule of the Law, 186. Taylor echoed Peter Gunter’s 1615 critique of Eaton’s ‘impious 

conclusion’ that God saw sin in the Old Testament people but not in his people now. A Sermon 
Preached (cited above), 10. Gunter’s sermon against Eaton was dedicated to Sir Edward Coke, the 

Lord Chief Justice of England, and one of the men who organised the York House Conference against 
Montagu. 
 
116 Taylor, Rule of the Law, 96-7. He continued, ‘I might be abundant in such testimonies: but if these 

places cannot cleare this truth to them, let them still shut their eyes against the Sunne, and hide 
themselves in their owne thickets; to enjoy more securely all their licentious courses … ’. 
 
117 Taylor, Rule of the Law, 189. He cited John 5:16 and commented also that Christ’s coming did not 

loose believers from their ties to God as his created children: ‘certainly the gift of Christ for our 

Redemption, doublet, and fastneth the bond of love and dutie betweene our creator and us, but no whit 
doth slacke or loosen it’. 
 
118 Taylor, Rule of the Law, 60. 
 
119 Taylor, Rule of the Law, 187. Here Taylor quoted Calvin: ‘The whole Law agreeth with the Gospel 

both in condemning the same vices, and commanding the same vertues’. He also proved, 190ff., that 



47 
 

 In answer to Eaton’s teaching that ‘the justified person is free from all spot of 

sinne and perfectly righteous’, Taylor responded that ‘they shew grosse ignorance in 

the nature of justification, which frees the beleever from the condemnation of sin, 

but not from the inhabitation or molestation: for sinne is in the godly after 

justification’.
120 Taylor also responded to Eaton’s claim that justified persons have 

nothing more to do with repentance, and that to repent of every particular sin was to 

believe that a man was not perfectly justified. Taylor argued that a man could not be 

free from repentance until he was free from sin, which could never happen in this 

world. He claimed that ‘the whole life is but one day of repentance, and repentance 

is the work of that whole day’.
121 Humiliation and repentance gave the believer 

assurance that their sins were daily remitted. Also, Christ commanded his people to 

ask for forgiveness of sins daily. Taylor agreed with Eaton that believers were freed 

from the damnation and dominion of sin, but they were not free from all the 

remainders, fruits, and molestation of it.122  

 Finally, Taylor condemned Eaton’s ignorance of the nature of true faith and 

good works. He claimed that faith in Christ was ‘so farre from renouncing 

obedience’; faith could not simply consist in an assent to what the scriptures taught, 

but a believer must also follow, adhere to, and cleave to it in good works.123 Good 

works and duties done according to the law were a ‘way and meanes’ appointed by 

                                                                                                                                          
the moral law still bound believers from the writings of Luther, Beza, Perkins, Whitaker, Willet, 
Downame, Davenant, Cooper, Polanus, Amesius, Zanchius, Estius, 220: ‘All these worthies have 

passed a joint sentence against these violators of Gods most righteous Law, and pronounce them 
guilty of high treason & transgression against the Lord … ’. He continued, citing Calvin without 
reference, that the antinomians had not learned ‘their delirium out of bookes’. 
 
120 Taylor, Rule of the Law, 74. 
 
121 Taylor, Rule of the Law, 109. He again cited the biblical examples of David and Peter. 
 
122 Taylor, Rule of the Law, 115-16. 
 
123 Taylor, Rule of the Law, 69. 
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God to ‘walke into heaven’, not as the cause or merit of salvation.
124 There must be a 

distinguishing between the ‘justice’ of works, which brought nothing to salvation, 

and the ‘presence’ of works, without which there could be no expectation of 

salvation; ‘for without their presence all faith is dead, and all religion vaine’.
125 He 

cried that it was ‘false and absurd’ to say that preachers who teach obedience to the 

law of God teach men to ‘hang upon their owne righteousnesse’ or to seek their 

justification by their performances.126 He argued that ‘we persuade a Christian 

righteousnesse of sanctification wrought by the spirit of holinesse; of which holy 

obedience are many other uses … besides the justifying of their persons in the sight 

of God’.
127 

 Henry Burton and Thomas Taylor provided the first printed response to 

Eaton’s teaching, and, while they had more in common with Eaton’s theology of 

justification than with that of Laud’s Arminian followers, they were united in their 

opinion that Eaton went too far in his efforts to propound ‘free justification’.
128 

Specifically, Eaton’s opponents disagreed with his understanding of the nature of the 

relationship of the Old Testament to the New. Burton and Taylor pointed out the 

difficulties with Eaton’s position – how could the God bring his people into a saving 

relationship differently in the two Testaments? They rejected Eaton’s teaching that 

the Old Testament prophets and holy men lived under the terror of having to fulfil 

the law by claiming that the moral law was given as part of God’s gracious 

                                                 
124 Taylor, Rule of the Law, 80. 
 
125 Taylor, Rule of the Law, 80. 
 
126 Taylor, Rule of the Law, 123: ‘Far are we from teaching that Judaicall righteousnesse, performed 

in way of justification; all which is as a filthy ragge in the sight of God and his strict justice’. 
 
127 Taylor, Rule of the Law, 123. 
 
128 Kenneth Gibson, ‘Burton, Henry (bap. 1578, d. 1647/8)’, ODNB. 
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relationship with his people, and thus the law was a perpetual rule of life for God’s 

people.  

 What resulted from controversy over these issues was a city embroiled in 

sermon battles over the nature of the moral law and justification. Future Westminster 

Assembly member Thomas Gataker noted in 1629 that questions ‘about some … 

points concerning the use of the moral law, whither infidelity be a sinne, faith 

commanded in the law, and the estate of a Christian et. hath ben eager bickering 

among some of our London divines, and bitter invectives either against other in 

pulpit’.
129 Gataker and other Westminster Assembly members would use and expand 

upon Burton and Taylor’s main points to address Eaton’s followers in the 1640s.  

Antinomian Theology in the 1640s 

 Laud’s downfall did not end Arminianism in England. As late as 1640, the 

House of Commons received reports that William Norwich, a Fellow of Peterhouse, 

Cambridge, had preached in the University Church that works were a necessary 

accompaniment to faith in the process of justification.130 In 1642, the Arminian John 

Goodwin, minister of the parish of St Stephen, London, published a treatise on 

justification in which he maintained that faith, not the righteousness of Christ, was 

that which God imputed to a believer for righteousness.131 In light of the continued 

presence of Arminianism, and with the lifting of press censorship in 1641, a flood of 

antinomian treatises appeared in the early 1640s. Eaton’s The Honey-combe was the 

first antinomian work to be published – it quickly became the most influential 

                                                 
129 Gataker wrote this in a letter sent to Samuel Ward. Bodleian Library, Tanner MS. 71, fol. 35r. 11 
February 1629/30. As cited by Como, Blown by the Spirit, 93. 
 
130 John Morrill, The Nature of the English Revolution (Harlow: Longman Group Ltd., 1993), 79. 
 
131 John Goodwin, Imputatio Fidei, or a treatise of justification where the imputation of faith for 
righteousness … is explained (London, 1642). 
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antinomian treatise ever to appear in England.132 Eaton’s followers wrote numerous 

treatises, all of which stressed Christ’s free grace redeeming his elect. The following 

section will analyse the teachings of 1640s antinomianism concerning soteriology as 

taken from the works of the leaders of antinomianism: Tobias Crisp, John Saltmarsh, 

John Simpson, Robert Towne, and Samuel Richardson.133  

 Before the intricacies of antinomian theology can be analysed, it is helpful to 

examine the biographies of these theologians. The second most influential 

antinomian after John Eaton was Tobias Crisp (1600-1643). Crisp was educated BA 

at Christ’s College, Cambridge, and proceeded MA from Balliol College, Oxford in 

1627. He became rector of Newington, Surrey, but was deprived of the living after 

being charged with simony. He was nevertheless presented with the vicarage of 

Brinkworth, Wiltshire, in the same year.134 In 1638, he proceeded BD from Oxford 

and DD from Cambridge, but succumbed to smallpox in 1643.135 Both Crisp’s 

contemporaries and modern scholars are divided on how unorthodox his theology 

really was.136 He was condemned as an apostle of ‘his Master Eaton … of whom he 

                                                 
132 Christopher Hill, ‘Antinomianism in 17th-Century England’ in The Collected Essays of 
Christopher Hill (Brighton: Harvester Press, 1986), 2:164. 
 
133 Titles such as: Tobias Crisp, Christ alone exalted; in fourteen sermons: preached in or neare 
London by the late Reverend Tobias Crisp Doctor in Divinity, and faithfull pastor of Brinkworth in 
Wiltshire (London, 1643); Samuel Richardson, Justification by Christ alone, a fountaine of life and 
comfort, declaring that the whole worke of mans salvation as accomplished by Jesus Christ upon the 
crosse … (London, 1647); John Saltmarsh, The fountaine of free grace opened by questions and 
answers: proving the foundation of faith to consist only in Gods free love in giving Christ to dye for 
the sins of all (London, 1644); and Robert Towne, The Re-assertion of Free Grace, or, Vindiciae 
Evangelii, a vindication of the gospel-truths, from the unjust censure and undue aspersions of 
antinomians (London, 1654). 
 
134 Hill, ‘Dr Tobias Crisp, 1600-43’, in Collected Essays, 2:151. 
 
135 Roger Pooley, ‘Crisp, Tobias (1600–1643)’, ODNB [http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/6708, 
accessed 8 Oct. 2012]. 
 
136 Thomas Gataker, in Gods Eye on His Israel, unpaginated ‘Preface to the Reader’, remarked that 
‘[Dr Crisp] is now, I hope, with the Lord; which yet, in regard of divers passages too much tending to 
the countenancing of some of these mens unsound assertions, it may well be wished, had rather died 
with the Autor, that so the errors, which had escaped him, tho a pious person otherwise, might have 
rested, if it might be, with his remains’. Pooley, ‘Crisp, Tobias (1600–1643)’, ODNB, cites Crisp as a 
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hath borrowed most of his new Divinity’ in 1644, while Robert Lancaster years later 

in 1690 denied Crisp’s dependence upon Eaton.
137 Crisp’s sermons were published 

posthumously from a shorthand collection in a series of three volumes entitled Christ 

alone Exalted (1643-48) and were later re-published in 1690 with ten additional 

sermons edited by his son Samuel.138 

 John Saltmarsh (d. 1647) studied at Magdalene College, Cambridge, 

graduating BA in 1633 and proceeding MA in 1636. He assumed the rectorship of 

Heslerton, Yorkshire, and then Cranbrook and Bransted in Kent, before serving as a 

chaplain to Sir Thomas Fairfax and the parliamentary army in 1646.139 Saltmarsh 

was one of the most influential radical preachers and writers in England.140 

Saltmarsh interacted most with Thomas Gataker out of all of the Westminster 

Assembly members – they maintained a lively pamphlet dialogue for a number of 

                                                                                                                                          
‘quiet, conscientious, and unrevolutionary figure’. Joel R. Beeke and Randall J. Pederson include 
Tobias Crisp with other Reformed puritans in their book Meet the Puritans: With a Guide to Modern 
Reprints (Grand Rapids, MI: Reformed Heritage Books, 2006). 
 
137 Geree, The Doctrine of the Antinomians, 5. Tim Cooper, Fear and Polemic: Richard Baxter and 
Antinomianism (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2001), 171, cites Richard Baxter’s lament against the ‘Crispian, 

Antichristian libertinism’ of his day. Robert Lancaster’s contrary account reported that Crisp ‘had 

both learned and preached abundantly this faithful Doctrine of God’s Free Grace, which you after 

your scoffing call New Divinity, not onley before any thing of Mr. Eatons was extant, but even before 
he had so much as heard of his Name’, Vindiciae Evangelii: Or, A Vindication of the Gospel with the 
Establishment of the Law. Being a Reply to Mr. Steven Geree’s Treatise, entitiuled, [The Doctrine of 

the Antinomians Confuted] (London, 1694), 8. Lancaster’s work was published 50 years after 

Geree’s, no doubt to vindicate Crisp’s name after a new wave of accusations of antinomianism came 
upon the re-publication of his sermons in 1690. This second antinomian controversy was largely taken 
up with attacks upon and vindications of Tobias Crisp and Richard Baxter. Lancaster was apparently 
Crisp’s trusted friend, as he allegedly acted as a Hebrew tutor to Crisp’s daughter Mary. See Como, 

Blown by the Spirit, 70-71. Lancaster was called before the Westminster Assembly in 1643 to answer 
for his antinomianism. See chapter two of this thesis. 
 
138 The re-print of Crisp’s works set off a second antinomian controversy that engulfed England, 
Scotland, and the Netherlands. Despite his notoriety in the 1600s, Crisp received only a passing 
reference from Como, and Bozeman briefly compares him to Eaton. Both men situate him squarely in 
the antinomian camp.  
 
139 Roger Pooley, ‘Saltmarsh, John (d. 1647)’, ODNB [http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/24578, 
accessed 18 Oct. 2013] 
 
140 Pooley, ‘Saltmarsh, John (d. 1647)’, ODNB. Pooley comments that William Penn recommended 
him as one of the few pre-Quaker writers that young Friends should read. 
 



52 
 

years. Gataker explained that the back-and-forth with Saltmarsh started when 

Gataker received word that Saltmarsh’s new book, Free grace: or, the flowings of 

Christs blood free to Sinners cited Gataker as giving ‘some testimony to the tenets of 

the Antinomian party’.
141 Gataker called for Saltmarsh’s book and found that ‘not 

only the godly Ministry both of these and former times … was therein grievously 

traduced; but the doctrine of the Gospel also miserably corrupted’. Gataker therefore 

took it upon himself to respond to Saltmarsh, who then replied to Gataker, all within 

a few months of each other.142 Their dialogue only ended with Saltmarsh’s ill health. 

 John Simpson (1614/15-1662), like Saltmarsh, had an active line of 

communication with Thomas Gataker.143 Simpson was from London, educated at 

Exeter College, Oxford, and held lectureships at St Dunstan’s and St Botolph, 

Aldgate.144 He was called before the Westminster Assembly in 1643 for his 

antinomian views and was deposed of his lectureship in 1643 on the basis of their 

                                                 
141 Thomas Gataker, A Mistake or misconstruction removed (Whereby little difference is pretended to 
have been acknowledged between the Antinomians and Us) (London, 1646), ‘To the Christian 

Reader’, unpaginated. John Saltmarsh, Free grace: or, the flowings of Christs blood free to Sinners 
(London, 1646). Saltmarsh’s work had enormous influence and went through ten editions by the end 

of the century.  
 
142 After Gataker responded to Saltmarsh with A Mistake or misconstruction removed, Saltmarsh 
replied with Reasons for Unitie, Peace, and Love with an Answer (Called Shadows flying away) to a 
Book of Mr Gataker one of the Assembly, intituled A Mistake (London, 1646). Gataker responded 
with Shadowes without substance, or pretended new lights… in way of rejoinder unto Mr Iohn 

Saltmarsh (London, 1646). 
 
143 Gataker, Mysterious Cloudes and Mistes, shunning the Cleer Light, a little further disclosed, in a 
short Answer to Mr. John Simpson (London, 1648), 11, states that he at first took a great liking to 
Simpson, and desired to have him appointed to a lectureship at his own church, but Simpson went to 
Butolph’s instead. Sometime later, Gataker heard that Simpson had fallen into ‘divers strange points, 

tending to Antinomianism’ and that some of his own congregants, ‘women especially’ after hearing 

Simpson preach were ‘infected’ with antinomian theology. Gataker dryly remarked that this afterward 

appeared to be ‘no false report, or groundlesse surmise’. The women came to Gataker asking him to 
hold a solemn day of humiliation that would feature Simpson as preacher. Gataker remarked that he 
could not permit Simpson to come into his pulpit, ‘by the leavening of my people, to make me work, 

for the unleavening of them againe’, and refused to allow Simpson to preach. The women went away 
defiantly claiming that if they could not hear Simpson in public, they would host him in private. 
 
144 Bernard Capp, ‘Simpson, John (1614/15–1662)’, rev. Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, 
Oxford University Press, 2004 [http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/37963, accessed 18 Oct 
2013] 
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examinations.145 Parliament ordered his arrest for clashing with Presbyterian minister 

Cornelius Burges in February 1644.146 Simpson continued preaching however, and 

in 1647 became the minister of the gathered congregation at All Hallows-the-Great, 

London. At All Hallows, Simpson started the Fifth Monarchy movement, a political 

and religious sect expecting the imminent Kingdom of Christ on earth, a theocratic 

regime in which the saints would establish a godly discipline over the unregenerate 

masses and prepare for the second coming.147 In order to usher in the Fifth 

Monarchy, men and women had to work to dispel earthly forms of government, so 

the beheading of King Charles I in 1649 was a sign of the fourth kingdom’s demise 

and the imminent arrival of the fifth monarchy. The purified Saints, or members of 

the movement, were to demolish the Kingdom of the Antichrist and establish a 

government that would have no ‘Lawes, Statutes, or Rules of Government in the 

Church or Civil State, but what Christ hath given in his words’. The social concerns 

of the movement were to purge the clergy, abolish tithes, reform the law and impose 

a strict morality, reduce taxes and remove the privileges of the rich.148 Near the end 

of his life Simpson preached the antinomian creed of free grace against Arminian 

John Goodwin at a disputation at All Hallows. In 1661 Simpson was arrested and 

imprisoned for boldly defending the regicides but was released after taking the oaths 

of supremacy and allegiance. He died a few months later. 

                                                 
145 See chapter two. Simpson wrote The Perfection of Justification maintained against the Pharisee: 
the Purity of Sanctification against the Stainers of it… (London, 1648) as an apology for his beliefs. It 
was prefaced with a sixty-three-page refutation of Westminster’s charges. 
  
146 CJ, 3:389. 
 
147 Bernard Capp, The Fifth Monarchy Men (London: Faber and Faber, 1972), 14. The Fifth 
Monarchists were fairly unique among English radical religious movements in claiming the right and 
indeed the duty of taking arms to overthrow existing regimes and establish Christ’s millennium rule. 
 
148 Capp, Fifth Monarchy, 56. 
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 Robert Towne (1592/3-1664) matriculated from Oriel College, Oxford and 

became Eaton’s main disciple who would carry on Eaton’s teachings into the next 

decades; as such he was suspended, probably in 1629, by the Court of High 

Commission for ‘doctrinal heterodoxy’.
149 He was described as ‘the famous 

Antinomian who writ some books: he was the best scholar and soberest man of that 

judgement in the country, but somewhat unsound in principles’.
150 Towne wrote The 

Assertion of Grace specifically to combat Thomas Taylor’s Regula vitae, or the Rule 

of the Law, which argued against Eaton for the abiding continuity of the moral 

law.151 Although his Assertion of Grace was not published until 1644, Towne sent it 

in manuscript form to Taylor sometime before Taylor’s died in 1633.152 Towne later 

wrote A Re-assertion of Grace to revise and expand his earlier work which was, 

along with ‘Dr Crisp’s Sermons, and the Honey combe, being thronged with pikes of 

despite ever since their publication’.
153 Towne was described as a constant preacher 

of God’s word in 1655, but was ejected from his living in Haworth in 1662. He 

ministered to a dissenting congregation there until his death in 1664. 

                                                 
149 See William Joseph Sheils, ‘Towne, Robert (1592/3?–1664)’, ODNB [http://www.oxforddnb.com 
/view/article/66154, accessed 25 Mar. 2013]. 
 
150 Oliver Heywoord, The Rev. Oliver Heywood … his Autobiography, ed. T.G. Crippen (1885), 4:7, 
as cited by Sheils, ‘Towne, Robert (1592/3?–1664)’, ODNB. 
 
151 Cited above.  
 
152 Robert Towne, The Assertion of Free Grace, or, a Defence of the Doctrine of Free Justification, 
against the Lawlesse, unjust, and uncharitable imputation of Antifidians, or Favorites of Antichrist… 

as it was sent to the said Doctor a little before his death  (London, 1644).  
 
153 Robert Towne, The Re-assertion of Free Grace, or, Vindiciae Evangelii, a vindication of the 
gospel-truths, from the unjust censure and undue aspersions of antinomians (London, 1654), 
unpaginated preface. Towne apparently called for a conference with other ministers who had been 
criticising him, but was refused. He later met with non-clergy, who ‘at our parting gave me the hand 

never to open their mouth more against me. And yet the next news was ... that out of our Conference, 
misconstruing and perverting what was said, they had compiled and exhibited to the Bishop eighteen 
Propositions or Articles. By this kinde of Ministers and Professors … I have been brought into divers 

Courts, and into High Commission, where I was twice imprisoned, my ministry restrained, and I 
compelled to attend the Court two yeers together’.  
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 Samuel Richardson (fl. 1637-1658) was a soldier and preacher in the New 

Model Army and also a leader among the London Baptists. Richardson’s signature 

appears on the three confessions of faith put forth by the seven London Baptist 

churches in 1643, 1644, and 1646. He used his antinomian emphases on God’s grace 

to fight against the General Baptists’ Arminianism, and the confessions reflect his 

work. His life and education is obscure, but he left a number of tracts and treatises 

from which one can gain a picture of his theology.154 

 Henry Denne (1605/6-1666) matriculated at Sidney Sussex College, 

Cambridge, in 1621, graduated BA in 1625 and proceeded MA in 1628. Denne was 

curate at Pirton, Hertforshire, for ten years. A notorious religious controversialist, his 

treatises received the charge of antinomianism as early as 1643. By 1644 Denne had 

become a Baptist and joined the Bell Alley General Baptist Church in London. He 

was imprisoned for preaching against infant baptism, but continued to write and 

preach and was eventually released only to be arrested again. Denne joined the 

parliamentary army and participated with Levellers in the mutiny of May 1649, 

which was crushed by Cromwell. He was spared from execution by his recantation. 

Denne continued to write divisive pamphlets until his death in 1666.155  

 These men differed from each other in certain points of their theology, but 

each took Eaton’s main points and carefully fine-tuned and expanded them to create 

a complete system of antinomian theology at odds with classic Reformed teaching.156 

                                                 
154 W.A. Shaw, ‘Richardson, Samuel (fl. 1637–1658)’, rev. Sean Kelsey, ODNB [http://www.oxford 
dnb.com/view/article/23581, accessed 21 Feb. 2014]. Paul Gritz, ‘Samuel Richardson and the 

Religious and Political Controversies Confronting the London Particular Baptists, 1643 to 1658’ (PhD 

diss., Southwestern Baptist Theological Seminary, 1987) has given the most complete summary of 
Richardson’s life and teachings.  
 
155 T.L. Underwood, ‘Denne, Henry (1605/6?–1666)’, ODNB [http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/articl 
e/7497, accessed 21 Feb. 2014]. 
 
156 For instance, original antinomianism as expressed by John Eaton did not depart from the Reformed 
practice of infant baptism, but prominent antinomians of the 1640s such as Samuel Richardson, 
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The following section will outline and analyse these teachings: that the Old 

Testament was under a covenant of works rather than of grace and that Christ’s 

perfect sacrifice inaugurated a new covenant of grace which no longer required 

obedience to the moral law; that the act of faith was unnecessary for justification; 

that justification and sanctification were inseparable so that good works were no 

indication of justification; and that God could not see or punish sin in the believer;  

in order to provide a context for the Westminster Assembly’s interaction with and 

response to antinomianism.  

 1. Antinomian Theology: the Covenant Structure of Biblical Redemption 

 First, and centrally, antinomians after Eaton argued that scripture was divided 

into two covenants, the covenant of works and the covenant of grace. By this point in 

history, it was a common belief that scripture was divided into two covenants, but 

antinomians departed from wider Reformed teaching when they argued that the 

covenant of works encompassed the Old Testament and the covenant of grace 

characterized the time of Christ and God’s people now.
157 Eaton had not used 

                                                                                                                                          
Hanserd Knollys, and Robert Towne took Eaton’s teachings to their logical conclusion: Eaton’s three 

successive ‘eras’ of biblical history denied God’s uninterrupted covenant dealings with his people 

from creation through the Old Testament and into the New. Eaton’s theological followers recognised 

that if the Israelite economy, ruled as it was by the law’s severity, was not part of the covenant of 
grace, the continuity between circumcision and baptism must be severed. Gritz states, ‘Samuel 

Richardson and the ... Particular Baptists’, 125: ‘ … both types of English Baptists [General and 

Particular] justified their stance on baptism by insisting that a distinction existed between the way 
God dealt with his people under the new covenant in Christ as compared with the old covenant to 
bring them into a saving relationship with himself’. All English Baptists in the 1640s were 
antinomians strongly influenced by John Eaton, although the theological connection between early 
English Baptists and English antinomianism is one that remains underdeveloped in scholarship. A 
recent work on the early English Baptists only briefly mentions antinomianism. See Stephen Wright, 
The Early English Baptists, 1603-49 (Suffolk: Boydell Press, 2006), 122-31. For a classic history of 
Baptists in England see A.C. Underwood, A History of the English Baptists (London: Baptist Union 
Publication Dept., 1947). For more information on the history of Particular and General Baptists, see 
Michael R. Watts, The Dissenters  (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1978), 41-50, 99-168, and Timothy 
George, ‘Baptists and the Westminster Confession’ in The Westminster Confession into the 21st 
Century, ed. J. Ligon Duncan III (Fearn: Mentor, 2001), 145-59. 
 
157 For a brief and even-handed survey of seven theories regarding the origins of federal theology, see 
W.J. van Asselt, The Federal Theology of Johannes Cocceius (1603-1669) (Leiden: Brill, 2001), 325-
32.  
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covenant theology language to describe the process of biblical redemption, but his 

followers took his idea of three successive ‘ages’ of biblical redemption and adapted 

it to fit covenant theology. For Eaton’s theological descendants, the whole of the Old 

Testament, but especially the Ten Commandments and the covenant at Sinai, were 

solely under the covenant of works, and contained no aspects of the covenant of 

grace.158 Henry Denne argued that Moses preached no grace to his people, he 

preached the law of works, ‘which promiseth mercy to the obedient; but to the 

transgressours (though never so small) tribulation and anguish’.
159 Because the Old 

Testament was entirely under the covenant of works, God appeared  to his people 

then only ‘upon terms and conditions of reconciliation; and all the worship then, and 

acts of worship then, as of prayer, fasting, repentance, &c. went all this way, and 

according to God under that appearance’.
160  

 With the coming of Christ, a fundamental change occurred concerning how 

God related to men and women regarding salvation.161 In the previous era under the 

law, men had to keep perfectly the law in order to be justified. Now however, Christ 

fulfilled all the law for his people and inaugurated the time of faith.162 In the law’s 

                                                 
158 See Simpson, The Perfection of Justification, 6, and Crisp, Christ alone, 1:156. Crisp conceded 
that the covenant of works, which stood upon the terms: ‘Do this and live’, included aspects of the 

covenant of grace, because no creature could have the promise of living without grace, but the 
covenant was ultimately inefficient and ineffectual. For Crisp, unlike his fellow antinomians, the 
opposition between the two covenants was not one of works against grace, but of a weaker, imperfect, 
unprofitable covenant of grace to one that was perfect and established in Christ. Thus for him there 
were two covenants of grace; they were not one and the same covenant diversely administered, but 
two actual distinct covenants. See Crisp, Christ alone, 2.37, 41-45. 
  
159 Henry Denne, The doctrine and conversation of John Baptist, (London, 1642), 27. 
 
160 Saltmarsh, Free grace, 167. Free grace instigated a treatise dialogue between Saltmarsh and 
Thomas Gataker, with their main source of disagreement being whether faith was necessary for 
salvation, or more specifically, whether it was a necessary ‘condition’ of the new covenant.  
 
161 Samuel Richardson, Some brief considerations on Doctor Featley his Book, intituled, The Dipper 
Dipt (London, 1645), 12. 
 
162 Samuel Richardson, Saints Desire; or a cordiall for a fainting soule (London, 1647), 110, as cited 
by Gritz, ‘Samuel Richardson’, 166. Richardson argued his point with words that were strikingly 

similar to those of John Eaton: ‘When there is any worke to be done upon paine of punishment, or 
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place was the new covenant of grace, established on better terms. The new covenant 

was established between God and Christ, and thus was not in reality a covenant 

between God and his people.163 Christ agreed to take on the role of mediator between 

God and man, and as such, was bound to perform all the required conditions, duties, 

and obedience of the covenant in the place of his people.164 Christ stood before God 

as the only malefactor and sinner of the world, being ‘by imputation truely cloathed, 

and charged with all our sinnes’.
165 Christ remained an eternal mediator, ‘thereby 

banishing, and keeping away continually all the evils and failings of his people from 

the sight and presence of his Father; and by means of his everlasting righteousnesse, 

the virtue and preciousnesse whereof infinitely exceedeth the evill of all sin … ’.
166 

Christ’s powerful work ensured that God’s people would never fall away from their 

salvation. John Saltmarsh especially stressed this point, condemning the Arminians 

who were found ‘to hold forth many notorious errours, raisng the very Foundation of 

Christian Faith: to wit, denying original sin, holding free will and falling away’.
167 

 As mediator, Christ was subjected to the law in the place of his people, and 

his perfect obedience redeemed his people from the ‘very same sense, and extent’ 

that he himself was under the law; now they could enjoy life free from the curse and 

terror of the law.168 Since Christ performed perfect obedience to the moral law, 

                                                                                                                                          
upon promise of eternal life it’s the voyce of the law … the Gospel declares what God workes in us, 
and freely gives unto us’.  
 
163 Saltmarsh, Free grace, 126. 
 
164 Saltmarsh, Free grace, 143. 
 
165 Towne, Assertion of grace, 96. 
 
166 Towne, Assertion of grace, 107. 
 
167 Saltmarsh, Fountaine of free grace, unpaginated preface. 
 
168 Towne, Assertion of grace, 8, 41-42, 32: ‘ … and hence doth the established Doctrine of our 

Church rightly teach that now in Christ, and by him, every true Christian may be called a fulfiller of 
the Law. (Homily in Sermon of Salvation by Christ onely)’.  
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antinomians claimed that ‘Christ hath freed us from subjection to the Morall law’.
169 

Christ translated his people from the covenant of works into the covenant of grace 

without reference to anything they did.170 Believers now could not be held to keeping 

the Ten Commandments, as Simpson simply and concisely stated: ‘the law as 

delivered in Sinai by the hand of Moses, is a covenant of works. Therefore the law as 

delivered in Sinai by the hand of Moses is not a rule by which a believing Christian 

doth walk’.
171 Simpson continued: ‘It is impossible that a believing Christian should 

live under the covenant of grace, as it is delivered unto us in the clear light of the 

Spirit, and should at the same time be under the mandatory power of the law as it 

was delivered in Sinai’.
172 The law’s purpose was merely to show that a believer’s 

own righteousness was nothing but loss and dung in God’s sight; it was not to show 

a believer how to live. Every person who believed that one could be punished for not 

keeping the law’s commands was in reality still in bondage to the law, for the law 

demanded ‘Do this and live’, but no one could actually perform the required duties. 

To be in bondage under the law was to have the law so tyrannize and domineer that 

one must expect that every transgression would bring a sentence of the curse, 

anguish, and tribulation of the law.173 When Christ spoke, he spoke to those who 

                                                                                                                                          
 
169 Towne, Assertion of grace, 140. Also, Crisp, Christ alone, 1:19.  
 
170 Towne, Assertion of grace, 6-7. They were ‘translated into another Kingdome of mere grace and 

favour’ that was ‘without addition or mixture of workes, and [where God] communicateth, and 

distilleth the sweetnesse of his ravishing and overcoming love’.  
 
171 Simpson, The Perfection of Justification, 6. 
 
172 Simpson, The Perfection of Justification, 13. 
 
173 Crisp, Christ alone, 1:234, 237, 239. Also, Towne, Assertion of grace, 34. Towne questioned how 
the law could condemn and accuse God’s elect since they were already judged to be perfectly just. He 

continued: ‘But the Ministery of the Law, revealeth not Christ, nor his righteousnesse … It setteth not 

forth God unto us, as justifier of them that are of the faith of Jesus, as pacified and well pleased for 
ever in him… It declareth not the name of God our Father in Jesus Christ according to the New 

Covenant of Grace, whereby the secret, sweet, and incomprehensible love wherewith he loved his 
Sonne may be in us … ’. 
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were exempted from the law’s rule and government; his words had nothing to do 

with those who were still under the bondage of the law.174  

 2. Antinomian Theology: the Act of Faith Unnecessary 

 The antinomians’ construal of covenant theology led to their most important 

soteriological teaching: reacting against the Arminian belief that God’s election was 

based on a foreseen faith, they claimed that the act of faith was not required for one 

to receive justification. More specifically, antinomians rejected the teaching that 

faith was a necessary ‘condition’ for entrance into the covenant of grace.175  

 Antinomians explained that the old covenant of works was conditional – it 

required its people to perfectly keep the law in order for salvation to be granted. The 

new covenant of grace, which was introduced with Christ, revealed a fundamental 

change in how God brought people into a saving relationship with himself. Now his 

people were saved completely unconditionally without respect to anything they did, 

even their response of faith was not required. This was the opposite view of the 

Arminians, who held that God justified on the basis of a foreseen faith. Antinomian 

Henry Denne claimed that ‘ … Christs righteousnesse is made ours Coram Deo, 

                                                                                                                                          
 
174 Crisp, Christ alone, 1:239. Reformed theologians on the continent held vastly divergent views on 
the role of the law for a Christian, and tracing those differences falls outside the scope of this thesis. 
For information on Luther and his successors on these topics, see Timothy J. Wengert, Law and 
Gospel: Philip Melanchton’s Debate with John Agricola of Eisleben over Poenitentia (Grand Rapids, 
MI: Baker Books, 1997). For an excellent overview of John Calvin’s treatment of the law-gospel 
distinction, see Martin Foord, ‘“A New Embassy”: John Calvin’s Gospel’, in Aspects of Reforming: 
Theology and Practice in Sixteenth Century Europe, ed. Michael Parsons (Milton Keyes: Paternoster, 
2013). 
 
175 Whether the new covenant required an act of faith was one the most polarising theological issues 
in England during this time. The following section explains the antinomian view. See chapter five for 
the Assembly on this topic. Not only did the question divide the Reformed from the Arminians, but it 
also split the Reformed and Baptists. The Reformed believed the act of faith was necessary otherwise 
universal redemption would ensue. The Baptists held that it could not be necessary as then it would be 
a ‘work’ required for justification and would lead to Arminianism. A brief list of theologians who 
argued over this point includes: Thomas Gataker vs John Saltmarsh, Daniel Featley vs Samuel 
Richardson, and John Flavel vs Philip Cary. See Edwin Nisbet Moore ‘Faith as the Condition of the 

Covenant as Understood by the Westminster Divines’ (ThM thesis, Erskine Theological Seminary, 

2009), for an excellent overview of the history of the debate and for the divines’ debates on the topic. 
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before God, by Gods imputation, before the act of our faith, and therefore necessarily 

without it’.
176 Justification occurred with Christ’s death on the cross, and believers 

merely needed to apprehend their justification at some point in their lives. 

Justification was not conditioned on God foreseeing an act of faith – not only was it 

eternally predestined, but it was also eternally applied. 

 For the antinomians, faith was thus but a revelation of what was secret, ‘and 

hid before, or an evident testimony, and lively and comfortable apprehension and 

application in the conscience of the person, of what was conferred and made his 

before’.
177 Faith justified merely ‘declaratively in [believers’] consciences’, working 

only a change ‘as touching the conscience’ where they apprehend and knew Christ’s 

work for them and their inclusion as children of God.178 Antinomians argued that it 

was blasphemy to add one’s work of faith to Christ’s work of redemption. The new 

covenant was nothing but God’s taking away a human’s stony heart and giving him a 

heart of flesh. This was God’s act of love which was cast upon man before he could 

do anything.179 As faith was man’s act of believing, so it must be a work and 

therefore had no place in the covenant of grace.180 If there were conditions to the 

                                                 
176 Denne, The doctrine and conversation of John Baptist, 36. 
 
177 Towne, Assertion of grace, 12.  
 
178 Denne, The doctrine and conversation of John Baptist, 36-37. Also, Towne, Assertion of grace, 
12: ‘Its not found, in that, whereas faith will admit of no other ingredient, or partner in this 

businesse… You corruptly and treacherously do joyne and mingle Repentance and new Obedience 
with it in the very cause of salvation, and deliverance from danger’. Also, Towne, 20: ‘Here you see 

that it is the alone office and effect of Faith, apprehending the mercy of God in Christ Jesus’. 
 
179 Crisp, Christ alone, 1:165. 
 
180 Crisp, Christ alone, 1:166, 171. ‘That God should require conditions of men, is but to receive 

Christ as upon bargain and sale: but Christ must be really, and actually a gift’. Christ alone, I:64. 
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covenant, or laws to follow, it could not be an everlasting covenant because man’s 

sinfulness would automatically cause him to break the conditions.181  

 The antinomians claimed that faith first received Christ passively and then 

actively, as an unregenerate man or woman could never desire Christ. Receiving 

Christ passively was when Christ worked against a person’s will, over-ruling against 

the stubbornness of his heart.182 The unregenerate soul could not reach for Christ on 

its own, but rather, it fought against him by keeping him from entering.183 Christ was 

given and passed over to men and made to be their Christ before any gracious 

qualifications were put into their soul.184 Once Christ’s spirit was poured into a 

man’s spirit, Christ’s spirit began to work to break and tame the man’s spirit. Then, 

the person’s spirit began to embrace Christ actively and hold him fast and not let him 

go, which was termed the second act of receiving Christ.185  

 One antinomian equated requiring believers to perform the ‘good work’ of 

faith in order to receive salvation with Papism and Arminianism and claimed that it 

confused the new covenant with the covenant of works.186 Antinomians condemned 

those who held that Christ was the only purchaser of a believer’s justification, but 

                                                 
181 Crisp, Christ alone, 1:158-60. Also, Saltmarsh, Free grace, 189: ‘If faith should give us our 

interest in Christ, then as our faith increases, our interest should increase, and we should be more and 
more justified and forgiven, which none allow … If Christ should be ours by faith in this sense, then 
when faith ceases, shall we cease to be justified. Shall faith begin our interest here, and not be able to 
continue it hereafter’? 
 
182 Crisp, Christ alone, 1:195. Towne, Assertion of grace, 11, 49: ‘Justification is not the office of 

man but of God; or ‘Man cannot make himself righteous by his owne works, either in whole or in 
part. For that were the greatest arrogancie or presumption of man that Antichrist could set up against 
God’.  
 
183 Crisp, Christ alone, 1:196.  
 
184 Crisp, Christ alone, 1:199. 
 
185 Crisp, Christ alone, 1:196-97. 
 
186 Saltmarsh, Free grace, 129: ‘ … so as they that beleeve, do rather feel themselves in that Covenant 

which God hath made with them with out any thing in themselves either faith or repentance, &c’.   
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who yet still claimed that faith, repentance, and self-denial were part of the ‘new 

obedience’ necessary in the gospel to be performed by all those who would ‘have 

part and interest in Christ or look for salvation by Christ’.
187 These men would ‘work 

God down into his old and former way of revealing himself as under the Law, when 

he seemed to be onely in the way to reconciliation and peace, rather then pacified; 

and thus in prayer, and fasting, and other acts of obedience they deal with God as 

they did under the old Testament, not considering the glorious love revealed in 

Christ crucified … ’.
188 

 3. Antinomian Theology: Justification and Sanctification Conflated 

 Antinomian teaching on faith led them to conflate justification and 

sanctification.189  For the antinomian, faith made the believer’s conscience good and 

caused his or her pure heart to issue love, which was the end and fulfilment of the 

law.190 Faith so inclined and enlivened the heart to love God and man that a believer 

became ‘freely enlarged and prepared to the duties of the law, and is not tyed and 

bound thereto as a Beare to the stake’.
191 The believer’s internal faith produced 

automatic obedience to the law without the need for an external and written law, 

                                                 
187 Saltmarsh, Free grace, 188. 
 
188 Saltmarsh, Free grace, 168. Like Eaton, Saltmarsh’s theology required that believers under the 

gospel no longer had to repent or mourn for their sins, as they were already atoned for by Christ. Only 
‘weak’ Christians believed that they were sinners in God’s eyes, that God afflicts them for their sins, 

and interpreted every curse in the Old and New Testaments to be punishment for their sins. See 
Saltmarsh, Free grace, 174. 
 
189 Towne, Assertion of grace, 4, sought to address the error that justification and sanctification were 
‘separable in regard of time’ and ‘word of ministration’; as if the gospel revealed justification, but the 

law governed or was the ‘effectuall instrument of Sanctification’.  
 
190 Towne, Assertion of grace, 38. 
 
191 Towne, Assertion of grace, 136. Towne, 14-15, deprecated those who ‘attribute something to 

Christ and faith; but something also to repentance and obedience: and this is impious and intolerable 
wickednesse. … This leaven saith my Author, is that false perswasion, that something is necessary to 
righteousnesse and salvation, besides Faith in Christ; which soon will corrupt and spoile the whole 
masse of the Doctrine of Free Grace; Yea of the Gospel of Christ, it maketh it the Gospel of the 
Devill’. 
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thus, faith in free justification essentially eliminated the need for on-going 

sanctification.192 When one became justified through the change in one’s conscience, 

he or she was enabled ‘infallibly to walke in the steps of the works of our father 

Abraham’, where, like Abraham who lived ‘without the law of the Ten 

Commandments, we walk holily, soberly, and righteously in all Gods 

Commandements’.
193 The power of Christ within a Christian restrained him or her 

from ‘breaking forth into all manner of excess’.
194 Believers would naturally walk 

uprightly, sincerely, and exactly according to the ‘good pleasure’ of God because 

they had God’s spirit overruling in their spirit.
195 In fact, a believer would never not 

walk according to God’s pleasure, because Christ bore the burden for his people and 

enabled them to walk rightly.196 A believer would then automatically, cheerfully, and 

zealously walk in the law out of a deep sense of thankfulness for what God had done 

for him.197 God’s commandments would be followed spiritually in love and faith, not 

literally in fearful performance of required duties: ‘ … for then it is true 

                                                 
192 Eaton, Honey-combe, 21, spoke of a believer’s faith in the power of Christ’s body ‘striking 

righteousness’ into his soul: ‘So that as the Bronze Serpent was of strength, through the promise of 
God, to strike health into the wounded and dying beholders, … much more is the body of Christ, 
being the object of our faith, of power to strike righteousness to our souls; and so to make us not 
inherently and actively, but objectively and passively, freely in the sight of God and truly, and really 
just and righteous’.  
 
193 Eaton, Dead Faith, 191-92.  
 
194 Crisp, Christ alone, 1:39. This thinking traces back to the early Anabaptists on the Continent. See 
Daniel Liechty, Early Anabaptist Spirituality: Selected Writings (Mahwah, NJ: Paulist Press, 1994). 
For the Reformed response, see Richard C. Gamble, ‘Calvin and Sixteenth-Century Spirituality: 
Comparison with the Anabaptists’, Calvin Theological Journal 31 (1996): 335-58.  
 
195 Crisp, Christ alone, 2:161. Also, Simpson, Perfection of Justification, 266: ‘… when Christ makes 

lawes, he doth not only give us lawes, and bid us keepe them: but he hath power in himself by which 
he enableth us to do that which he commands us to doe. If Christ should command us to love, & 
should not enable us to doe that which hee commands, he should be such a Law-giver as Moses, that 
gave a Law, but gave no power to doe it: But Christ is not such a Law-giver as Moses. As he is not a 
rigid Law-giver, to bid Saints doe it upon penalty of damnation, or to worke for life, and salvation’. 
 
196 Crisp, Christ alone, 1:253-54. 
 
197 Como, Blown by the spirit, 215: ‘So, then, free justification led believers inexorably to do good 

works, in deed, to obey God’s commandments, although freely and without coercion’. 
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sanctification, when it is done with willing cheerfulness, and meer thankfuleness for 

free justification’.
198 God framed a willing spirit within his people, removing the 

danger of excessive liberty. God’s people recognised that they had been grafted into 

the new covenant without reference to anything they had done so they were then free 

to walk in grace without law according to the doctrine of holiness that the gospel 

contains.199 The gospel was ‘both a perfect law of life and righteousnesse, of grace 

and truth’, and believers were freed from the law’s condemnation, so antinomians 

wondered why anyone would contend for abiding continuity of the Ten 

Commandments.200  

 Practising repentance, humiliation, and holy duties, by a supposed universal 

obedience to all God’s commandments and as a hope of assurance of justification 

was a ‘false legall bastard’ sanctification, not appropriate for the time of the 

gospel.201 In fact, ‘ … this doctrine that the justified children of God must be kept 

from sin, and driven to holy walking for fear of correction and punishments, doth 

quite mar the true nature of sanctification’.202 In the gospel age, sanctification was 

not fashioned by keeping the law or outward commandments, but rather 

 

 

                                                 
198 Eaton, Honey-combe, 145.  
 
199 Saltmarsh, Free grace, 159-60.   
 
200 Saltmarsh, Free grace, 146. Also Free grace, 147: ‘the Gospel perswades rather then commands, 

and rather by promises; and exhorts rather then bids, and reasons us to duty rather then enforces … 

the Gospel commands us rather by patern then precept, and by imitation then command’. Also, 

Towne, Assertion of grace, 30: ‘If it be true, that it [the law] cannot condemne, it is no more a Law 

saith Luther … ’. 
 
201 Towne, Assertion of grace, 26ff. 
 
202 Eaton, Honey-combe, 145, 454, they are: ‘ … encroaching and returning near to Judaism’, those 

who ‘keep themselves closer (as they think) to the Moral law or performing universal obedience to all 

God’s commandements … ’. See also Eaton, Dead Faith, 84, 119, 124. 
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  by the preaching of faith, by which the Spirit is given, which renews 
 and sanctifies a beleever, and makes him the very Law of 
 Commandments in himself, and his heart the very two Tables of 
 Moses: And though the Law be a beam of Christ in substance and 
 matter, yet we are not to live by the light of  one beam now when the 
 Sun of righteousnesse is risen himself; that was a fitter light for those 
 who lived in the region and shaddow of death ….

203   
 
 4. Antinomian Theology: Believers Free From Sin and Punishment  

 In God’s sight, believers were not only free from the commandments, but 

also from sin and punishment. God could not see sin in his people for that would 

mean that he was judging them outside of Christ’s perfect righteousness imputed to 

them.204 Christ’s work of redemption in the new covenant was so powerful that it 

wiped away all remembrance of sin. God could not at the same time be angry with 

and also love his children: antinomians maintained that the statement that those 

‘whom he loveth he chasteneth’, was perfectly valid ‘provided that it be referred to 

the state of the Church before Christs resurrection: But we see yet no reason nor 

ground, why we may or ought to admit of the Application of it to the New 

Testament’.
205 Because a person was all that Christ was and Christ was all that they 

were, now a believer could not be an idolater, a persecutor, an adulterer, or a sinful 

person in God’s sight.
206 Antinomians maintained that believers would be in a fearful 

state if they came to God’s tribunal without Christ having cancelled all that God 

could charge them with, and, having blotted out their transgressions, presenting them 

                                                 
203 Saltmarsh, Free grace, 146. 
 
204 Towne, Assertion of grace, 96. Towne, Assertion of grace, 101, put it in an amusing way: ‘Why 

then is the question so stated, whether God see sin in the justified? God seeth sin in the elect, as he 
seeth them unpure from all spot of sin as they be washed in the blood of Christ, and iustified in his 
righteousnesse’. 
 
205 Towne, Assertion of grace, 107. 
 
206 Crisp, Christ alone, 1:25, 28, 311; 2:89. Crisp championed this teaching as providing peace for a 
believer, because now God no longer stood displeased and offended with a believer, even if he or she 
sinned often. 
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to God without spot or wrinkle.207 Christ took away sin’s filthiness from God’s sight 

so that though believers do sin, God continued to delight in them.208 God was still 

everlastingly displeased with sin itself, but not with the persons of believers.209  

  For antinomian theologians, God’s gracious act of accepting Christ’s 

mediatorship not only meant that God no longer viewed his people as sinners, but 

also that believers should no longer view themselves as such. Antinomians argued 

that it was a ‘quirk of Satan’ and the believer’s own deceived heart to think that sin 

still lingered: they argued that as the believer daily renewed his or her faith and 

repentance, God in response daily laid his or her sins upon Christ.210 In fact for the 

antinomians, believing that sin still ‘lay close’ upon a believer’s soul was to remain 

in a ‘Jewish’ condition and produced all kinds of fear. Thus, a believer must separate 

sin from his soul and receive the principle that God had already laid iniquity itself 

upon Christ.211 Believers no longer needed to ask for forgiveness for their sin. God 

stood outside time, so despite the fact that believers were born in sin and a state of 

enmity to God, in God’s view no span of time existed between the enmity which sin 

produced and the reconciliation that the blood of Christ wrought.212 God had already 

reconciled himself to believers through Christ’s sacrifice for their sins past, present, 

and to come, so a believer could experience the interest he or she had in Christ and 

                                                 
207 Crisp, Christ alone, 1:141, 441. Crisp argued that if one thought that God pardoned sin because 
God knew he was going to confess it, then one was doing works for pardon and was an Arminian, 
Christ alone, 2:189: ‘ … what I drive at in all this discourse, namely, to strip the creature stark naked, 
to leave it shiftless, and unable any way to help it self, that all the help that the creature doth receive, 
may appear to be of the free grace of God merely, without the creatures concurrence in it’. 
 
208 Crisp, Christ alone, 2.377. 
 
209 Crisp, Christ alone, 1:28. 
 
210 Crisp, Christ alone, 2:227. 
 
211 Crisp, Christ alone, 2:88. 
 
212 Crisp, Christ alone, 1:395. 
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Christ’s embrace of love even before he or she confessed his or her sin.213 In fact, 

when a believer prayed for the forgiveness of sins, it was actually a prayer that God 

would manifest to him or her that God had already forgiven his sins. Since God’s 

forgiveness preceded the prayer, it was a prayer that the knowledge that God had 

already forgiven all sins would be made clear to the believer’s understanding.214 

Forgiveness of sin was twofold: forgiveness in heaven which was acted by God 

alone from all eternity, and forgiveness in the consciences of men, which was the 

manifestation of God’s accomplished act of forgiveness. Pardon of sin depended on 

God’s unchangeableness, not on the creature’s stability, so the peace between God 

and his children could not be broken despite the sins committed by Christians after 

their justification.215 

 Because believers’ sins were already paid for by Christ, believers no longer 

faced divine punishments for their sin.216 Christ himself already received the 

punishment for a believer’s sin and no creature was able to help Christ bear that 

dreadful wrath.217 Christ freed men from all the menaces, threatenings, and bitter 

language of the law as well as the obligation to it, so men and women could not be 

punished for transgressing the law.218 If a believer should happen to fall into a 

scandalous sin it concerned him or her no more than if he or she had not 

                                                 
213 Crisp, Christ alone, 1:14, 18, 62, 311. 
 
214 Crisp, Christ alone, 1:283. 
 
215 Crisp, Christ alone, 1:14, 17-18, 434-35. 
 
216 Crisp, Christ alone, 1:33, 52. 
 
217 Crisp, Christ alone, 1:53, 31: ‘Christ is so the way from wrath, that God doth never punish any 

believer, after he is a believer, for sin’. 
 
218 Crisp, Christ alone, 1:42, 231.  
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transgressed.219 A free man of Christ could fall into the same sins as the reprobate, 

but the curse could not attach to him as Christ disannulled, frustrated, and made void 

every sentence that was included in the law.220   

 Antinomians of the 1640s made some assertions that resonated with 

Reformed theology, such as the necessity of the imputation of Christ’s righteousness 

and that Christ’s work of redemption erased all condemnation for his people. Despite 

these commonalities, the two groups disagreed on a fundamental area in theology: 

the relationship between the Old and New Testaments. The practical out-working of 

this divergence – their disagreement on the role of the moral law as a continual guide 

for the justified, on whether God could still punish his justified people and whether 

God changed in the way he brought justification between the two Testaments –

caused friction between the two groups in the 1630s and would be source of 

disagreement between the Westminster Assembly and antinomian theologians in the 

1640s. 

Conclusion 

 The first three decades of the 1600s were plagued by theological controversy. 

English antinomianism, bred in the context of the rise of Arminianism, attempted to 

provide a Reformed response to Arminian soteriological teachings on salvation. Yet 

the antinomians propounded a system of biblical redemption that radically departed 

from Reformed theology. The validity of the moral law was not the main issue of 

contention between the antinomians and their opponents – their disagreements 

                                                 
219 Crisp, Christ alone, 1:243, 242: ‘ … The free-men of Christ, when they doe transgresse the Law, 
as in all things they doe sinne, yet when they doe sinne, there is no curse, no menaces, no threatenings 
of the Law to be executed upon them’. 
 
220 Crisp, Christ alone, 1:243-44. Crisp, Christ alone, 1:234 claimed that the ‘continued pealing out 

the curses of the Law’ described in Romans 2 and 3 came only to them ‘them that are under it’. 
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centred on much wider issues, namely those related to how sinful men and women 

achieved salvation and the structure of Biblical redemption.  

 John Eaton and his followers in the early 1640s argued that God could no 

longer see or punish his people for their sin. When Eaton was confronted with the 

fact that scripture passages such as Psalm 51 spoke of God punishing King David for 

his sin, Eaton contended that God could see and did punish David’s sin because 

David lived in the time when the terror of the law reigned and free justification had 

yet to be proclaimed. Now the age of the law had ended: Christ’s work of 

redemption had translated his people from the old covenant of works and into the 

new covenant of grace. Because the law delivered at Mount Sinai was entirely part 

of the covenant of works, it had completely passed away with the work of Christ. 

Eaton’s followers took his concept of the successive ‘ages’ of biblical redemption 

and re-phrased it in covenantal terms so that all of the Old Testament came under the 

covenant of works. When the covenant of works was fulfilled with Christ’s work, the 

law delivered at Sinai could no longer be part of the believer’s life. The new 

covenant was so centred on grace that those within it could not be held to keeping 

the moral law or punished for not keeping it.  

 Eaton’s initial opponents from within the Reformed tradition, especially 

Thomas Taylor, uniformly held that Eaton’s theological innovations arose primarily 

out of his failure to distinguish properly between the law and the gospel, the 

covenant of works and the covenant of grace. When the Westminster Assembly 

would meet to examine antinomian ministers, the antinomian bifurcation would 

again be the main source of disagreement between the groups. As Westminster 

Assembly member Thomas Gataker summarised:  
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 The question then is, what it is that these men maintain, concerning 
 Gods sight of sinne in the faithfull which (to state aright the 
 controversie, as it stands between them and us) is not either concenring 
 the efficacy of justification in generall; or concerning Gods sight of sin 
 generally in such as beleeve and are justified … but whether God do, or 
 will, or can see sinne in the same manner in persons so qualified and 
 estated now, as in former times he did. In which question we 
 maintain the affirmative, to wit, that God seeth sinne in such as well 
 now, as in former ages he did; they are stiffe for the negative, to wit, 
 that albeit in former ages God did see and take notice of sinne in 
 such, yet in these dayes he doth not, he will not, he cannot so do.221 
  
The next chapter treats the Assembly’s first encounter with antinomianism and its 

subsequent formation of a committee to address the threat of antinomianism. 

                                                 
221 Thomas Gataker, Antinomianism Discovered and Refuted (London, 1652), 4. 
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CHAPTER TWO 
 
 

‘False opinions of dangerous consequence’: The Assembly  
Encounters Antinomianism as it Begins its Task of  

Religious Reformation 
 
 

 Thou wilt be more favourable then the Synod at Westminster unto my 
 way and manner of preaching and expressions, which I made use of 
 five or sixe years since; considering that I then had not beene many 
 moneths in the Schoole of Christ.1 
 

 This chapter analyses the Westminster Assembly’s initial encounter with and 

work against antinomianism. In order to understanding that interaction, the chapter 

argues that it is essential to understand the Assembly’s nature and calling as a body 

tasked to bring religious reformation to England. Thus the chapter first outlines the 

Assembly’s summoning ordinance from Parliament, and then uses the Assembly’s 

first petition to Parliament, the Solemn League and Covenant, and speeches from 

members of the Assembly to explore the nature of the Assembly’s self-identity as a 

Parliamentary agent of reformation. The chapter then records the Westminster 

divines’ first encounter with antinomianism in August 1643 as they worked on 

Article 7 of the Thirty-nine Articles, ‘Of the Old Testament’, and their rapid 

formation of a committee to address antinomianism. The Assembly committee’s 

examination of several antinomian ministers is the only record of a live in-person 

dialogue between antinomian ministers and Reformed theologians in the early 

1640s.2 The committee reported its findings to Parliament, leading Parliament to 

                                                           
1Antinomian John Simpson, The Perfection of Justification maintained against the Pharisee: the 
Purity of Sanctification against the Stainers of it… (London, 1648). unpaginated ‘Epistle Dedicatory’, 

reflecting on his examination by the Assembly’s committee appointed to address antinomianism. 
 
2 Other theologians were writing against antinomianism, but their accounts are treatises rather than 
face-to-face confrontation and debate. See the following works, all published before 1645: 
Anonymous, A Declaration against the Antinomians, and their doctrine of Liberty (London, 1644); 
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eject many of the antinomian ministers from their livings. The content of these 

examinations and the extent of the Assembly’s judicial power against antinomianism 

were unknown until the first volume of Assembly-member John Lightfoot’s journal 

was made available in 2004.3 Understanding the nature of the Assembly’s calling 

and its initial work in the antinomian committee will set the stage for the rest of the 

thesis, which narrows its focus to examine how the Assembly interacted with 

antinomianism in theological debates and documents. 

The Assembly’s Self-Identity as a Body Committed to Religious Reformation 
 
 The Westminster Assembly, the Long Parliament’s advisory assembly for 

religious matters, was convened by Parliament and answerable to both Houses.4 

Parliament called the group of theologians as a result of repeated petitions to the 

House of Commons to appoint ‘a general synod of the most grave, pious, learned 

and judicious divines of this island’.
5 As early as 1641, the Reformed leader and 

                                                                                                                                                                    
Thomas Bakewell, A Short View of the Antinomian Errours: With a Briefe and plaine Answer to them 
(London, 1643), The Antinomians Christ Confounded (London, 1644),  A faithfull Messenger Sent 
After the Antinomians (London, 1644); Stephen Geree, The Doctrine of the Antinomians by Gods 
Truth, plainely Confuted (London, 1644); Edward Norris, The New Gospel not the True Gospel 
(London, 1638); John Sedgwick, Antinomianisme Anatomized or, a Glasse for the Lawlesse: who 
deny the ruling use of the morall law unto Christians under the gospel (London, 1643). 
 
3 See the introduction for more information.  
 
4 The exact role of Parliament in calling and constituting the synod is a matter of debate. The end 
product, with its explicitly Erastian nature was a sore point for many of the Assembly members. See 
Van Dixhoorn, ‘Reforming’, 1:19-22.  
 
5 Speech by Sir Edward Dering to the House of Commons, as cited by Chad Van Dixhoorn, 
‘Reforming’, 1:14. For studies on the calling and constitution of the Assembly, see A.F. Mitchell, The 
Westminster Assembly: Its History and Standards (Philadelphia, PA: Presbyterian Board of 
Publications, 1884), 96-127; Paul J. Smith, ‘The Debates on Church Government at the Westminster 

Assembly’ (PhD diss., Boston University, 1975), 95-146; Larry J. Holley, ‘The Divines of the 

Westminster Assembly: A Study of Puritanism and Parliament’ (PhD diss., Yale University, 1979); 

and Wayne R. Spear, Covenanted Uniformity in Religion: The Influence of the Scottish 
Commissioners upon the Ecclesiology of the Westminster Assembly (Grand Rapids, MI: Heritage 
Reformed Press, 2013), 33-72. The most up-to-date summary is Minutes and Papers, 1:1-19. For a 
history of the events leading up to the Assembly and overviews of the complex religious picture 
during this time see Christopher Durston and Judith Maltby, eds., Religion in Revolutionary England 
(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2006); Robert S. Paul, The Assembly of the Lord: Politics 
and Religion in the Westminster Assembly and the ‘Grand Debate’ (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1985), 
52-71; and Robert Letham, The Westminster Assembly: Reading its Theology in Historical Context 
(Philipsburg: NJ: P&R Publishing), 11-61. 
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future Assembly member Edmund Calamy called on Parliament to settle the 

Church’s doctrines so ‘that there may be no shadow in it for an Arminian’.
6 In the 

midst of religious upheaval and civil war, the Assembly first met at Westminster 

Abbey on 1 July 1643. The divines who attended did so at their peril, for King 

Charles I on 22 June 1643 did: 

 streightly inhibit and forbid all and every person named in that 
 pretended Ordinance, to assemble and meete together to the end and 
 purpose there set downe; declaring further the said Assembly (if they 
 shall convene without his Majesties authority) to be illegall, the acts 
 thereof not to be binding on his Subjects, and that he will proceed 
 severely against all those who, after such a gracious warning, 
 shall presume to meet together by colour of the said pretended 
 Ordinance ….

7  
 
The divines were further warned that they faced imprisonment at the minimum and 

possibly the loss of their ecclesiastical livings if they disobeyed the King’s word. 

Despite his warning, at least 69 of the 121 men called appeared for the first meeting.8  

 The Houses of Lords and Commons presented the Assembly with a mandate 

to oversee the ‘setling of the Government and Liturgy of the Church of England ... as 

shall be most agreeable to the Word of God’ for ‘many things remaine in the Liturgy, 

discipline and government of the Church, which doe necessarily require a further and 

more perfect Reformation’. Specifically, Parliament desired that the current system 

of church government, with its archbishops, bishops, ‘their chancellors, 

commissaries deanes, deanes and chapters, archdeacons and other ecclesiastical 

officers depending upon the hierarchy’; should be changed. The structure was not 

only a ‘great impediment to reformation and growth of religion’, but also ‘evill and 

                                                                                                                                                                    
 
6 R.T. Kendall, Calvin and English Calvinism To 1649 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1979), 184. 
Van Dixhoorn, ‘Reforming’, 1:6, states that by 1641, the Church of England was ‘suffering a crisis of 

identity’. 
  
7 Peter Heylyn, ed., Mercurius aulicus E 59 No 24 (London, 1643), 333.  
 
8 Van Dixhoorn, ‘Reforming, 1:1. The number ‘three score and nine’ is provided by John Lightfoot. 
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justly offensive and burthensome to the kingdome’.
9 As Van Dixhoorn notes, this 

declaration ‘in the very act of summoning the divines, was setting out the direction 

of reform’ toward abolishing the present ecclesiological system.10  

 In addition to reforming the nation’s church government, the Assembly was 

to see to the ‘vindicating and clearing of the Doctrine of the said Church, from false 

aspersions, and interpretations’.
11 This took the form of Parliament instructing the 

Assembly to ‘clear’ the Thirty-nine Articles, the foundational documents of the 

Church of England, from falsehood.12 However, under Elizabethan statutes it was 

illegal to alter or expunge any of the Thirty-nine Articles, so the Assembly was left 

in an awkward position in the early days of its work of reformation. The Assembly 

remained there until the Solemn League and Covenant was signed on 25 September 

1643, which required the removal of the old documents.13  

 The Assembly’s summoning ordinance repeatedly declared Parliament’s 

control over the Assembly. Parliament set the location and date of the first meeting; 

it chose the prolocutor and could dissolve the Assembly at any point in time. 

According to their summoning ordinance, the Assembly-members could ‘confer & 

                                                           
9 An Ordinance of the Lords and Commons Assembled in Parliament. For the Calling of an Assembly 
of learned and Godly Divines to be Consulted with by the Parliament (London, 1643), unpaginated.  
 
10 Van Dixhoorn, ‘Reforming’, 1:38. The King’s perspective on the proposed change was less than 
favourable: he remarked that it was in his proclamation ‘inhibiting the said Assembly … in which His 

Majestie first taketh notice of those many Artifices, which had beene used by some factious persons 
to alter the whole frame and constitution of the Church so long and happily established within this 
Kingdome, suppressing the booke of Common prayer, driving away so many learned and godly 
ministers from their cures, to instroduce a crew of factious and seditious persons into their benefices, 
seizing the rents of Bishops, Deanes, and Chapters for their private lucre … ’. Heylyn, ed., Mercurius 
aulicus E 59 No 24, 331. 
 
11 An Ordinance of the Lords and Commons, unpaginated. The order from Parliament is recorded in 
the CJ, 3:156, as well as the LJ, 6:121, which expressed it as: ‘to vindicate them [the Articles] from 

all false doctrine and heresy’. 
 
12 Samuel W. Carruthers, The Everyday Work of the Westminster Assembly (Philadelphia, PA: The 
Presbyterian Historical Society of America, 1943), 105.  
 
13 Van Dixhoorn, ‘Reforming’, 1:43-45. See below for the Solemn League and Covenant and chapter 
three for the divines work revising the Thirty-nine Articles. 
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treat amongst themselves’ matters of ‘theology, ecclesiology, and worship’ only ‘as 

shall be proposed unto them by both or either of the said houses of parliament, and 

no other’. No information could be disseminated ‘by printing, writing or otherwise 

without the consent of both or either house of parliament’. If any differences or 

disagreements arose in the Assembly, the matter was to be referred to Parliament for 

‘further direction’.
14 In sum, the Assembly operated and functioned as an appendage 

of Parliament, and the Assembly divines understood that their dual work producing 

ecclesiastical documents and suppressing false teaching could only be done under 

the watchful eye of Parliament. 

 Parliament’s summoning ordinance provides an external account of what the 

Assembly was called to do, but documents and speeches from individual Assembly 

members as well as a petition from the collective Assembly give insight into how the 

Assembly viewed itself as a group chosen and required to bring reformation. The 

first document is the Assembly’s first petition, which was sent to the Houses of 

Parliament on 19 July 1643. The petition connected the Parliamentary army’s recent 

defeat in battle to the distressing moral state of the nation, and requested 

Parliament’s aid to suppress the ‘bold venting of corrupt Doctrines, directly contrary 

to the sacred Law of God, and religious humiliation for sin, which open a wide doore 

to all Libertinisme and disobedience to God and man’.
15 The body of the petition 

shows that for the Assembly, teachings which drew men and women away from 

following the moral law, from practising humiliation for their sin, and from godly 

                                                           
14 An Ordinance of the Lords and Commons, unpaginated. 
 
15 A Copy of the Petition of the Divines of the Assembly, delivered to both Houses of Parliament 
(London, 1643), 3. The petition was written ‘upon serious consideration and deep sense of Gods 

heavy wrath lying on us, and hanging over our heads and the whole Nation, and manifested 
particularly by the two late sad, and unexpected defeates of our Forces in the North and in the West’. 

The Assembly desired that Parliament’s suppression would ‘give hope that the Church may be no 
more infected with them’. 
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living, would not only lead men and women’s souls into hell, but also had the 

potential to bring ruin upon the kingdom. The Assembly believed that if Parliament 

allowed erroneous theology to continue, this would go hand-in-glove with God’s 

judgment on the nation, causing him to hide his face from England.16 The Assembly 

thus requested that ‘blind guides’ and ‘scandalous Ministers’, who were causing 

people to lack or loathe the ordinances of the Lord and thus leading thousands of 

souls to perish, might be examined and dealt with before ‘the removeall of the Arke 

from among us’.
17 They asked Parliament ‘most speedily’ to consider how to set up 

Christ more gloriously in all his ordinances within the kingdom, and ‘reforme all 

things amisse throughout the Land, wherein God is more specially and more 

immediately dishonoured’.
18 The petition concluded with a prayer that God, ‘who is 

now by the Sword avenging the quarrell of his Covenant’, may turn from his fierce 

wrath, ‘heare our prayers, goe forth with our Armies, perfect the worke of the 

Reformation, forgive our sins, and settle Truth and Peace throughout the 

Kingdome’.
19 The Assembly’s petition highlights the divines’ understanding of their 

                                                           
16 A Copy of the Petition of the Divines of the Assembly, 4. 
 
17 Copy of the Petition, 4. They requested that Parliament demand a public and ‘extraordinary’ day of 

humiliation for every man to ‘bewaile his owne sinnes’ and cry out to God to remove his wrath and 

‘heale the Land’ with more full performance of the ‘late Covenant for the amendment of our wayes’.  
 
18 Copy of the Petition, 2. Laws against swearing, drunkenness, fornication, adultery and incest, 
idolatry, superstition, and the ‘whole body and practice of Popery’, were to be strengthened. 

Specifically, the Assembly asked that the profanation of the Lord’s Day and the ‘dayes of solemne 

Fasting’ by ‘buying, selling, working, sporting, travelling or neglecting of Gods Ordinances, may be 
remedied’ by appointing special officers in every place for the ‘due execution of all good Lawes and 

Ordinances against the same’. In 1633 Charles I re-issued the 1618 Declaration of Sports issued by 
James I. The Declaration listed sports and other recreations that were permitted on Sundays and other 
holy days, and any minister who refused to read it would be deprived of his position. As reflected in 
the Assembly’s call to prosecute those who did ‘sporting’ on the Sabbath, hostility to the Declaration 
was fierce, and attempts to enforce the declaration came to an end in 1640 with the fall of Archbishop 
of Canterbury William Laud. In 1643 Parliament ordered that the book be publicly burnt. For a fresh 
look at the events surrounding the re-publication of the Book of Sports see Alistair Dougall, The 
Devil’s Book: Charles I, The Book of Sports and Puritanism in Tudor and Early Stuart England 

(Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 2011). 
 
19 Copy of the Petition, 5. 
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dual responsibility: not only were they required to produce revised theological 

articles for the Church, but also they functioned as a regulatory body, working in 

tandem with Parliament to suppress false teaching. The petition requested that 

information be given to Parliament of all people who withstood or neglected the 

notice to catechise or be catechised.20 

 The second document that demonstrates the Assembly’s self-identity and set 

the agenda for its work of reformation is the Solemn League and Covenant.21 The 

Solemn League and Covenant was approved by the Church of Scotland’s General 

Assembly in Edinburgh on 17 August 1643. On 22 September 1643 an order 

proceeded from the House of Commons to the Assembly to inform the divines of 

‘the Intention of this House to take the Covenant; and that they be desired to take the 

Covenant, at the same Time, and in the same Place’.
22 As members of the Assembly 

and the English Parliament signed this religious charter, they vowed to fight, both 

literally and in their writings, for the  

 extirpation of Popery, Prelacy, (that is, Church-government by Arch-
 bishops, Bishops, their Chancellours and Commissaries, Deanes, Deans 
 and Chapters,  Arch-deacons, and all other Ecclesiasticall Officers 
 depending on that Hierarch)  superstition, heresy, schism, profaneness, 

                                                           
20 Copy of the Petition, 5. The petition argued that charging all ministers to catechise the youth and 
‘ignorant people’ would lift the ‘bruitish ignorance and palpable darknesse’ of the greatest part of the 

people in the kingdom, ‘whereby they are utterly unfit to waite upon God in any holy duty’. Ignoring 
this holy duty was ‘to the great dishonour of the Gospell, and the everlasting endangering of their 

poore soules’. 
 
21 For more information on the important document, see Laura A.M. Stewart, Urban Politics and 
British Civil Wars, Edinburgh 1617-1653 (Leiden: Koninklijke Brill NV 2006): 223-61, and John 
Morrill, ed., The Scottish National Covenant in its British Context (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University 
Press, 1991). The text consisted of a preamble which lamented the current condition of the British 
church and state. Six articles followed which treat the reformation of religion, the importance of civil 
liberties, the need to judge those who hinder reformation and the king, and finally, the promise to 
fight for the covenant ‘all the days of our lives’. 
 
22 CJ, 3:251-52. The Westminster divines had informed the House of Commons of their ‘great joy & 

Contentment’ in the Covenant on 31 August 1643, CJ, 3:223.  
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 and whatsoever shall be found contrary to sound Doctrine, and the 
 power of Godliness.23  
 
The signers of the Covenant swore to preserve the already-established form of 

‘Doctrine, Worship, Discipline, and Government’ in Scotland and work to reform 

England and Wales’ doctrine, worship, discipline, and government ‘according to the 

Word of God, and the example of the best Reformed Churches’.
24 The phrase 

‘according to the Word of God’ had in previous Scottish forms been used to describe 

the Church of Scotland, but the House of Commons moved it to describe the form of 

church government that would be set up in England. This change was well-received 

by the Assembly and implied that the church in England could, in the end, differ 

from and possibly be even more biblically-accurate than the church in Scotland.25 

Regardless of the House of Commons’ subtle relocation of the phrase, central to the 

Covenant was the idea that as the reformed religion was the most biblical, it could 

and would, by necessity, be uniformly practiced in Scotland, England, and Wales.26 

                                                           
23 The final form of the Covenant was published as: A Solemne League and Covenant for Reformation 
and Defence of Religion, the Honor and happinesse of the King, and the Peace and Safety of the three 
Kingdomes of England, Scotland and Ireland (London, 1643), 4. The contents of the Covenant 
immediately provoked backlash in England. See Anonymous, A Challenge, by the Divines of the 
Army, to the Divines of Sion-Colledge: Concerning the League and Covenant (London, 1643), and 
Anonymous, The Iniquity of the Late Solemne League, or Covenant Discovered (London, 1643). King 
Charles on 9 October 1643 forbade anyone to subscribe to the Covenant, terming it a ‘seditious 

combination against Us, and against the established Religion and Lawes of this Kingdome, in 
pursuance of a Traiterous Designe, and endeavour to bring in Forraigne Force to invade this 
Kingdome … ’.  
 
24 This phrase is nearly identical to that of the Assembly’s summoning ordinance. See An Ordinance 
of the Lords and Commons Assembled in Parliament, for the calling of an Assembly of Learned, and 
Godly Divines (London, 1643). Referring to the phrase calling for the taking away of ‘church 

government by archbishops’, etc., Van Dixhoorn, ‘Reforming’, 1:48, mentions that the Assembly 
‘insisted on this quotation from the summoning ordinance, thus emphasizing the continuity between 
the mandate of the Covenant and their own initial task’. However, he notes that the taking of the 
Covenant ‘set a new tenor to the Assembly’s work and, although Parliament never changed the law, 

implicitly placed the divines in a novel posture towards the existing laws and statutes of the land’. 
 
25 Van Dixhoorn, ‘Reforming’, 1:47.  
 
26 The Covenant closely followed language found in another document, England and Scotlands 
Covenant With their God; viz. The Protestation, The Vow and Covenant, The League and Covenant 
(London, 1643), which everyone in ‘Westminster, London, the Suburbs and Liberties thereof’ was 
required to subscribe to in 1643. England and Scotlands Covenant, 7 outlined the ‘popish and 

trayterous plot for the subversion of the true Protestant reformed Religion, and the Liberty of the 
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The document promised to ‘endeavour to bring the Churches of God in the three 

Kingdomes to the nearest conjunction and uniformity in Religion, Confession of 

Faith, Forme of Church-Government, directory for Worship and Catechizing’.
27 The 

Covenant repeatedly spoke of the ideal religion in singular terms: the signers of the 

Covenant were ‘of one reformed religion’ and were ‘calling to mind the treacherous 

and bloody plots … against the true religion and professors thereof in all places’. 

Those who signed the Covenant signed ‘for the preservation of ourselves and our 

religion from utter ruin and destruction’.
28  

 The Covenant authors and subscribers also believed that their sins as a nation 

were directly related to judgment they would face from God. They stated: 

 ... because these Kingdomes are guilty of many sinnes and 
 provocations  against God, and his Son Iesus Christ, as is too manifest 
 by our present  distresses and dangers, the fruits thereof, We professe 
 and declare before God and the world, our unfeigned desire to be 
 humbled for our own sinnes, and for the sinnes of these Kingdomes 
 ….29  
 
Conversely, their work to bring the nation’s church into closer conformity to 

scripture would bring about God’s blessing and God would establish ‘these Churches 

and Kingdomes in Truth and Peace’. When the Assembly members subscribed to the 

Solemn League and Covenant, they signed in writing what had been a part of their 

                                                                                                                                                                    
Subject; And that in pursuance thereof, a Popish Army hath been raised … ’. The ‘Lords and 

Commons now assembled in Parliament’ declared, ‘vowed, and Covenanted, that in order to the 

security and preservation of the true Protestant Religion, and Liberty of the Subject, they will not 
consent to the laying down of Arms, so long as the Papists now in open War against the Parliament, 
shall by force of Arms be protected from the Justice thereof’. Although the Solemn League and 
Covenant was clear that uniformity of religion was necessary, its call for the British nations to reflect 
the ‘best Reformed churches’ was sufficiently imprecise to cause months of debate in the Assembly. 
 
27 A Solemne League and Covenant, 4: ‘that We and our Posterity after us may, as Brethren, live in 
Faith and Love, and the Lord may delight to dwell in the midst of us’. 
 
28 A Solemne League and Covenant, 5: And ‘having before our eyes the glory of God, and the 

advancement of the kingdom of our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ, the honour and happiness of the 
king’s majesty and his posterity, and the true public liberty, safety, and peace of the kingdom’. 
 
29 A Solemne League and Covenant, 6. This idea was already expressed in the Assembly’s first 

petition to Parliament sent on 19 July. 
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consciousness from the beginning of their meetings as illustrated by their first 

petition: that their level of faithfulness in the work of reformation directly brought 

either God’s righteous judgment or blessing upon the nation. The Assembly’s 

consciousness of the importance of their task was especially strong when the 

Parliamentary army lost battles. Assembly members then warned the House of 

Commons that God’s wrath over the increase of dangerous theology could ultimately 

lead to Parliament losing the war. A prominent member of the Assembly, Edmund 

Calamy summarised the situation: ‘These [erroneous] sects increase & hence our 

armyes are devided’.
30 Both Houses of Parliament and the Assembly knew that if the 

Parliamentary army lost the war, their lives would also be forfeit: King Charles had 

renounced the Solemn League and Covenant and warned that anyone who 

administered, imposed, or took it would ‘answer the contrary at their utmost and 

extremest Perills’.
31 The Covenant ended with a warning stressing the importance of 

the work of reformation: ‘lest we partake in other men’s sins, and thereby be in 

danger to receive of their plagues; and that the Lord may be one, and his name one, 

in the three kingdoms’.
32 Thus, from the beginning of the Assembly’s meeting, 

suppressing antinomianism and working for uniformity in religion was not only of 

theological importance, but was also a matter of life and death that directly related to 

the flourishing or decline of the nation. 

 Individual Assembly members also frequently reminded each other and 

Parliament of the weightiness of their work. Edmund Calamy, in his 1641 fast 

sermon preached two years before the Assembly was called, warned Parliament that 

                                                           
30 Minutes and Papers, 3:284. 
 
31 A Solemne League and Covenant, 7. 
 
32 A Solemne League and Covenant, 5. 
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kings might be limited in their power, but God had ‘an independent and illimited 

Prerogative over all Kingdoms and Nations to build them, or destroy them as he 

pleaseth’. Thus ‘if God’s power over Kingdoms be so large and absolute; let al the 

world stand in awe, and not dare to sin against such a mighty and terrible God’. 

Calamy understood that England’s actions as a nation could bring God’s wrath upon 

the land, and thus theological reformation was vital. Stephen Marshall, another 

future member of the Assembly, cautioned Parliament that God could abandon a 

wayward people with the consequence that ‘all their strength is gone, as Sampson 

was when his Lockes were cut off’. Thus, the nation must ‘bee on God’s side in all 

causes’.
33  

 During the Assembly’s meetings, members were conscious that their work 

was not only responsible to God, but also that the eyes of the world were watching. 

In the midst of their heated debate on church government, Scottish Commissioner to 

the Assembly Samuel Rutherford famously quoted that ‘The eyes of all Reformed 

churches is upon this Assembly’.
34 Fellow Scotsman Alexander Henderson agreed:  

 You are at this time as a citty set upon a mountaine; the eyes of 
 England, Scotland, Ireland & all reformed churches are upon you ... 
 And the eyes of papists, Arminians, &c. are all upon you, & howsoever 
 they may seeme to dispise the day of small things, yet they behould this 
 Assembly with great feare and astonishment.35  
 
Herbert Palmer, in a sermon preached to the House of Commons in 1646, 

summarised the Assembly’s sentiments in his opening words: ‘The Reformation of 

England, is the great expectation of the world, I thinke I may say of Angels, as well 

                                                           
33 As cited by J.C. Davis, ‘Living with the living God: Radical Religion and the English Revolution’, 
in Religion in Revolutionary England, eds., Christopher Durston and Judith Maltby (Manchester: 
Manchester University Press, 2006), 25-26. For an excellent treatment of fast sermons, see 
Christopher Durston, ‘“For the better humiliation of the people”: Public Days of Fasting and 
Thanksgiving during the English Revolution’, The Seventeenth Century 7 (1992): 129-49. 
 
34 Minutes and Papers, 3:240. 
 
35 Minutes and Papers, 2:326. 
 



83 
 

as men; and the Parliament of England, under God, is the great hope of the Christian 

world, to bring this reformation about’. He further recounted how God prepared the 

men for their meetings despite  

 great pressures to helpe to make them humble before their meeting: 
 manifold dangers all along from the beginning of their meeting to helpe 
 keepe  them humble: a mighty concurrence of providence to 
 necessitate their meeting together: and an unparalleled overruling of 
 hearts, for their continuance together … a watchfull eye, and a 

 strong hand, to preserve them from all sorts of attempts, to dissolve 
 their meeting: marvellous and manifold actings of Gods almighty 
 power and rich grace, in making their enemies fall before them, 
 notwithstanding their frequent expectations …. 

36  
 
 Not only did Parliament and the Assembly operate with the awareness of 

their special position as agents of reformation, but even the laity during this time had 

high hopes for the Assembly’s work. The diary of layman Nehemiah Wallington 

reveals that Nehemiah informed his minister, Assembly scribe Henry Roborough, 

that he was ‘intending to be guided by this great assembly of Reverent holy and 

learned Devines mee[t] together by Gods providence for the ordering and setteling of 

the government of the Church’. Wallington related that he came upon a man with a 

‘contrary Judgment’, who planned with some others to go about ‘setteling a church 

by themselves’ that would be ‘by the rule of the word of God’ and ‘not depending & 

resting upon mans Judgment’. Wallington challenged this man and stated that ‘the 

great Assembly of reverent Devines’ was composed of ‘men Chose out by God in a 

special manner for that purpose’. According to Wallington, the divines  

 had the prayrs of Gods people for the Choise of them … [and] those 

 Children that were begged of God were very worthy men and God did 
 many great things by them as [with] Joseph … Samuel … Samson … 

 John Baptiz … So these men in this great Assembly that have bin 
 begged of God we may expect that God will cause them to doe great 
 things in his Church and to bring much glory and honour to his Name.37 

                                                           
36 Herbert Palmer, The Duty & Honour of Church-Restorers (London, 1646), unpaginated ‘Epistle 

Dedicatory’. 
 
37 BL Sloane 922 fo. 140r-141r. As cited by Van Dixhoorn, ‘Reforming’, 1:35-36.  
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 It is only with an understanding of the divines’ all-consuming frame of mind 

concerning their role as reformers that one can begin to understand their proceedings 

against antinomianism. Their work in bringing reformation to England was the most 

serious and important task they had ever undertaken; not only did it carry a sure 

sentence of punishment if King Charles I and his army were victorious, but even 

more significantly, they were held accountable to God himself to bring reformation. 

In their minds, if the divines passively allowed sin to proliferate in the land, God’s 

righteous judgment would come upon them and they would be held directly 

responsible for the defamation of his name.  

The Assembly Encounters Antinomianism 

 The Assembly first encountered antinomianism as it fulfilled its task of 

clearing the Thirty-nine Articles from heresy and falsehood. On 8 July 1643, the 

Assembly was equally divided into three committees in order to work through the 

first 10 Articles of the Thirty-nine most efficiently.38 The committees were formed 

by dividing the list of names in the Assembly’s summoning ordinance into three 

equal groups, divisions which would remain in place for at least the first five years of 

the Assembly’s meetings.
39 The committees passed Articles 2, 3, 4, 5, and 9 without 

great debate, but the divines were caught up short when Edmund Staunton, the 

                                                                                                                                                                    
 
38 Cornelius Burges led the first of the three committees, which would address the 1st, 2nd, 3rd, and 4th 
Articles; the second committee, under Edmund Staunton, was assigned the 5th, 6th, and 7th; the third 
committee was given the 8th, 9th, and 10th Articles and headed by John Gibbon. See Van Dixhoorn, 
‘Lightfoot’s Journal’, 2:6. Van Dixhoorn, Minutes and Papers, 1:181, notes that ‘there was some 

debate about whether the committees should present three different proposals for the same texts, or 
divide each text into three parts … The result of the debate was a compromise: at some points the 

assembly divided the material for debate, at other times they addressed identical questions in 
committee’. 
 
39 Minutes and Papers, 1:180. 
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chairman of the second committee, gave an account on 9 August 1643 of their work 

on Article 7, ‘Of the Old Testament’. The Article reads:  

 The Old Testament is not contrary to the New: for both in the Old and 
 New Testament everlasting life is offered to Mankind by Christ, who is 
 the only Mediator between God and Man, being both God and Man. 
 Wherefore they are not to be heard, which feign that the old Fathers did 
 look only for transitory promises. Although the Law given from God 
 by Moses, as touching Ceremonies and Rites, do not bind Christian 
 men, nor the Civil precepts thereof ought of  necessity to be received in 
 any Commonwealth; yet notwithstanding, no Christian man 
 whatsoever is free from the obedience of the Commandments 
 which are called Moral.  
 
 John Lightfoot, a member of the Assembly whose journal provides the sole 

record of the Assembly’s meetings during these first weeks, did not include the 

contents of the committee’s report, but recorded that Staunton ended his report with 

a petition in the name of the committee to the whole Assembly that it would ‘joyne 

in an humble Petition to the Parliament that they would call the Antinomian 

Preachers before the assembly to give an account of their damnable Doctrine’.
40 This 

is the first mention of antinomianism in the Assembly’s meetings and Lightfoot does 

not provide any additional commentary documenting why and how the committee 

reached the conclusion that antinomianism was ‘damnable’. However, given the 

contents of the Article, antinomian teaching on the bifurcation of the Old and New 

Testaments and the passing away of the moral law for the Christian, were at the heart 

of the problem. The Assembly as a whole agreed with the committee that antinomian 

teaching on these areas contradicted the Article and the men submitted a petition 

against antinomianism to the House of Commons the next day.41  

                                                           
40 ‘Lightfoot’s Journal’, 2:25. Antinomian theology would disagree with nearly every point of this 
Article; see chapter one. 
 
41 CJ, 3:201, provides a copy of the petition in addition to Lightfoot’s account. The Assembly also 
voted on and passed scripture references to prove Article 7: ‘The old Testament is not contrary to the 

New: by Old and N.T. we understand the books of both and doctrine contained in them. Act. 26:22-
23; 2 Pet. 3:2; Luk, 24:44; Rom. 3:31; Gal. 3:21, 23-24. Both in the old Test. and the New [,] 
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 The Assembly’s petition opened with a reminder to the Commons of the task 

that it gave to the Assembly: to ‘vindicate & cleere the 10 first Articles of Religion’. 

The divines commented that it was in pursuit of this order that the ‘Petitioners doe 

find so many false opinions of dangerous consequence against the 7th Article 

especially’. These false opinions were being ‘daily Published & dispersed’ by 

‘Preaching, Printing & by other waies’ throughout the kingdom, but ‘chiefly in and 

about the citty of London’.
42 The Assembly urged the House to take ‘some speedy 

Course’ against the antinomianism by their ‘wisedome and authority’. If Parliament 

failed to act, ‘false opinions of dangerous consequence’ being published against the 

7th Article would soon draw ‘millions’ of souls to ‘cast off the moral law of God, and 

pervert the most fundamentall Doctrines of free grace, justification by faith in Christ 

& and of sanctification, & and to turne all into confusion’.
43 This petition illustrates 

that, already at the start of their meetings, the Assembly disagreed with and 

identified as dangerous key aspects of antinomian theology.44   

 The petition further commented that as an official Assembly sponsored by 

Parliament, the divines held it to be their duty to include a list of the principal 

antinomian authors and supporters of antinomian books in order that those identified 

could be examined, as many ‘well affected but ignorant’ people had already 

embraced the ‘pernitious’ antinomian doctrine’.45 The books that were cited as 

                                                                                                                                                                    
everlasting life is offered to mankind by Christ. Gen. 3:15 and 22:18 compared with Gal. 3:8, 14; 1 
Cor 10:2-4; Luk 1:69-70; Act. 3:24; Es. 53 per totum’, ‘Lightfoot’s Journal’, 2:25. 
 
42 For London as the centre of the English antinomian controversy, see David R. Como, Blown By the 
Spirit: Puritanism and the Emergence of an Antinomian Underground in Pre-Civil-War England 
(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2004), 25ff.  
 
43 ‘Lightfoot’s Journal’, 2:26. 
 
44 See chapter one for a detailed examination of these antinomian points. 
 
45 ‘Lightfoot’s Journal’, 26. That the petition mentions many ‘well affected but ignorant’ people were 

following the antinomian preachers supports David Como’s thesis that antinomianism had penetrated 
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undermining the ‘morall law of God in all parts thereof, & discourage good 

Christians from humiliation for sin in these sad times wherin God calls us to that 

duty above all other’ were: The Honey-combe, Christ alone exalted, The Dangerous 

Dead Faith, A Sermon upon Rev. 3:18, and The Doctrine and Conversation of John 

the Baptist.46 The men who should be ‘speedily examined & dealt withal, as each of 

them shall deserve’ were Giles Randall, Mr Batte, Robert Lancaster, John Simpson, 

Mr Haydon, Mr Emerson, William Erbury, Robert Towne, and Henry Denne.47 The 

Assembly’s list of antinomian individuals and books provides the most complete 

record of early 1640s antinomianism.48 It also suggests the extent of 

antinomianism’s spread at this point in time: members of the Assembly were aware 

of the principal antinomian ministers and writings and did not take long to compile 

the list.  

 The Assembly’s petition to Parliament made a harsh pronouncement against 

antinomianism: antinomian teaching as expressed in these books took away from 

                                                                                                                                                                    
every level of society in London and was increasing especially among lay people. See Como, Blown 
By the Spirit, 72. 
 
46 John Eaton, The Honey-combe of Free Justification by Christ alone (London, 1642); Tobias Crisp, 
Christ alone exalted; in fourteen sermons: preached in or neare London by the late Reverend Tobias 
Crisp Doctor in Divinity, and faithfull pastor of Brinkworth in Wiltshire (London, 1643). A second 
volume of 17 sermons was published in the same year with the same title. John Eaton, The Discovery 
of the Most Dangerous Dead Faith (London, 1641). Anonymous, Two treatises. The first of Christs 
counsel to the angell of the church of Laodicea: being a warning-peece for the ministers of these 
times. The second of holy meditations, & contemplations of Jesus Christ, concerning our redemption, 
reconciliation, and hope of glorification by him alone (London, 1642). Van Dixhoorn, ‘Lightfoot’s 

Journal’, 2:27, acknowledged David Como for this reference. Henry Denne, The Doctrine and 
Conversation of Iohn Baptist: delivered in a sermon, at a visitation holden at Baldock, in the county 
of Hertford: Decemb.  9. 1641 Contradicted by many of the auditors. (London, 1642), reprinted in 
1643. 
 
47 ‘Lightfoot’s Journal’, 2:28. For details of most of the theology and biography of these men, see 
chapter one. For information regarding William Erbury, see Stephen K. Roberts, ‘Erbery, William 

(1604/5–1654)’, ODNB [online edn, Sept. 2010 http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/8832, 
accessed 17 April, 2012].  
 
48 John Eachard, an antinomian examined before the Court of High Commission in 1629, provided a 
similar ‘roll call of prominent London antinomian ministers’. See Como, Blown by the Spirit, 
Appendix E.  
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God’s glory, perverted justification and sanctification, cast off the moral law, 

threatened the good of the church and the souls of its people, and endangered the 

safety and welfare of the kingdom.49 These were serious concerns for the newly-

assembled men at the threshold of their task to reform the Church of England. A 

mere month after its calling, the threat of antinomianism provided the perfect 

situation for the Assembly to fulfil Parliament’s commission of recognising and 

addressing theological innovations so that the nation would not be brought under 

judgment. Parliament responded positively to the Assembly’s plea: on the same day 

the petition was sent to the House of Commons, the Commons granted the Assembly 

the power to ‘send for parties, witnesses, writings, records, etc: and have the power 

to consult with such divines as they shall think fit’.
50 By agreeing with the Assembly 

that antinomianism was worth investigating, the Long Parliament made its first 

official pronouncement on doctrine.51  

The Assembly’s Antinomian Examinations 

 Following the House’s order which allowed the Assembly to consult with 

any antinomian divines or books ‘as they shall think fit’, a committee jointly made 

up of members of divines and members of the House of Commons was appointed on 

11 August 1643 to examine the antinomian authors and books listed in the 

Assembly’s 9 August petition to the House.52  

                                                           
49 ‘Lightfoot’s Journal’, 2:26-7. The antinomian ministers were to be judged according to the 
‘wisdome & justice’ of the House ‘as appertaineth to the weight of such a cause wherein the glory of 

God, the good of his church, the soules of the people & the welfare of the kingdome are so much 
concerned’. If these charges could be proved it could lead to significant legal consequences for the 
antinomians.  
 
50 CJ, 3:201. 
 
51 Although the Court of High Commission, as England’s supreme ecclesiastical court, had already 
condemned individual antinomians in the 1630s, they were not officially condemned as a group. 
 
52 Lightfoot mentions that he was assigned to the committee but does not list the other members. Chad 
Van Dixhoorn, ‘The Strange Silence of Prolocutor Twisse: Predestination and Politics in the 
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 The antinomian committee first called in Giles Randall, ‘a ringleader of that 

sect’.
53 Lightfoot records that Randall was examined in the Star Chamber, the venue 

for prosecution of crimes against the state, not in the court of High Commission, the 

place reserved for the correction of doctrinal offences.54 Randall was called because 

‘several witnesses’ from Randall’s St Martins Orgars congregation charged him with 

preaching six antinomian teachings from his pulpit: that those who are in Christ have 

no more sin in them than Christ had when he was upon earth; that it was ‘as possible 

for Christ to have sinned when he was upon earth as for a child of God to sin’ now; 

that Christians have no more to do with the moral law ‘then a man hath with a 

divorced wife and the morall law is but a dead letter’; that for any that are in Christ 

to ask pardon for sin is to crucify Christ again; that to repent and ask pardon for sin 

                                                                                                                                                                    
Westminster Assembly’s Debate over Justification’, Sixteenth Century Journal 40 (2009): 415, 
comments that this committee was one of the Assembly’s most active. As time progressed more 
members would be added. See chapter four for the continuing story of the committee’s work. 
 
53 ‘Lightfoot’s Journal’, 2:31. Randall would later be responsible for the English publication of 
Theologia Germanica, a fourteenth-century mystical treatise first edited and published by Luther and 
central to the development of radical English Protestantism. See Como, Blown by the Spirit, 39. 
Scottish commissioner to the Assembly Samuel Rutherford called Randall ‘the most ingenious 

Antinomian I have known’, A Survey of the Spirituall Antichrist. Opening the secrets of Familisme 
and Antinommianisme in the Antichristian Doctrine of John Saltmarsh and Will. Del, the present 
Preachers of the Army now in England, and of Robert Town, Tob. Crisp, H. Denne, Eaton, and others 
(London, 1648), II:96. John Etherington wrote against Randall in A Brief Discovery of the 
Blasphemous Doctrine of Familisme (London, 1645), 1, mentioning the ‘multitude of people’ that 

were affected with his doctrine. For familism, see Como, Blown by the Spirit, 4-9. The Ranter 
Laurence Clarkson later wrote that Randall taught ‘such a doctrine as Dr Crisp, only higher and 
clearer’. As cited by Christopher Hill, ‘Dr Tobias Crisp’ in The Collected Essays of Christopher Hill 
(Brighton: Harvester Press, 1986), 2:151.  
 
54 Como, Blown by the Spirit, 174. An act was passed in 1641 for both the Star Chamber and the 
Court of High Commission to be ‘cleerly and absolutely dissolved’ and taken away, with the ‘Lord 

Chancellor, the Keeper of the great Seal of England, the Lord Treasurer of England, the Keeper of the 
King’s Privy Seal, the President of the Councell, any Bishop, temporall Lord, Privy-Councellor, or 
Judge or Justice whatsoever’ not allowed to ‘make, pronounce, or deliver any Judgement, Sentence, 

Order, or Deccree, or to do any Judiciall, or Ministeriall Act in the said court’. England and Wales, 

Anno Regni Caroli Regis … At the Parliament begun at Westminster the third day of November, Anno 
Dom. 1640, … An Act for regulating of the Privie Councell, and for taking away the Court commonly 
called, The Star-Chamber (London, 1641), unpaginated. Information regarding the history and 
practice of the Star Chamber is limited. See Richard Crompton, Star-Chamber Cases, Shewing What 
cases Properly belong to the Cognizance of that Court (London, 1630), 13, and A true Copy of the 
Lord Andevers Speech To the Lords in Parliament, Concerning The Star-Chamber (London, 1641), 1-
2. The Star Chamber was a room in the Palace of Westminster, demolished in 1806. 
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is blasphemy; and that to look for ‘grace from Moses is to look for grace from a man 

that had no grace in him’. When the committee questioned Randall, he responded 

that he desired that it be proved that he taught these things.55 Lightfoot notes that 

after some discourse in which Randall showed a ‘great deal of arrogance & 

impudency’, he was dismissed until the next day.  

 The following day Randall appeared again before the committee, this time 

with fellow antinomian preacher John Simpson, to answer specific questions the 

antinomian committee compiled.56 The two refused to respond to the questions 

without having a day to compose answers – the committee granted them a day but 

then required them to bring their answers in writing.57 The questions posed to 

Randall and Simpson are invaluable as they reveal the points the Assembly’s 

antinomian committee believed defined antinomianism. The following section will 

organise the questions around key issues of disagreement between antinomians and 

the Assembly: whether the moral law still bound believers to obedience; the nature 

of the structure of biblical redemption; and whether believers were required to show 

humiliation and repent for sin.58  

 The first question addressed the nature of the structure of biblical 

redemption; more specifically, whether there was a sharp divide between the Old 

Testament era and the New Testament. The committee asked the antinomian 

                                                           
55 ‘Lightfoot’s Journal’, 32. 
 
56 ‘Lightfoot’s Journal’, 32. See chapter one for more information about Simpson. Lightfoot records 
that Edmund Calamy, Herbert Palmer, Thomas Hill, and Jeremiah Whittaker drew up the questions 
for the antinomian preachers, so they were most likely the other members of the committee. See 
‘Lightfoot’s Journal’, 33. 
 
57 If the antinomians did supply a written copy of their answers it has not survived. 
 
58 The examination came just as the Assembly had voted to add the clarifying explanatory clause, ‘by 

the morall law we understand the Ten Commandments in their full extent’, to Article 7: see 
‘Lightfoot’s Journal’, 32. See chapter five for the Assembly’s teachings on these points.  
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ministers whether they believed that the moral law obliged a believing Jew to 

obedience. This question already showed the Assembly’s preconceptions concerning 

the structure of redemption, as it assumed that believing Jews existed during the Old 

Testament age. Randall and Simpson’s response summarised antinomian theology as 

they claimed ‘a Jew was kept under the law, shut up unto the faith which should 

afterward be revealed’. If Jews were ‘shut up’ to the faith, the logical conclusion 

would be that there were no believing Jews, which fits the antinomian understanding 

of the Old Testament age.59 

 The second topic brought up by the antinomian committee encompassed five 

out of the ten questions posed to the antinomians and centred on whether believers 

were required to follow the moral law and whether it still threatened them with 

punishment if they disobeyed. The committee asked the antinomians whether the 

moral law now ‘as strongly obliged a believing Christian’ as it did when given to 

Israel; whether a believer was bound to conform his or her life to the moral law, 

because God in that law required it; whether ‘he that makes the law a rule be a Papist 

in heart, whatsoever he is in action’; whether a believer might make the threatenings 

of the law a motive to deter from sin, and the promises a motive to encourage to 

duty; and finally, whether a believer broke any moral law when he or she sinned.60 

Randall and Simpson provided various answers. They responded that a believing 

Christian was not under the law but under grace.61 They affirmed that law was an 

eternal rule and eternally condemned those who broke it, sin being the transgression 

of the law. However, the believer who served God for hope of a legal reward and for 

                                                           
59 See chapter one for this point of antinomian theology. 
 
60 ‘Lightfoot’s Journal’, 34. 
 
61 ‘Lightfoot’s Journal’, 34. They then quoted Romans 8:4 and Galatians 2:19. 
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fear of legal punishment did not perform Christian service.  He that did so was 

putting himself under the law ‘contrary to Paul[’s teaching]’, and was thus ‘far a 

Papist’.  

 The third type of question posed to the antinomians related to the Assembly’s 

understanding of how theological innovations were directly tied to the social order of 

a nation. They asked the antinomians whether the moral law was obliging for 

nonbelievers: whether it was ‘a rule by which unbeleevers shall be condemned & not 

a rule by which they ought to walke?’ This was an important question for if the 

answer was no, society could fall into disorder as unbelievers exercised free rein to 

disregard the moral law. The antinomians phrased their response in an ambiguous 

manner: they claimed that the law ‘abstracted from Christ’ was no rule for 

unbelievers to walk by for life. Thus, essentially, since the unbeliever was by 

necessity abstracted from Christ, he or she could not be pressed to follow the moral 

law. 

 The fourth group of queries struck at the antinomian teaching that one should 

not repent or feel sorrow for sin. The committee employed a biblical example 

commonly used by antinomians to contextualise their question, asking if it was 

Peter’s person that sinned in denying Christ or his sinful flesh only. The examiners 

continued and asked: when Peter then wept for denying his master, did he do so out 

of weakness of faith or from a duty before God to repent for sin? In asking these 

questions, the committee was drawing from antinomian John Eaton’s point that 

Peter’s ‘soule fault’ of denying Christ was noticed but not punished, because the 

incident happened during the age of John the Baptist when sins were not punished.62 

The examiners knew that the antinomians would not believe it was right for a 

                                                           
62 Eaton, Honey-combe, 103. See chapter one. 
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Christian to weep or grieve for sin, as his or her sins were already abolished out of 

God’s sight.
63 The antinomians answered that ‘as it was with Paul, so with Peter: 

“No longer I but sin which dwelleth in me”’.
64 They remarked that Peter’s weeping 

might have been from a weak faith and so from fear, or from a strong faith and then 

from love, but ‘we know not but rather suppose the latter’.
65  

 The final question posed to the defendants cut to the heart of the 

disagreement between the Assembly and the antinomians: whether a believer was as 

well-pleasing to God in the act of adultery or murder as before the act. Furthermore, 

they asked whether a believer could see the discharge of his sin in Christ and his part 

in Christ whilst in the act of adultery or murder and before his repentance and 

humiliation for it.66 Randall and Simpson refused at first to answer this question on 

the grounds that ‘these questions are framed in very odious and ambiguous terms’.
67  

Yet they did provide a brief answer by claiming that ‘a believer seldom or never so 

falls [into murder and adultery], because the love of God constrains him above all 

legal motives. If he do so fall, yet he ought not to add infidelity to his other sins’.
68 

Randall and Simpson clearly articulated antinomian theology: once saved, a believer 

was so constrained by love from committing gross sinful acts that he or she ‘seldom 

or never’ fell into them. Lightfoot finished his account of the examination by 

showing that the committee was not impressed with Randall and Simpson’s answers: 
                                                           
63 Eaton, Honey-combe, 449, 452. 
 
64 Romans 7:17.  
 
65 ‘Lightfoot’s Journal’, 35. 
 
66 This question echoes debates over whether King David was justified when he was in a sinful 
relationship with Bathsheba. See chapter one for Arminian, Reformed, and antinomian thought on this 
issue. 
 
67 Neither of the parties was happy with the other: Randall and Simpson did not approve of the 
questions posed to them and the committee did not approve of the answers they received. 
 
68 Van Dixhoorn, ‘Lightfoot’s Journal’, 2:34. 
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in fact, they were voted so ‘impertinent and foolish’ that they were determined to be 

‘no answers at all’.
69  

 Thomas Gataker obtained the chairman of the committee’s notes from the 

examinations and later published a parallel account of the examination which is 

remarkably similar to Lightfoot’s, but includes slight variations.70 Gataker expressed 

frustration at Randall and Simpson’s answers and called the two men, along with 

Robert Lancaster 

 those three grand patrons and ring-leaders of this faction, what time 
 they were convicted before the worthy Committee of the honourable 
 house of Commons in the Star-chamber. Where being required, or 
 requested rather, to deliver their opinion in divers points then 
 propounded unto them, for the clearing of themselves and the 
 doctrine taught by them, they sought at first by all means to decline 
 giving any answer at all and, being pressed upon it, when they could 
 not well avoid it, the answer they gave was in such general, 
 obscure and ambiguous terms conceived, as that they might seem to 
 say somewhat to the points propounded, and yet conceal what their 
 mind might be in the main matter intended.71 
  
In Gataker’s account, the committee asked Randall and Simpson whether a believer, 

in the act of adultery or murder, might enjoy as sweet communion with God as in the 

performance of any holy duty. The two men responded that ‘the repetition of it, is 

                                                           
69 Van Dixhoorn, ‘Lightfoot’s Journal’, 2:34.  
 
70 Thomas Gataker, God’s Eye on His Israel. Or, a Passage of Balaam, out of Numb. 23.21. 

Containing matter very seasonable and suitable to the times; Expounded and cleared from 
Antinomian abuse (London, 1644). Gataker’s response is important as it provides another source to 
verify Lightfoot’s account of the proceedings against Randall and Simpson. The two accounts match 

nearly word-for-word. Lightfoot does not mention that Gataker was in attendance during the 
examination. 
 
71 See below for Robert Lancaster. Thomas Gataker, God’s Eye on His Israel, unpaginated ‘Preface to 

the Reader’. Gataker would publish three more works against antinomianism in the next nine years: A 
Mistake or Misconstruction Removed. (Whereby little difference is pretrended to have been 
acknowledged between the Antinominas and Us.) and Free Grace, as it is held forth in Gods Word… 

(London, 1646); Shadowes without Substance, or Pretended new Lights: Together, with the impieties 
and blasphemies that lurk under them, further discovered and drawn forth into the Light: In way of 
Rejoynder unto Mr John Saltmarsh (London, 1646); Antinomianism discovered and confuted: and 
free-grace as it is held forth in Gods Word: as well as by the prophets in the Old Testament, as by the 
Apostles and Christ himself in the New, shewed to be other then is by the Antinomian-Party in these 
times maintained (London, 1652).  
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unfit for any Christian mouth, and eare’. The next question was whether God 

chastened a believer for his sin. The men responded, quoting Isaiah 53:5 that ‘the 

chastisement of our peace was upon him, that is, Christ; and that by his stripes we 

are healed’. Next the committee asked them whether when a believer sins, should he 

or she pray for the actual pardon of it, in the sight of God, or only for the 

manifestation of that pardon ‘to his own conscience’? Randall and Simpson replied 

that they would answer the proposition ‘when it shall be explained to us out of the 

Scripture, what is meant by actuall pardon’. Next, the men were asked whether there 

ought to be days of fasting and humiliation under the gospel and they responded ‘We 

know nothing to the contrary’.  

 The last set of questions focused on whether a Christian ought to ‘afflict his 

soul with sorrow for sin’, whether it ‘be sin to sorrow for sin’, and whether a sinner, 

after humbling himself, should be able to expect a blessing from God. The 

committee further pressed the antinomians, asking if the reason the nation was in its 

sad state of war because the nation as a whole had failed to adequately humble itself 

and return to God. The antinomians responded that ‘all humiliation, and sorrow for 

sin, which is not of faith, is sin’. The men further replied that if a man makes 

humiliation, repentance, and reformation of such ‘ommnipotent efficacy, that there is 

no thunder-bolt so great; no wrath so furious in God; but it will abolish it, without so 

much, as mentioning the Lord Iesus … we beleeve such humiliation, is nearer the 

pride of Lucifer, then true Christian humiliation’. They believed that it was among 

the ‘great sinnes of the Kingdome’ to exalt its own ‘works, doings, and duties’ in 
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order to make peace with God: it dethroned him as the ‘great, and only peace-

maker’, and was ‘thereby a most dangerous enemy to the peace of the Kingdome’.
72  

 Each of the committee’s questions focused sharply on a particular antinomian 

teaching, but Randall and Simpson’s answers were consistently ambiguous, or as 

Gataker noted, the antinomians ‘might seem to say somewhat to the points 

propounded, and yet conceal what their mind might be in the main matter 

intended’.73 However, their ambiguity was not enough to save them: on 22 August 

1643, the articles drawn up by the committee against Randall were ‘punctually 

proven’ but no actions were taken against him. That afternoon, the articles against 

Simpson were proven ‘point-blank’; that he had preached that the moral law was no 

rule by which a justified person should walk, that God did not afflict believers for 

their sin, and that no fastings were to be appointed under the gospel.74 A report must 

have been tendered to Parliament as Simpson was accordingly deprived of his 

lectureship on 9 October 1643 and banned from preaching.75 Nearly a year later, in 

August 1644, the Parliamentary Committee for Plundered Ministers was given the 

power to imprison both Randall and Simpson.76  

                                                           
72 Thomas Gataker, Mysterious Cloudes and Mistes, shunning the Cleer Light, a little further 
disclosed, in a short Answer to Mr. John Simpson (London, 1648), 4-5. 
 
73 Cited above. 
74 ‘Lightfoot’s Journal’, 2:38. 
 
75 Bernard Capp, ‘Simpson, John (1614/15–1662)’, ODNB [http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article  
/37963, accessed 23 April 2013]. John Simpson, The Perfection of Justification maintained against 
the Pharisee: the Purity of Sanctification against the Stainers of it… (London, 1648), 35, remarked 
that he was ejected ‘from thence by the potency and prevalency of my opposers, in the Citie’.  
 
76 An order from 31 August 1644 enabled the Committee for Plundered Ministers to do the same with 
any other antinomian or Baptist, if necessary. The Committee for Plundered Ministers was established 
by Parliament on 31 December 1642 to relieve ministers of the Church of England who had been 
plundered by the royalists. Parliament tasked the Committee with finding vacancies for deserving 
ministers, particularly from sequestrated impropriations. Later, the Committee filled vacancies by 
investigating and ejecting malignant ministers. The Committee was briefly revived in 1649 but lost 
most of its power in 1653. While the Committee answered directly to the House of Commons, it also 
shared a close relationship with the Assembly: the Committee could not nominate any man to a 
parsonage without the Assembly’s examination and approval by a certificate. The Committee also 

was given the responsibility to ensure the taking of the Solemn League and Covenant throughout the 
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 Randall and Simpson’s examination was the only one recorded in detail in 

either the Assembly’s minutes or Lightfoot’s journal. However Lightfoot noted that 

the antinomian committee also examined Robert Lancaster on 1 September 1643: 

Lancaster was called to answer for paying for the printing of John Eaton’s Honey-

combe as well as for prefacing it with an ‘A briefe Advertisement to the Reader’. 

Lancaster was already known as an antinomian by this point, as Thomas Bakewell 

specifically attacked both Lancaster and Randall in his series of pamphlets against 

antinomians published in 1643 and 1644.77  Lightfoot condemned the book as being 

‘replenished with abundance of erronious & damnable doctrines’ but did not provide 

any information about Lancaster’s examination.
78 Lancaster was examined again on 

7 September, where he claimed to be ‘true and orthodox’ the, at least as Lightfoot 

recorded it, ‘many horrible & wretched things’ contained in the ‘dangerous and 

desperate’ book.
79    

Conclusion 

 The divines of the Assembly were asked to work for a reformation of 

England’s church government and doctrine. Assembly members were conscious of 

the import of their work, which included the responsibility to bring about a return to 

the most biblical form of worship and government. Both Parliament’s summoning 

                                                                                                                                                                    
country, address questions of lay preaching, heretical doctrine, anabaptism, antinomianism, church 
gatherings, and, later, cases of preaching without license and disregarding the Assembly’s Directory 
for Worship (London, 1645). See William Shaw, A History of the English Church During the Civil 
Wars and Under the Commonwealth, 1640-1660 (London: Longman, 1900), 2:192-202; and A.G. 
Matthews, Calamy Revised: Being a Revision of Edmund Calamy’s Account of the Ministers and 
Others Ejected and Silenced, 1660-2 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1934), ix, lxx.  
 
77 See Thomas Bakewell, A Short view of the Antinomean Errours, with a Briefe Answer to them 
(London, 1643); A Faithfull Messenger Sent after the Antinomians (London, 1644), and The 
Antinomians Christ Counfounded and the Lords Christ Exalted. In which is contained a briefe 
confutation of Dr. Crispe and Mr Lancaster (London, 1644). 
 
78 ‘Lightfoot’s Journal’, 44. Lightfoot as a young man had written on the abiding nature of the moral 
law in Erubhin or Miscellanies Christian and Judaicall, and others (London, 1629), 189-90. 
 
79 ‘Lightfoot’s Journal’, 2:53. 
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ordinance and the Solemn League and Covenant called for the settling of the 

government and liturgy of the Church ‘as shall be most agreeable to the Word of 

God’. From the top levels of influence to the common person in the pew, England 

had her eye trained on the Assembly to see what form of reformation their work 

would produce, although by necessity, because of the nature of the Assembly’s 

summoning ordinance, their work was to be limited. The ordinance was clear that 

Parliament was ultimately in control of the Assembly; while the Assembly was 

supposed to ‘clear and vindicate’ the Thirty-nine Articles from falsehood, it was not 

allowed, by law, to make any significant changes to the Articles themselves. The 

Assembly was thus forced into the awkward position of Erastian accountability to 

Parliament, but also was to function as the highest court of the Church of England 

with the eyes of the nation upon it. The divines were conscious of the dual nature of 

their calling even during theological debate: during a particularly intense debate on 

church government, Charles Hearle reminded the Assembly to ‘Consider the 

capacity in which we are: not only an assembly of divines but chosen by the 

parliament’.
80  

 The Assembly dealt with antinomianism in this context, and it was the first 

‘falsehood’ the Assembly encountered while still under their mandate to clear the 

Thirty-nine Articles. The committee appointed to examine antinomian ministers and 

antinomian books attempted a theological dialogue with antinomian ministers, but 

the groups ended their sessions with mutual frustration. Initially the Assembly was 

united in its opinion as to the best way to proceed against antinomianism, as 

illustrated by the fact that no divine protested against sending their 9 August 1643 

petition to Parliament which called for Parliament to act against antinomianism. 

                                                           
80 Minutes and Papers, 2:169. 
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However, as time went on and the divines spent days debating antinomian theology, 

some Assembly members became cautious about sending further petitions to 

Parliament against antinomianism.81 The following chapter will outline how 

antinomianism affected the Assembly’s theological debates carried out as the divines 

revised the Thirty-nine Articles. 

                                                           
81 See chapter three for antinomianism’s effect on the Assembly’s theological debates and chapter 
four for the Assembly’s deliberations on whether to continue to petition Parliament against 
antinomianism. 
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 CHAPTER THREE  
 
 

‘That we did owe an active obedience to the law, noe man will  
question but the Antinomians’: The Assembly’s  

Soteriology Debates in Antinomian Context1 
 
 

 [Wotton] professed and undertook to prove, that Faith, even the act of 
 believing and trusting in Christ for salvation after a general and 
 confused manner, as a favourite of God, and not as a perfect satisfier of 
 his justice and  just Law; is that which God accounts and accepts for 
 righteousnesse to justification, in stead of righteousnesse and perfect 
 obedience performed to the will and Law of God, either by Christ or 
 our selves. These are the old errors and Heresies of Servetus and 
 Socinus, newly revived and raked out of hell by Arminius, Bertius, and 
 others of their Faction.2 
 

 The previous chapter explored the Westminster Assembly’s encounter with 

antinomianism as the divines revised Article 7 of the Thirty-nine Articles on the 

nature of the Old Testament and the moral law. The chapter highlighted how the 

Assembly functioned as a judicial body as it created an antinomian committee and 

examined antinomian ministers in July and August of 1643. This chapter intends to 

provide a snapshot into several of the Assembly’s debates on soteriology, with an 

eye specifically to how antinomianism affected and shaped them. The Assembly 

conducted its discussions during the end of August and through September 1643 as 

the divines revised three of the Thirty-nine Articles: 11, ‘Of the justification of man’; 

12, ‘Of good works’; and 13, ‘Of works before justification’. Antinomianism’s 

ability to cause protracted argument in the Assembly reveals the fractured nature of 

the Assembly – the divines were far from united in their understanding of Reformed 

soteriology, and it would take some years before the Assembly could produce a 

                                                 
1 Minutes and Papers, 2:65. Comment given by Charles Herle. 
 
2 George Walker, Socinianisme in the Fundamental point of Justification discovered, and confuted. 
Or, an Answer to a Written Pamphlet maintaining that faith is in a proper sense without a trope 
imputed to Beleevers in justification (London, 1641), unpaginated ‘Epistle to the Reader’. 



101 
 

united theological picture of the process of salvation. They eventually did so in their 

1646 Confession of Faith and catechisms.3  

 Aspects of the Assembly’s justification debate have received recent scholarly 

attention, but the extent to which concern over antinomian soteriology was a part of 

and shaped it has not been fully explored. This chapter therefore focuses on the 

impact antinomianism had on the debates.4 In doing so, it seeks to show that 

antinomian theology was not merely a side-line issue during the Assembly’s 

deliberations over justification, variously termed the Assembly’s ‘hot debate’, ‘great 

question’, and ‘great scruple’.
5 Instead, concerns about antinomianism instigated the 

discussion and provided the framework around which the divines sharpened their 

own understanding of soteriology. Older accounts of the Assembly’s days of 

discussion do not incorporate important details relating to antinomianism from 

Lightfoot’s journal as the manuscript had not been re-discovered.6 Because the point 

of this chapter is to show the influence of antinomianism at the Assembly, the 

following examination focuses almost entirely – apart from a brief digression into 

earlier debates – on analysing speeches given on the floor of the Assembly rather 

than Assembly-members’ completed treatises on soteriology. While this method, 

                                                 
3 See chapter five. 
 
4 Van Dixhoorn, ‘Reforming’, 1:270-344, and Jeffrey K. Jue, ‘The Active Obedience of Christ and the 

Theology of the Westminster Standards: A Historical Investigation’ in Justification in Christ: God’s 

Plan for Us in Justification, ed. K Scott Oliphint (Fearn: Mentor, 2007), 99-130, provide the most 
complete overall summary of the Assembly’s debates on justification. Van Dixhoorn has also recently 

completed a chapter on the debate in the forthcoming work edited by R. Armstrong and T. 
O’Hannrachain, Alternative Establishments in Early Modern Britain and Ireland: Catholic and 
Presbyterian (Manchester University Press), ‘Politics and religion in the Westminster Assembly and 

the “Grand Debate”’.  
 
5 The divines’ debates over the wording and ideas contained in Article 11 spanned at least ten days of 
daily hours-long arguments and intricate discussions. 
 
6 Older accounts include A.F. Mitchell, The Westminster Assembly: its History and Standards 
(Philadelphia, PA: Presbyterian Board of Publications, 1884), 149-56; R.M. Norris, ‘The Thirty-nine 
Articles of the Westminster Assembly’ (PhD diss., University of Saint Andrews, 1977), lv-lviii. 
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using a close analysis of the Assembly’s minutes, is not as thorough a presentation of 

the divines’ views as would be a systematic analysis of their published works, it also 

provides a unique window into their on-the-spot thoughts on these vital theological 

issues.  

 Theologically, antinomianism affected the Assembly’s debates in four 

specific areas. First, the Assembly’s debate over whether Christ’s active and/or 

passive obedience was imputed to believers for their justification showed that 

members of the Assembly were concerned that antinomianism was within the 

Assembly itself.7 The divines were divided into two factions. One group denied that 

Christ’s active righteousness, or perfect obedience to the law, was imputed to 

believers, as they thought such a position would inevitably lead to antinomianism. 

An opposing group used covenant theology to argue that Christ’s active and passive 

righteousness were both required aspects of justification, and asserted that their 

position did not inevitably lead to antinomianism. Second, the chapter will reveal the 

Assembly’s own confusion over the role and timing of faith in relation to 

justification; a quandary instigated by the antinomian teaching that the act of faith 

was unnecessary for justification and one simply needed to remember that he or she 

was justified in order for justification to be valid.8 Third, the antinomian teaching 

that repentance for sin was not necessary threw the Assembly into questions over the 

timing and relationship of repentance to faith. Fourth, the antinomian teaching that it 

was wrong to look upon one’s sanctification to prove his or her justification caused 

                                                 
7 Alan D. Strange’s treatment of the debate only briefly mentions antinomianism. See ‘The Imputation 
of the Active Obedience of Christ at the Westminster Assembly’ in ‘Drawn into controversie’: 
Reformed Theological Diversity and Debates within Seventeenth-Century British Puritanism ed. 
Michael A.G. Haykin et al. (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2011), 38-39. Strange’s account of 

this debate focuses on answering the question why chapter 11 of the Assembly’s Confession does not 
specifically mention both Christ’s active and passive obedience. This question will be addressed in 
chapter five of this thesis.  
 
8 See chapter one for overviews of these antinomian points. 
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the Assembly to debate whether true faith necessarily produced fruit in the form of 

good works. This question then caused the Assembly to debate both the definition of 

faith and the role of works in salvation. In summary, antinomian concern was at the 

heart of the Assembly’s discussions of basic soteriological concepts during the days 

they revised the Thirty-nine Articles. The Assembly became divided over each of the 

four areas outlined above, sometimes with one side taking a position that resembled 

antinomian teaching. At the same time these theological debates were transpiring, 

the Assembly’s antinomian committee met and examined antinomian ministers and 

writings, adding urgency to the divines’ concerns over the rise of antinomianism.
9 

Preface to the Assembly’s First Debate: Christ’s Active and Passive 

Righteousness in the 1610s 
 
 In order to understand the first debate affected by antinomianism at the 

Assembly – whether Christ’s active or passive obedience was imputed to the believer 

in his or her justification – it is helpful to step back thirty years in time, when two 

members of the Assembly crossed swords on the same issue. George Walker and 

Thomas Gataker found themselves passionately disagreeing about whether both 

Christ’s active and passive obedience were necessary components of justification, or 

whether simply his passive obedience procured a sinner’s justification. The 

controversy started in 1611 when Walker encountered the well-known 

nonconformist Anthony Wotton’s teachings on justification, written to combat the 

Arminian Richard Montagu.10 Walker was a young minister, newly arrived in 

London from Cambridge University, and was distressed to detect traces of the 

                                                 
9 See chapter two for an account of the initial set-up and meeting of the antinomian committee. 
 
10 For more information on Wotton, see Richard L. Greaves, ‘Wotton, Anthony (bap. 1561?, d. 
1626)’, ODNB [http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/29997, accessed 4 Mar., 2013]. For the 
controversy surrounding Richard Montagu, see chapter one. 
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heretical Socinus, Arminius, and Servetus’ ideas in Wotton’s pamphlets.
11 

Considering that King James had just recently burned books as well as men for 

holding to some form of these teachings, Walker’s concern can be understood.
12 

After letters back and forth between Wotton and Walker failed to reconcile their 

differences, Walker denounced Wotton from the pulpit and demanded that Wotton 

appear before eight other ministers, Gataker included, to be examined. Wotton and 

Gataker were friends, and Gataker joined Wotton’s defence against Walker.
13 

Walker called future Assembly member William Gouge, among others, to his side. 

The debate took place, and according to Gataker’s account, Wotton was acquitted of 

all charges of heresy.14 However, over thirty years later and just two years before the 

Assembly met, Walker published a long diatribe against Wotton who, by this point, 

had been dead for fourteen years.15 Gataker related that as he was the only one still 

alive who had originally been on Wotton’s side, he took it upon himself to respond 

                                                 
11 George Walker, Socinianisme ... Confuted, 4-6. Peter Lake and David Como, ‘“Orthodoxy” and its 

Discontents: Dispute Settlement and the Production of “Consensus” in the London (Puritan) 

“Underground”’, Journal of British Studies 39 (2000): 39, describe Walker as ‘if he was not looking 

for a fight, he was certainly out to prove himself a zealous, theologically adept defender of orthodoxy, 
and no doubt hoping thereby to win himself both a reputation and a job’. 
 
12 Lake and Como, ‘“Orthodoxy” and its Discontents’, 42. 
 
13 Thomas Gataker, Mr Anthony Wotton’s Defence against Mr George Walker’s Charge (Cambridge, 
1641), 7. 
 
14 Gataker, Wotton’s Defence, 32. Walker, Socinianisme ... Confuted, ‘Epistle to the Reader’, 

unpaginated, provided another reason that the issue died: God blessed Walker’s labours and made 

them ‘powerfull and effectuall to the quelling of those errors, and to the suppressing of them at that 
time, by putting the Author of them to silence’. 
 
15 The whole debate would have remained unknown to future generations if Walker had not published 
Socinianisme  … confuted. In the unpaginated ‘Epistle to the Reader’, Walker admits that Wotton’s 

teachings had since been ‘buryed in oblivion’, but a new adversary arose, who ‘raked up’ Wotton’s 

teachings ‘as coals out of ashes’, and out ‘of a surreptitious Booke (which the First Adversary had 

composed, Printed beyond the Seas, and procured to be brought in by stealth, and sold underhand) did 
bring them into the pulpit, and from thence with a tumultuous noise proclaimed them most 
confidently’. The book he referred to was Wotton’s De reconciliation peccatoris (Basel, 1624), in 
which Wotton attempted to clear himself from charges of Socinianism. This adversary preached 
Wotton’s views from the pulpit and challenged Walker, who otherwise would have ‘refrayned my 

selfe from further medling’ in the issue. This new adversary was probably Gataker, although Walker 
does not mention anyone by name. 
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to Walker’s charges in Wotton’s name.
16 A flurry of treatises passed between Walker 

and Gataker, the last one published a few months before Walker, Gouge, and 

Gataker were all called to the Westminster Assembly as fellow divines.17 The 

theological issues addressed by Wotton and Walker related to discussion between 

antinomians, Arminians, and the Reformed on the place of faith in justification.18   

The issues are also nearly identical to the ones that caused heated arguments on the 

floor of the Assembly, so some explanation here would be helpful. 

 Walker accused Wotton of holding that God’s justice did not require that the 

law be fulfilled in order to grant justification. According to Walker, Wotton held that 

God granted justification to his children out of his mercy and as an act of favour to 

them, not because his justice was satisfied by Christ fulfilling the law’s 

requirements. Walker argued that Wotton held that faith itself, the act of believing 

and trusting in Christ for salvation, justified, not Christ’s perfect obedience to the 

law imputed to his people.19 Walker believed that Wotton’s position caused injury to 

God’s nature as judge.20 He argued that as  

 long as God, as the supreme judge of all the world, was immutable and 
 infinite in his justice he neither can nor will dispense with his eternall 
                                                 
16 Gataker did so by publishing, with Wotton’s son Samuel, Wotton’s Defence. 
 
17 Walker responded to Gataker with A True Relation of the Chief Passages between Mr Anthony 
Wotton and Mr George Walker (London, 1642), and the pamphlet war ended with Gataker’s An 
Answer to Mr George Walker’s Vindication (London, 1642). 
 
18 See chapter one. The argument was based on disagreements over the basis of justification: was it 
granted based one one’s faith or Christ’s obedience imputed to the believer. 
 
19 Walker, True Relation, 27, 32. Wotton’s argument as represented by Gataker, Wotton’s Defence, 
27, was much more nuanced than Walker represented it to be. Gataker records Wotton as 
‘asknowledging and confessing that Faith doth not justifie us but onely as it apprehendeth and 
applieth Christ and his Righteousness’. 
 
20 Walker, True Relation, 16: ‘The first offence that ever you gave me, was the injurie which you have 

done to the obedience, righteousnesse and blood of our Saviour Iesus Christ, whom you denye to be 
so made mine, that his obedience is imputed to me for righteousnesse, and his blood for the 
satisfaction of Gods justice. For this (if you obstinately persist in it) I must hate you with a perfect 
hatred, as if you were mine enemie, neither shall there ever be peace so long as your errors are so 
great, and pernicious. God himself I am assured, will trouble you’.  
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 Law, in any jot, or tittle, but will have it perfectly fulfilled either by our 
 selve or some sufficient surety in our behalf, and will forgive no sinner, 
 without of full suffering, and satisfaction, made to the Law in the same 
 kind which the law requires, although not in every man’s person.21  
 
Thus for Walker, for Wotton to claim that God chose to ignore the requirements of 

the law and forgive sinners anyway, accepting them in Christ as righteous without 

the full satisfaction of the law, was to ‘conceive God to bee mutable, and not the 

same in his infinite justice at all times; and to affirme it is … Socianian 

Blasphemy’.
22 According to Walker, because Wotton rejected as a ‘mere device of 

our late Divines, the imputation of Christs righteousness and satisfaction’, the 

believer could not then be said to have in Christ fulfilled the required works of the 

law. Walker’s position was that Christ, as the head and surety of his people, fully 

satisfied this law for them in the ‘same kind which the law requires’ so that he could 

redeem, reconcile, and justify them.23 Their sins were punished in him and Christ’s 

righteousness became their righteousness through their union with him, by which 

they could then stand and be accounted as perfectly righteous before God.24 For 

Walker, Christ’s perfectly keeping the law and thus satisfying God’s righteous 

requirements, and the imputation of that righteousness to believers, was the essence 

of the doctrine of justification, and by denying it, Wotton’s theology destroyed the 

very nature of justification, and thus compromised the nature of salvation itself.25  

 Gataker, when defending Wotton, could not dispute the fact that Wotton held 

that justification consisted merely in the remission of sins, that Christ’s active 

                                                 
21 Walker, Socianiansme … Confuted, 28. Walker argued that ‘all our learned, and Iudicious Divines’ 

taught this as well.  
 
22 Walker, Socianiansme … Confuted, 28.   
 
23 Walker, Socianiansm … confuted, 28. 
 
24 Walker, True Relation, 36. 
 
25 Walker, True Relation, 30.  
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righteousness in fulfilling the moral law was not imputed to believers for 

justification, and that God, without a breach of his justice, would pardon man’s sin 

without requiring a like satisfaction.26 While Gataker himself did not hold that 

justification consisted merely in the remission of sins, he agreed with Wotton that 

Christ’s active righteousness was not imputed for a believer’s justification, claiming 

that this was the ‘orthodox’ position.
27 Gataker ended his last response to Walker by 

quoting Pareus, who stated that it ‘derogates from the death of Christ, and makes his 

Cros and his satisfaction by death for our sins, wholy needles and superfluous’ to 

require the imputation of Christ’s active obedience in addition to his passive to the 

sinner’s justification.
28  

 When the Assembly debated this topic in 1643, Gataker and Walker would 

lead opposing factions on whether Christ’s active and passive righteousness were 

both required for justification. Walker and Gataker’s back-and-forth provides an 

important glimpse into the personalities of two of the most outspoken divines at the 

Assembly. Walker was passionate to see his conception of truth vindicated at all 

costs and Gataker showed great loyalty to his departed friend as well as ability to 

defend his theological position. As fellow members of the Assembly, Gataker and 

Walker would spend nearly every day together for the next number of years and it is 

not surprising that when the Assembly started to debate the role of Christ’s active 

and passive obedience in justification, Walker and Gataker took centre-stage.  

                                                 
26 Gataker, An Answer, 131. 
 
27 Gataker, An Answer, 18, where he listed equating justification with the remission of sins as ‘M 

Wotton’s principal error’. 
 
28 Gataker, True Relation, 136. Gataker, An Answer, 13, would rather be grouped with Pareus than 
Walker: ‘I hold it no disgrace to me, to be yoaked with such; and to have deemed rather as they, then 
as M Walker either then did, or now doth’.  
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 The Assembly’s debates over soteriology took place as they undertook their 

mandate from Parliament to ‘clear and vindicate’ the Thirty-nine Articles from 

falsehood.29 Specifically Articles 11, ‘Of the justification of man’; 12, ‘Of good 

works’; and 13, ‘Of works before justification’ provoked long and fiery discussions 

on the floor of the Assembly. The following section will analyse these debates, 

showing the impact of antinomian theology especially as the divines revised Article 

11.  

Revising Article 11: Antinomianism and the Article’s Title 

 On 5 September 1643, the chairman of the committee in charge of Article 11 

submitted his report for proposed changes both to the Article and to the its title.30 

The original Article’s title was ‘Of the justification of man’. Antinomian concern 

started in the Assembly when the committee wanted to add the words ‘in the sight of 

God’ to the end of the title, making the new title: ‘Of the justification of man in the 

sight of God’. Upon hearing of the desired change to the title, Thomas Hodges 

commented that ‘some’ hold that God sees no sin in his children, and they would 

‘make some advantage’ of this expression.31 Hodges meant antinomian theologians, 

and Thomas Coleman also pointed out that the error of antinomianism was ‘not met 

with in this article’.
32 Lazarus Seaman agreed, commenting that the antinomians will 

‘make use of this; they say that before the eye of Gods omniscience, God doth not, 

                                                 
29 See chapter two of this thesis for Parliament’s mandate. 
 
30 See chapter one for the formation of the Assembly committees. 
 
31 Minutes and Papers, 2:41. Hodges continued: ‘They will make use of this: they say that before 
[the] ey of God’s omniscience God doth not cannot see, not only the ey of his justice’. Chad Van 
Dixhoorn, ‘The Strange Silence of Prolocutor Twisse: Predestination and Politics in the Westminster 

Assembly’s Debate over Justification’, Sixteenth Century Journal 40 (2009): 402, citing David Como, 
comments that Hodges would have been especially concerned about antinomianism as he used to be 
an antinomian himself. See chapter one for this point of antinomian theology. 
 
32 Minutes and Papers, 2:41. Coleman was a skilled Hebraist and frequently preached fast sermons 
before Parliament. See Richard L. Greaves, ‘Coleman, Thomas (1597/8–1646)’, ODNB 
[http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/5872, accessed 27 Feb., 2013].  
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cannot see [sin] … ’.
33 He argued that because nothing in the Article dealt with the 

antinomian errour of God seeing no sin in the justified, it was fit to ‘put something 

in’ either in the title or in the body of the Article that would address the errour.34 In 

his minutes, Lightfoot mentioned that a debate ensued ‘in regard of the present error’ 

of antinomianism and whether the Article held ‘out the truth full enough’ against 

them.35 Various members of the Assembly proposed changes to the title to remedy 

the situation: Henry Wilkenson Senior moved that a definition of justification be 

included in the title, but others pointed out that a definition followed the title in the 

body of the Article.36 Richard Vines commented that it would be good to express the 

phrase as scripture did in the title, ‘in the sight of God’, but then to ‘meete with the 

error’ of antinomianism in the body of the Article.37 Coleman suggested that they put 

‘of sinfull man’, to which Stanley Gower replied that the apostle Paul used the word 

‘man’ and not ‘sinner’.
38 Joshua Hoyle proposed that they put ‘in the sight of God’ 

                                                 
33 ‘Lightfoot’s Journal’, 2:46. Seaman was minister of All Hallows, Bread Street, London, and was 

the second most frequent speaker at the Assembly. He proceeded DD from Cambridge University in 
1649 and became vice-chancellor of the University in 1653 and 1654. See Tai Liu, ‘Seaman, Lazarus 
(d. 1675)’, ODNB [http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/24985, accessed 27 Feb., 2013]. 
 
34 William Gouge responded that a title’s use was to be general, not specific. Gouge, a minister well-
advanced in years by this point, was greatly respected. He was on the committee for the Confession of 
Faith as well as the antinomian committee. See Brett Usher, ‘Gouge, William (1575–1653)’, ODNB 
[http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/11133, accessed 11 Mar., 2013]. 
 
35 ‘Lightfoot’s Journal’, 2:46.  
 
36 Minutes and Papers, 2:40. Wilkenson offered: ‘A man is Justified in the sight of God, i.e., that God 

doth accept as guiltlesse & upon remission of his sins through Jesus Christ & upon the Imputation of 
the righteousnesse of Christ’. He continued that: ‘The not imputing of sin doth imply, by Pauls 
construction [Romans 4:6-8] out of David, the Imputation of righteousnesse’. Thomas Coleman 

responded that ‘this was presented to us to be put in to the title, but every art of it being in the body of 

the article they thought better to let it goe as it is’. Wilkenson was unhappy with Coleman’s response: 

‘The definition will come together noe where but in the title’. George Woodcocke agreed that a 

definition should be included in the title, to which Vines stated that ‘This we have in the article’.  
 
37 Minutes and Papers, 2:40. Richard Herrick wanted to leave ‘sinner’ in the title to speak against 

those that hold that ‘man’ and ‘sinner’ are not interchangeable terms. Herrick was a life-long friend of 
fellow Assembly member Thomas Case. Michael Mullett, ‘Heyrick, Richard (1600–1667)’, ODNB 
[http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/13175, accessed 8 Nov., 2012].  
 
38 Galatians 3:11: ‘No man is justified in the sight of God’. Gataker commented that if anything were 
to be altered it should be, ‘justification of a sinner’, because that was ‘in some kind different from the 
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because it reflected Paul’s words in Romans 3:20, ‘noe flesh justified in his sight’.
39 

Francis Taylor suggested that they use: ‘justification of a sinner before God’.
40 

Gower remarked that this Article was not the proper place to address the antinomian 

error at all; it should rather be dealt with in Articles 15 or 16.41 John Ley commented 

that it was the manner of ancient counsels to meet with present error, so it was 

‘needfull’ to deal with antinomianism now.
42  

 Lightfoot recorded that after realising how complex and multi-faceted the 

issues were in light of antinomianism, the Assembly questioned the ‘very maine 

thing it selfe, namely what justification is’.
43 The number of opinions given over 

mere alterations to the Article’s title gives an indication of the level of concern 

antinomianism instigated at the Assembly. As Lightfoot documents, questioning 

whether ‘the Article hold out the truth full enough against the Antinomians’ caused 

the Assembly to question the nature of justification itself.44 At the end of the day, the 

Article was sent back to the committee, but would be brought back the next day with 

more revisions that would provoke debate. As Article revisions continued over the 

                                                                                                                                          
justification “of a man” by Inherent righteousnesse’. Minutes and Papers, 2:40. Gouge agreed: ‘to 

putt in “a sinner” very fit’.  
 
39 Minutes and Papers, 2:40. Hoyle succeeded James Ussher as professor of divinity at Trinity 
College, Dublin before fleeing to England during the Irish rising in 1641. He later gave evidence at 
Laud’s trial. See Vivienne Larminie, ‘Hoyle, Joshua (bap. 1588, d. 1654)’, ODNB 
[http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/14014, accessed 09 Mar., 2013]. 
 
40 Minutes and Papers, 2:41. Hodges suggested the words ‘before Gods tribunall’ should be added 

instead of in God’s ‘sight’. 
 
41 ‘Of Christ alone without sin’ and ‘Of sin after baptism’. 
 
42 Minutes and Papers, 2:41. 
 
43 ‘Lightfoot’s Journal’, 2:46. Lightfoot did not record the intricacies of the following debate and 

simply noted that ‘the whole forenoone was taken up, & in conclusion of all, the Article was 

recommitted’. Lightfoot later reveals that the revised title, ‘Of the justification of man before God’ 

was agreed upon. See ‘Lightfoot’s Journal’, 2:47. 
 
44 ‘Lightfoot’s Journal’, 2:46. 
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next few weeks, the number of voices and the heated nature of their opinions would 

only grow.  

Revising Article 11: Antinomianism and Christ’s Obedience 

 After the Assembly discussed additions to Article 11’s title in light of 

antinomianism, the divines moved to reviewing the committee’s proposed additions 

and changes to the body of the Article. As they did so, antinomianism continued to 

cause unrest. The following section outlines one of the Assembly’s longest and most 

complex theological debates.  

 On 6 September 1643, the recommitted Article was brought back to the 

Assembly with the following changes. The original Article stated: 

 We are accounted righteous before God, only for the merite of our Lord 
 and Saviour Jesus Christe, by faith, and not for our owne workes or 
 deservynges. Wherefore, that we are justified by faith onely, is a most 
 wholesome doctrine,  and very full of comfort; as more largely is 
 expressed in the Homilie of justification.45  
 
The committee wanted to revise the Article as follows: 
 
 We are justified, that is, we are accounted righteous before God, & 
 have  remission of sins, not for, nor by our owne workes or 
 deservings, but freely by his grace onely for our Lord and Saviour 
 Jesus Christs sake, his whole  obedience and satisfaction being by 
 God imputed to us and apprehended  by faith alone.46 
 
The addition of the phrase ‘ … [Christ’s] whole obedience and satisfaction being by 

God imputed to us …’ caused the next episode of concern over antinomian theology 

at the Assembly. According to the committee, they desired to include the phrase so 

                                                 
45 Van Dixhoorn, Minutes and Papers, 2:38, notes that there is no homily of justification, so the 
Article must be referring to the ‘Homily on Salvation’ in Certaine sermons or homilies appointed to 
be read in churches (London, 1640), 13-21. Neither Lightfoot’s journal nor the minutes record when 

the Assembly was given the mandate to revise past the 10th Article of the Thirty-nine, or who the 
chairman was of this first committee. If the three committees were the same as initially set-up in July, 
as Van Dixhoorn assumes, the chairman would be Cornelius Burges. See Van Dixhoorn, ‘The Strange 
Silence of Prolocutor Twisse’, 400.  
 
46 ‘Lightfoot’s Journal’, 2:47. The Assembly’s minutes do not record these changes, so Lightfoot’s 

account is essential for understanding the extent of antinomian concern at the Assembly. 
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that the Article would show the ‘formall cause’ of justification, namely Christ’s 

active and passive obedience.47 When the committee brought the phrase to the 

Assembly, it split into two groups over whether both the active and passive 

obedience of Christ were imputed to a believer for his or her righteousness.  

 The first group, led by Richard Vines, Thomas Gataker, Francis Taylor, and 

George Woodcocke, argued that if Christ’s active obedience, or his perfect keeping 

of the law, were imputed to believers for their justification, the believer would no 

longer be bound to obey the law and would thus inevitably fall into antinomianism.48 

They thus held that only Christ’s passive righteousness, or his suffering and death on 

the cross as a propitiatory sacrifice, applied for a believer’s justification.
49 Taylor 

aptly summarised this group’s concern: ‘if it be granted that Christ hath performed 

the law for me, then it will follow I am not bound to keepe this lawe myself’.
50 He 

argued that the wording gave ‘a great bent to the Antinomians’: if Christ’s fulfilling 

the law justified sinners, then the antinomians ‘say well’ that believers are quitted 

from the law.51 The opposition group, led by Thomas Goodwin, George Walker, 

                                                 
47 Minutes and Papers, 2:38.  
 
48 The first group made a valid point as John Eaton affirmed that both the active and passive 
righteousness of Christ were necessary for justification. See Eaton, The Honey-combe of Free 
Justification (London, 1644), 262: ‘the Formal cause [of justification] … is the perfect obedience, 
both active and passive of the Mediator Christ, which (being made under the law) he performed in 
fulfilling the whole law for us perfectly … ’. A final but important member joined the group near the 
end of the 6 day-long debate. On 12 September 1643, Prolocutor Twisse argued that it was not 
Christ’s active obedience, but his death and blood that purchased a believer’s inheritance to grace and 

glory. He argued that Christ’s fulfilling of the law should certainly have a part in the glory that is 

ascribed to him, but his propitiatory death on the cross should be the only ground of all the honour 
that is cast upon him for a believer’s justification. Minutes and Papers, 2:103. 
 
49 A poem by Richard Baxter gives some indication that Gataker and Vines were seen to agree 
theologically:  ‘If but three such in all our times, as Usher, Gataker, and Vines, Were taken hence by 
fatal sleep; Three Nations should consent to weep’, in, Upon the Sight of Mr Vines His Posthumous 
Treatise of the Sacrament October 18, 1656, preface to Vines’ A Treatise of the Institution, Right 
Administration, and Receiving of the Sacrament of the Lords-Supper (London, 1656).  
 
50 Minutes and Papers, 2:69. 
 
51 ‘Lightfoot’s Journal’, 2:53. 
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Charles Herle, and Joshua Hoyle, argued that both Christ’s active and passive 

obedience must be included as indispensable aspects of a believer’s justification. 

They argued that the duality of Christ’s obedience did not lead to antinomianism; in 

fact, it more accurately reflected justification’s complexity as outlined in scripture. 

The following section will examine both sides of the argument as presented on the 

floor of the Assembly.  

 The first side, arguing for Christ’s passive obedience only to be applied for a 

believer’s justification, protested that if Christ’s righteousness were accounted ‘on 

behalf’ of a sinner, that sinner would be under no more obligation to obey or follow 

the law. Richard Vines made the first move to argue for this side by commenting that 

he had never delivered his reservations about Christ’s active righteousness in public 

because he thought there might be something to the fact that so many learned men 

disagreed with him. He further claimed that he did not see any place in scripture 

which supported the idea that Christ’s obedience to the law played a part in a 

believer’s justification. Vines pointed out that all acts would then be ‘perfect 

righteousness’, and ‘If soe, then what roome is left for sin’?
52 Vines agreed that 

Christ was full of all ‘perfection, inward holynesse, & outward obedience’ and that 

he performed active obedience to his father ‘to the full’, but he did not agree that 

Christ’s active obedience was a ‘proper distinct foundation’ or title to heaven.53 He 

argued that all of scripture seemed to prove that it was Christ’s passive obedience 

alone that provided justification.54 He did not believe that Christ’s whole obedience 

                                                 
52 Minutes and Papers, 2:60. Lightfoot recorded that, ‘After long discourse … his quaere still 

remaineth, that active obedience is not properly called justification’. ‘Lightfoot’s Journal’, 2:63. 
 
53 Minutes and Papers, 2:76. 
 
54 Minutes and Papers, 2:60, 76: ‘ … when we inquire what is that obedience imputed as the matter of 
his righteousnesse … It seems to me to be his passive, his poenall or formall sufferings, the 

accomplishment wherof is in his death … ’. 
 



114 
 

was ‘the matter’ of a believer’s justification, only that it was ‘conducing to it’. In the 

Old Testament, ‘blood was shed to provide atonement’, and bloodshed was the sole 

required propitiatory component of justification.55 Vines did not think the law 

needed to be kept to gain entrance to heaven: ‘If the losse of heaven be a fruite of my 

sin, & imperfection of sanctification be a fruite of my sin, these must needs be taken 

away by the death of Christ. The foundation of the title [of justification] lyes in our 

adoption & sonship. & this comes under meritts’.
56 He further argued that ‘I hold 

that from that fountaine that is in Jesus Christ ther is derived unto me satisfaction. I 

am not cleare that here is spoken of a holynesse of Christs nature Imputed’.
57  

 The second and by far the most vocal proponent on this side of the debate 

was Gataker. Gataker’s argument developed from his definition of justification. For 

Gataker, justification signified God’s legal declaration of innocence based on 

Christ’s passive obedience.
58 Christ’s humiliation throughout the course of his life 

and his sufferings in death were ‘so great as God deemed in Justice equivalent unto, 

and wel worthie to weigh down, whatsoever was requisite to the discharge of the 

                                                 
55 Minutes and Papers, 2:61. He continued: ‘The passive sufferings of Christ are the proper matter 

imputed.’ Minutes and Papers, 2:53. 
 
56 Minutes and Papers, 2:60-61. He argued that Romans 3:24, where God was ‘just & a justifyer’ 

referred to ‘that wherby we are righteous. But that is by Christ as a propitiation’. Vines also argued 
that Romans 5:9, 10 and 8:1-4, specifically the phrase, ‘in order that the righteous requirement of the 
law might be fulfilled in us’, spoke of the process of sanctification rather than the habitual holiness of 
Christ’s nature being imputed for justification.  
 
57 Minutes and Papers, 2:77. He also claimed that, Hebrews 10:10, where Christ is said to do God’s 

will, referred to ‘the offering of his body once’, not to his life of obedience. Raynor agreed with Vines 
that the passage referred to sanctification not justification.  Also, he argued that man’s debt of 

obedience to God was not fulfilled by Christ’s active obedience, but by the believer’s sanctification, 

which Christ enabled him to perform. Minutes and Papers, 2:85.  
 
58 Thomas Gataker, An Antidote Against Errour Concerning Justification, or, the true notion of 
justification, and of justifying faith cleared .... (London, 1670), 15. Gataker’s views on justification 

expressed at the Assembly were clearly laid out in this work posthumously-published by his son 
Charles from Gataker’s papers and sermons on justification preached in 1640. In addition to outlining 
his own position, Gataker presented ‘faulty’ forms of justification. One such faulty position was that 

justification was two-fold. Two examples of this wrong two-fold justification were that it was both 
inherent righteousness and remission of sins, and that justification was both remission of sins and 
imputed righteousness. 
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debt of all those that had interest therein’.
59 Christ’s passive obedience was counted 

as an exact recompense for the parts of the law that were broken.60 Guiltlessness, 

innocence, and righteousness were the same thing for Gataker; if the law was not 

transgressed, one was righteous: ‘I am not able to find a difference betweene 

insontem & justum [‘innocent’ and ‘just’], in the reasonable creature … He that 

cannot be charged with any breach of the law is perfectly righteous’.
61 ‘At any barre, 

that man that can plead full satisfaction done for any wrong, that being made & 

accepted, he shall be reputed righteous … ’. Thus for Gataker, Adam in the garden 

before he sinned had no need for justification as he had no sin: ‘Adam was created 

Innocent; but not Just … Ther is noe use of Justification but wher ther is 

crimination’. Now a believer simply needed a legal declaration of his or her 

innocence in order to be justified and this legal declaration was achieved through 

Christ’s blood shed on the cross. Christ’s perfect obedience to the law or the holiness 

of his person did not need to be imputed to a believer for their justification.62 Gataker 

argued that if Christ had freed the believer from the obedience of the law by keeping 

it in his stead, then that would also release the believer from obeying the law. If 

Christ was a believer’s surety, then the believer must be free from obeying, for ‘what 

a surety doth frees us from the doing of it’. Gataker argued that believing Christ kept 

the law’s precepts in place of believers would necessarily lead to antinomianism.63   

                                                 
59 Gataker, An Antidote against errour, 29. 
 
60 Minutes and Papers, 2:89. Herle later simply countered Gataker’s point with ‘I see not how this 

distinction will hould’. Minutes and Papers, 2:93. 
 
61 Minutes and Papers, 2:55, 89, 100. 
 
62 Minutes and Papers, 2:55-57. He explained: ‘Now whether ther be not sufficient matter of 

satisfaction in Christ’s passive obedience, is the question. If it be sufficient I see not why we should 
require either the sanctity & holynesse of Christ’s nature’.  
 
63 Minutes and Papers, 2:90-91.  
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 For Gataker, because justification was merely a judicial declaration of 

innocence, it did not include remission or pardon of sin.64 Gataker argued that it was 

true that believer’s sins were remitted ‘for the merit of Christ’ and thus while 

remission of sin always accompanied justification, it was still a ‘thing distinct from 

it’. Gataker explained:  

 the word ‘justify’ in noe languadge signifies to ‘remit’ ‘pardon’ or 
 ‘forgive’: in our English it rather signifies the contrary: ‘to defend’ or 
 ‘to declare a man righteous’ … To justify is an act of justice, to pardon 

 is an act of favour and so either of an advocate or a judge or jury, who 
 defend or acquite a man as guiltlesse. If a man can plead satisfaction he 
 pleads not guilty. But if a [m]an plead his pardon the Jury can not say 
 not guilty.65  
 
For Gataker, remission of sin was a further act of God’s favour to his people after 

their justification. Also, because justification merely pronounced sinners innocent 

because of Christ’s propitiatory work, Gataker argued that adoption, in addition to 

justification, was needed in order for a sinner to gain entrance to heaven.66 He argued 

that Adam was bound by the covenant to ‘Do this and live’, so if he had continued in 

his integrity, he would have continued ‘in that happy state in which [he was] created. 

But for translating to heaven, I find not in scripture. But how doe we come to have a 

right to heaven? I Answer by adoption’.
67   

 George Woodcocke, in support of Gataker and Vines, argued that if Christ’s 

whole obedience were imputed as the sinner’s obedience, then there could be no 

                                                 
64 Gataker, An Antidote against errour, 11. Gataker remarked that his position was against Wotton 
and Piscator, who believed that justification equated remission of sin. He claimed that Wotton and 
Piscator were led to their position by their eagerness ‘of opposition to that Popish Tenent of 

justification by inherent righteousnes’. That justification consisted in the remission of sin was also an 
Arminian position. See chapter one. 
 
65 Minutes and Papers, 2:44. See also An Antidote against errour, 12-14, where he makes the same 
argument. 
 
66 Minutes and Papers, 2:57.  
 
67 Christ’s death on the cross raised believers to ‘noe higher [an estate] … than Adam’ had in the 

garden. 
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place left for the pardon of sin. He claimed that surely the antinomians would then be 

correct in arguing that God could see no sin in his children, ‘for as much as he lookes 

upon them invested with the same righteousnesse Christ is clothed withal’. A 

believer might then be looked upon as ‘not at all having sinned’: for God could not 

look upon a person as having sinned when that person had fulfilled the whole law. 

Woodcocke could see that the imputation of Christ’s whole obedience had an 

‘influence’ upon the believer’s justification, but ‘for the manner of Justification I am 

altogether unsatisfyed’.
68   

 The opposition side, which argued that both Christ’s active and passive 

obedience were essential parts of a believer’s justification, came primarily from 

Thomas Goodwin, George Walker, Charles Herle, and Joshua Hoyle. They argued 

that their position would not lead to antinomianism, and in response to Gataker and 

Vines created a clear summary of the nature of the whole of soteriology, centred in 

their understanding of the covenant of works.69 They explained that in the original 

covenant of works established between God and Adam, Adam was created as a 

perfect being subject to perfect and active obedience to God’s commands. If Adam 

succeeded in following God’s law perfectly, God extended to him the promise of 

life, as summarised by the words, ‘do this and live’.
70 When Adam fell, two things 

                                                 
 
68 Minutes and Papers, 2:82. Vines agreed that ‘strange consequences’ would follow if one held that 

Christ’s active obedience was so imputed to him that he had a right to claim heaven. Minutes and 
Papers, 2:61. 
 
69 Walker’s name is often listed, but is followed by blank sections, indicating that he spoke frequently 

but the scribe could not always catch his arguments. Or possibly, as Van Dixhoorn supposes, ‘The 

Strange Silence of Prolocutor Twisse’, 414, the scribe grew tired of the frequency and similarity of 

Walker’s arguments. Walker makes a comment which reveals why he took such care to answer the 

opposition point-by-point: ‘Desire they would not thinke we yeld the cause because [we do] not 

answer things answered before’. Minutes and Papers, 2:62. 
 
70 Goodwin argued that there were two things that were ‘debts’ in the law: first, the perceptive part 
which men as creatures were bound to without promise of reward, and second, the promise of death in 
case of transgression. He argued that all men were subject to the second part as sinners. Minutes and 
Papers, 2:69. Herle claimed that men’s laws and God’s laws were different: ‘Laws of man are merely 
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happened. First, sin entered the world and became the all-consuming identity of 

Adam’s descendants, condemning them to death. Second, Adam’s disobedience 

broke the covenant that was established between him and God at his creation.71  

 Because of Adam’s sin, God was dually offended. His holiness was offended 

by the presence of sin in the world, and his justice was offended by Adam’s active 

disobedience. Therefore, in order to repair the breach created by Adam’s 

disobedience, there must be a two-fold answer: remission of sin must be achieved by 

passive obedience, and imputation of righteousness must be achieved by active 

obedience.72 Bathurst noted that ‘they that reject the active obedience of Christ are 

brought to this inadvertency of a necessary distinction’. The necessary distinction 

was that justification should be ‘2 fouldly taken’: negatively, it should be an 

exclusion of all guilt and sin, and positively, it was an introduction of positive acts.73 

Walker agreed and passionately asked: ‘Take away active obedience of Christ [and] 

how can our workes & dutyes of sanctification be made complete in Christ’?
74 God’s 

original law still needed to be fulfilled in eadem specie, ‘by the same kind’ as it was 

broken.75 God would have a soul for a soul, a body for a body, so he would have 

                                                                                                                                          
litterall, & if negative, bind only to the negative part, & soe justification in humane court only 
requires bare Innocence. But in the law of God ther is an affirmative precept … ’. Minutes and 
Papers, 2:80. 
 
71 Like Goodwin, William Price argued that there were two sorts of debts: ones to be paid and ones to 
be pardoned; Christ’s passive obedience answered for the latter, and his active for the former. 
 
72 Goodwin, Hoyle, Walker, Herle, and Lightfoot all argued this at one point. Lightfoot claimed: ‘In 

our fall, a violation of the law. A concurrence of death. Our redemption must answer the fall. Christ 
must fulfil the law as we had broken it: thus may answer to the doubt of debts doubly payed’. Minutes 
and Papers, 2:69. 
 
73 Minutes and Papers, 2:62. Bathhurst cited 2 Corinthians 5:21 for support. Minutes and Papers, 
2:53. 
 
74 Minutes and Papers, 2:62. 
 
75 Minutes and Papers, 2:96. Goodwin also argued this point in his Christ Set Forth in his death, 
resurrection, ascension, sitting at Gods right hand, intercession as the cause of justification. (London, 
1642), 74: ‘And secondly, by the equity of the same Law that in Adam we were all condemned, 
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obedience for obedience.76 God also required a perfect sacrifice to satisfy the stench 

of sin.  

 Thus, Christ’s fulfilment of the covenant as mediator must necessarily be 

two-fold. This group argued that Christ’s death and sacrifice satisfied God’s justice 

and Christ’s active obedience to the law in holiness made up for sin’s filthiness and 

completed the part of the law that Adam broke.77 Christ’s passive obedience, his 

propitiatory work on the cross, was completely necessary, ‘the active obedience 

would not save us without this’, but it only satisfied the part of the law that answered 

God’s justice by providing a sin offering of blood.
78 There still remained the need for 

an active keeping of the law, a requirement to ‘do this’, in order for a sinner to 

receive eternal life.79 Christ’s simply undergoing punishment for sin could not 

satisfy the law’s requirements: Goodwin commented that ‘men in hell [undergoing 

punishment] doe not satisfy the law, nor never can because its obedience the law 

intends’.
80 One did not obtain a right to eternal life by simply being made innocent, 

guiltless, or righteous; he or she also was required to obey all of the law. Walker 

                                                                                                                                          
(adam being a Type of him in this) by the same Law (I say) we were all justified in Christ when he 
was justified, else the Type were not therein fulfilled’. 
 
76 Herle countered Vines and Gataker’s interpretation of Hebrews 10:7 and 9, arguing that the ‘will’ 

that Christ came to do referred to his performance of the whole law, and this law was written on his 
heart. Minutes and Papers, 2:65. 
 
77 Wilson argued that the claim in Galatians 4:4-5 that Christ was ‘under the law’ fully supported that 

Christ was obliged to obey the law. He stated that Christ’s obedience was acceptable to God because 

of the dignity of Christ’s person and the willingness of Christ’s obedience. Minutes and Papers, 2:74- 
75.  
 
78 Minutes and Papers, 2:64. Goodwin made this point. 
 
79 Minutes and Papers, 2:69. Wilson responded to Gataker’s claim that adoption was the basis of the 

believer’s entrance into heaven. He argued that Ephesians 1 spoke of the necessity of redemption, not 
adoption, as the ‘title’ to heaven. Minutes and Papers, 2:58. Bathurst argued that believers were 
justified by their redemption, and they have a title to heaven by their adoption. However, he argued 
that that adoption must also include positive righteousness.  
 
80 Minutes and Papers, 2:69. 
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made this last point specifically against Gataker, and no doubt tongue-in-cheek, gave 

him thanks for the ‘great deale of learning shewed’ in Gataker’s argumentation.  

 The divines continued their argument and stated that Christ took on his 

mediatorial role to fulfil the covenant obligations placed on humanity at creation – 

Christ thus became ‘under the law’ in the stead of his people, so that they could be 

seen as exactly meeting God’s requirements. Gouge claimed that the things Christ 

did as mediator were for the believer’s benefit. Believers needed to have their filthy 

sinful rags taken away and new robes put on. Thus, contra Gataker, Gouge 

contended that Christ performed the law as a surety, not only nostro bono – for our 

good, but also nostro loco – in our place.81 Christ as second person of the Trinity 

was not bound to the law – humankind was bound to obey the law because of their 

relationship to God as creatures, but they failed in Adam. Thus Christ as mediator 

was a prophet, priest, and king, all of which included points of active righteousness, 

‘which more surely concurre to the salvation of a sinner’.82 As a prophet Christ 

instructed his church by the publication of God’s counsel. As a priest he provided 

satisfaction through his passive obedience and continues to intercede for his people. 

As a king he governed and illuminated the church.   

 Walker claimed that ‘justify’ always signified action; God’s action of making 

a sinner righteous. Believers were made sin by Adam and were made righteous by 

the communication of Christ’s righteousness, which was grounded in the believer’s 

union with Christ.83 Justification was thus two-fold: negatively it was an ‘exclusion 

                                                 
81 Minutes and Papers, 2:79, 92. 
 
82 Minutes and Papers, 2:62.  
 
83 Minutes and Papers, 2:54-56. Walker was followed by Bathurst, who cited 1 Corinthian 1:31 and 2 
Corinthians 5:21 for support. Ley claimed that the passages Bathurst quoted were pertinent to prove 
Christ’s active obedience, and continued that ‘those that hould Justification to consist in remission of 

sins must hold an active obedience because remission is not only of sins committed, but duttyes 
omitted’. Carter argued that Adam in ‘his pure naturales & injoying that righteousnesse in Paradise; 
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of all guilt & sin’ and positively it was ‘an introduction of positive acts’.
84 In 

justification, God dealt with his people as the prodigal son’s father: ‘First strips us of 

the polutions of sin & then clothes us … Christ is the Messiah not only to take away 

Iniquity but to bring in eternall righteousnesse’. Through Christ’s work, God now 

looked upon his people as having fulfilled the law, not by themselves, but by Christ 

as their surety and ransom.85 The righteousness of the law was fulfilled ‘in’ believers 

through Christ, not ‘by’ believers.
86 God ‘spared not his owne son’, so therefore 

‘whatsoever is required of us he required of him’.
87 The righteousness by which 

believers were justified must be a righteousness that fully answered the law, thus 

Paul’s words in Romans, ‘we establish the law’.
88 Herle ‘came roundly’ to prove the 

imputation of Christ’s active obedience by pointing out that Christ was the end of the 

                                                                                                                                          
this would not raise him [to heaven]. The rule by which he comes unto it is in the law & the power is 
by Jesus Christ’. Minutes and Papers, 2:56. 
 
84 Minutes and Papers, 2:68. In John Arrowsmith’s one speech during the debate, he agreed with 
Bathurst: ‘Justification includes both taking away the guilt of sin & title to heaven … the active 

obedience of Christ procures both these’. Minutes and Papers, 2:86. Seaman also stated that 
justification was two-fold: it contained not only freedom from condemnation, but also an entitling to 
eternal life through imputed righteousness. Minutes and Papers, 2:107. These men were thus falling 
into one of Gataker’s ‘faulty’ definitions of justification. See note 58 in this chapter. Bathurst is best 
known as a Latin scholar and poet. He was also a committed Assembly member who participated in 
many debates. He occasionally submitted reports on behalf of the first committee. See W.H. Kelliher, 
‘Bathurst, Theodore (c.1587–1652)’, ODNB [http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/1701, accessed 
22 Mar., 2013]. 
 
85 Minutes and Papers, 2:59,79, 83. 
 
86 Goodwin continued that Romans 10:4 spoke of the ‘end of the law’, meaning that what the law 
could not do and failed in, Christ did, and in so doing was the telos, or the perfection, of the law. The 
next verse spoke of those that ‘do’ the law, and Goodwin ended his speech with asking, ‘What law in 

the world doth Justify a man [and] make him righteous but upon doing? Minutes and Papers, 2:78.  
 
87 Minutes and Papers, 2:96. Goodwin’s passionate speech came as a result of Daniel Featley desiring 

‘now to be a litell alive’ after he had ‘been passive this 2 days in hearing soe much & soe acutly 

objected’; he argued that believers were not bound to fulfil the law to the end that Christ fulfilled it, 

but to other ends. Seaman agreed with Goodwin against Featly and quoted 1 Timothy 2:6 to prove 
that from Christ’s first act of becoming a ransom, or a servant, he was ‘made under the law’ and thus 

Christ ransoming his people and obeying the law were inseparable. 
 
88 Minutes and Papers, 2:63, 77. Goodwin continued: ‘Though the passive [obedience] but of[f] all 

omissions past, yet I must have an eternall active righteousnesse, soe Adam was to have & wher shall 
we have this, unlesse it be active?’ Goodwin commented that if only Christ’s passive obedience were 

imputed to men, it ‘would but set us in the same state we ware in [which] Adam was in the moment of 

his creation’, which was Gataker’s point.  
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law, and the consummating end, or perfection, of the law was obedience. Whatever 

believers were bound to do and did not, Christ did for them and imputed to them; 

and they were bound to active obedience, so Christ must have been actively 

obedient. He finished his argument by stating: ‘that we did owe an active obedience 

to the law, noe man will question but the Antinomians’.
89 For this group, those who 

denied the imputation of Christ’s active obedience and righteousness to believers as 

a part of their justification, must also deny the imputation of Adam’s sin; they failed 

to understand the nature of righteousness, the law, and eternal life.90 

 Even though the divines who argued these points maintained that Christ’s 

active fulfilment of the law was imputed to believers, they were quick to point out 

that their conclusions concerning justification did not lead to antinomianism. They 

argued that Christ fulfilled the law for his people for their one-time justification, in 

order that they may have a right to eternal life.91 However, the fact that Christ 

fulfilled the law for justification did not erase the original law that was established 

between God and his people upon their creation.92 Herle phrased it that: ‘though 

Christ did doe this [fulfil the law] in our stead, not that therefore we should be freed 

from it, not freed from the uttermost that we can doe unto it’.
93 Most importantly, 

                                                 
89 Minutes and Papers, 2:65. 
 
90 Price warned that ‘if one truth fall we loose the other’, and Bathurst agreed, commenting that those 
who reject Christ’s active obedience as a part of justification were brought to their opinions by an 
‘inadvertency of a necessary distinction’.  Minutes and Papers, 2:75. 
 
91 Goodwin thus argued that a proper understanding of justification would show that their points could 
not lead to antinomianism, a point which Case also made. Case claimed that taken at face value, the 
antinomian point that God could no longer see sin in his justified children was true: in ‘in poynt of 

Justification God sees noe sin’ in his people. Herle clarified: ‘ … the guilt [of sin], that makes lyable 

to the Justice of God & that is that by which he can not but punish sin. I doe not say he is bound unto 
it. Soe that its guilt is taken away & then to the ey of Gods Justice we are as noe sinners’. Minutes and 
Papers, 2:83. 
 
92 Minutes and Papers, 2:70.  
 
93 Minutes and Papers, 2:94. 
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God’s law reflected God’s character and as such, was eternally binding upon all 

people: thus ‘do this and live’ must still be part of the justified believer’s life and 

identity.94 A person’s obligation to obey the law was inextricably bound with his or 

her identity as a creature created in a covenantal relationship with God.95 

Furthermore, Christ’s active obedience was a pattern set-up by God which believers 

were to follow.96 Featley agreed, and quoted from ‘judicious Calvin’, who stated that 

there was ‘never any man blamed for drawing too much water out of the well of 

salvation’. Featley argued that those who have only Christ’s passive obedience 

imputed to them only draw up one bucket when they could have two; he urged them 

to draw up two, which would be safer.97  

 The debate ended when William Gouge pointed out that the Article in 

question simply stated ‘whole obedience’ without a distinction between passive and 

active, so that ‘the ground of this controversy [is] not from the article’.
98 The 

                                                 
94 Minutes and Papers, 2:69.  
 
95 Minutes and Papers, 2:64. This point raised questions about whether Christ’s human nature as 

creation was required to keep the law. Gataker had argued that Christ’s human nature as creature 

owed duty to God his creator. Goodwin argued that Christ’s obedience as a human alone could not 

justify sinners. He explained that before Christ assumed human nature he was equal with God; he 
needed never have assumed man’s nature, but he did it freely by covenant to no other end than than he 
might save and justify sinners. He was made ‘under the law’, not merely by being born, but by the 

fact that he was pronounced the Lord of the law, Lord of grace as well as Lord of glory. Other 
members of the Assembly thought that Gataker especially went too far: Walker claimed that 
Gataker’s position ‘doth a litell savour of Socinianisme’, and Herle said it was ‘too neare hearisy’ to 

call Christ a creature, although his human nature was created. Minutes and Papers, 2:56. The next day 
Gataker apologised for what ‘now grated upon as a dangerous expression’. However, he still 

maintained that his position was ‘noe Irregular or dangerous expression’. Gataker claimed that the 

‘Antient fathers’ taught as much, and cited Tertullian, Cyril, Gomarus, and the ‘French sinods’. 

Minutes and Papers, 2:59. The day ended with Herle retracting his charge of heresy: ‘I had noe 

intention to chardge it upon that Reverend brother [Gataker]. I am very sorry for it; he is one whom I 
doe very much honour’. 
 
96 Calvin, Institutes, ‘Prefatory address to King Francis I’, 1:13. As cited by Van Dixhoorn, Minutes 
and Papers, 2:71. Interestingly, although he argued against Gataker’s position, Featley and Gataker 

had been close friends; at least before the Assembly met. Brett Usher, ‘Gataker, Thomas (1574–

1654)’, ODNB [http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/10445, accessed 13 Feb., 2013]. 
 
97 Minutes and Papers, 2:71. 
 
98 On the third full day of argument, Wilson protested that the distinction between Christ’s active and 

passive obedience was not rei but ratinis: not real, but theoretical. In reality, the two are ‘well joined 
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Prolocutor must have also grown weary over the issue’s ‘difficulty’, pointing out that 

‘many famous churches differ about this’.
99 He stated that when James I had been 

acquainted with the debate earlier in the seventeenth century his motion had been to 

lay the question aside because it was never answered among the church fathers.100 

The Prolocutor nevertheless called on the men to not be hasty in their vote.101 The 

Assembly finally came to whether the words ‘his whole obedience & satisfaction’ 

should pass. Lightfoot recorded that ‘another great scruple started, namely about the 

word “imputed” which also was to be joined to the other & after much hot debate’, it 

was resolved on these words: ‘his whole obedience and satisfaction being by God 

imputed to us’.
102 The question was put with only three or four men dissenting.103 

The minutes do not list the dissenters, but ‘Mr. Gataker’ was deleted from the 

minutes after the sentence about the dissenters, indicating that he might have 

registered his dissent but retracted it. The meeting adjourned and the intense week of 

debating Christ’s passive and active justification finally came to a close. It is 

                                                                                                                                          
together’ and should not be taken piecemeal. Minutes and Papers, 2:74. Despite his protestation, the 
debate stretched on for another three days.  
 
99 Twisse was not the only one: Seaman also expressed his frustration with the ‘difficulty’ of the 

business and declared that a debate over whether active or passive obedience were imputed should 
have been done in the first place. Minutes and Papers, 2:70. 
 
100 The Prolocutor mentioned that the issue was debated ‘with great heat’ between Pierre Du Moulin 

(1568-1658) and Daniel Tilenus (1563-1633). James I sent a letter to the Synod of Privas (1612) 
requesting the suppression of Du Moulin’s Examen de law Doctrine de Tilenus which was sent to the 
Synod ahead of publication for approval. The Synod complied with the King’s request and the work 

was never published. Du Moulin and Tilenus eventually reconciled but later Tilenus ‘deserted the 

Communion of our Churches, and died in that of the Arminians’: Minutes and Papers, 2:72, n. 3. 
 
101 Minutes and Papers, 2:73.  
 
102 ‘Lightfoot’s Journal’, 2:66.  
 
103 Minutes and Papers, 2:107. While the debate on justification showed many different opinions in 
the Assembly, the group was united against the opinion that men or women could contribute anything 
to his or her salvation. All positions that included any inherent righteousness in the sinner were 
excluded by all parties. As Jue observes, ‘Active Obedience’, 106, 114: ‘Whatever theological 

disagreements emerged during the Assembly’s debates on justification, no one wanted to return to 

Rome’. Or give any credence to Arminianism, for that matter. 
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impossible to know for certain whether the Assembly would have spent so much 

time and energy debating this point if the divines were not concerned about the 

antinomian disregard of the moral law. Fear of falling into antinomianism drove both 

sides to lengthy and passionate speeches. The same is true of their next debate, over 

the nature of justifying faith, which was again instigated and prolonged as a direct 

result of antinomianism. 

Revising Article 11: The Relationship Between Justifying Faith and 
Justification 
 
 As the Assembly continued to debate the committee’s proposed revisions of 

Article 11, they encountered a second theological point that related to 

antinomianism, namely the relationship of faith to justification. The committee 

proposed to add the phrase that a sinner was ‘accounted’ righteous before God, and 

that this righteousness was ‘apprehended by faith alone’, or ‘by faith alone layed 

hold on’ in order to reflect the fact that faith was the ‘instrumentall cause’ of 

justification.104 The committee proposed that the article change from: 

 We are accounted righteous before God, only for the merite of our Lord 
 and Saviour Jesus Christe, by faith, and not for our owne workes or 
 deservynges. Wherefore, that we are justified by faith onely, is a most 
 wholesome doctrine,  and very full of comfort; as more largely is 
 expressed in the Homilie of justification.105  
 
To: 
 
  
 

                                                 
104 Minutes and Papers, 2:39. See chapter five for more debate on the different ‘causes’ relating to 

justification. 
 
105 Van Dixhoorn, Minutes and Papers, 2:38, notes that there is no homily of justification, so the 
Article must be referring to the ‘Homily on Salvation’ in Certaine sermons or homilies appointed to 
be read in churches (London, 1640), 13-21. Neither Lightfoot’s journal nor the minutes record when 

the Assembly was given the mandate to revise past the 10th Article of the Thirty-nine, or who the 
chairman was of this first committee. If the three committees were the same as initially set-up in July, 
as Van Dixhoorn assumes, the chairman would be Cornelius Burges. See Van Dixhoorn, ‘The Strange 
Silence of Prolocutor Twisse’, 400.  
 



126 
 

 We are justified, that is, we are accounted righteous before God, & 
 have remission of sins, not for, nor by our owne workes or  deservings, 
 but freely by his grace onely for our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christs 
 sake, his whole obedience and satisfaction being by God imputed to us 
 and apprehended by  faith alone.106 
 
The committee created a much sharper Article, specifying that justification was 

granted not because of a believer’s faith as the Arminians claimed, but because of 

Christ’s perfect obedience which was then apprehended by the believer’s faith as an 

instrumental cause.107   

 Antinomians, like the Assembly, wanted to combat Arminian teachings on 

faith, but they denied that faith was the instrumental cause of justification. They 

claimed that the believer simply needed to acknowledge or remember that he or she 

was already justified for that justification to take place – a believer’s faith could not 

play a part in the process of justification as that would bring Arminian works-

righteousness. Faith rather was an act of the conscience, or merely the recollection of 

a justification that had already occurred in eternity.108 

                                                 
106 ‘Lightfoot’s Journal’, 2:47.  
 
107 See chapter one of this thesis for the Arminian teaching on this point. The ambiguity of this Article 
on the relationship of faith to justification was such that Arminians could easily subscribe to it. This 
was one reason why English Arminians did not want King James I or Charles I to recognise the 
Canons of Dort as supplementary to the Thirty-nine Articles – they wanted the Articles to remain as 
they were. See chapter one. 
 
108 Antinomian Samuel Richardson penned Justification by Christ alone, a fountaine of life and 
comfort (London, 1647) in response to objections made to his Saints Desire; or a cordiall for a 
fainting soule (London, 1647), where he held that ‘wee are justified by Christ alone, and not by our 

beleeving’, 147. If a believer’s act of faith was necessary for salvation, one would inevitably fall into 

Arminianism, as, he claims, did Assembly-member Daniel Featley. In addition to Featley, Nathaniel 
Holmes was one of the first to criticise the antinomian idea that one could be justified without faith 
and before believing in An antidote against antinomianise. The first dosis. The unjustifiablenesse of 
justification before faith … for the regaining of our mistaken brother H[enry] D[enne] (London, 
1644). Paul Gritz, ‘Samuel Richardson and the Religious and Political Controversies Confronting the 

London Particular Baptists, 1643 to 1658’ (PhD diss., Southwestern Baptist Theological Seminary, 
1987), 246, points out that Richardson attributes this work by ‘D.H.’ to Dr Holmes. The tract was a 

refutation of an anonymous antinomian treatise entitled Seven arguments to prove that in order or 
working, God doth justifie his elect, before they do actually believe (London, 1643). It is likely that 
this treatise was written by Henry Denne. Richardson first responded to Holmes’ Antidote in his 
Justification, 56-66. See chapter one for more information on Richardson and the antinomian view of 
justifying faith. 
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 When the full Assembly came to discuss the addition of the phrase 

‘apprehended by faith alone’ to Article 11, Lazarus Seaman argued that the words 

entirely ‘jumpe with the opinion of the Antinomians: that a man is justified before he 

repents & believes’ and that the use of faith is ‘only to apprehend that which is 

already done’.109 Another member called for some addition to the Article ‘in respect 

of the Antinomians’, as the phrases were not clear whether they signified God’s 

actual act of justifying in time or his eternal intention to justify.110 Temple countered 

that they did not need to put the word ‘actual’ in the title, but it was fit to ‘make 

some addition to the article in respect of the Antinomians & to make some difference 

betwixt “seeing of sin” & “Imputing of sin”’. Lightfoot objected that the word 

‘accounted’ ‘lieth very open to the Antinomian opinion of eternall justification’ and 

it gave ‘too much room’ to those who ‘hold justification without faith, & faith to be 

onely [a] manifestation [of justification]’, so he desired to have the wording changed 

to believers were ‘made and accounted righteous’ in order to address the problem.
111 

It was also moved that something be inserted to show when a believer was 

justified.112  

 Gataker claimed that the words ‘accounted righteous’ were ambiguous 

because to be accounted righteous implied a matter of favour rather than justice: the 

words could be taken for the process of sanctification rather than of justification.113 

                                                 
109 Minutes and Papers, 2:42.  
 
110 Minutes and Papers, 2:41-42. Walker commented that justification signified an act of God and was 
therefore actual. Peter Smith commented that ‘Justification cannot well be understood otherwise than 
of actuall justification, & soe this is set out very well’. Thomas Young pointed out this last bit of 

debate ‘doth cleare’ the need for definition of justification. 
 
111 ‘Lightfoot’s Journal’, 2:46, 48. 
 
112 Thomas Temple and George Walker moved for this, Minutes and Papers, 2:42, 48. 
 
113 ‘Lightfoot’s Journal’, 2:48. Gataker cited Luke 1:6. He explained: ‘The meaning is they [Zechariah 

and Elizabeth] ware persons sincere, not Justifyed persons’. Minutes and Papers, 2:50. 
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Seaman agreed; he did not think that being ‘accounted righteous’ and ‘justified’ were 

the same thing. For him, to ‘make just’ was either a forensic declaration of innocence 

or an infusion of righteousness, and both of which were distinct from being 

accounted righteous.114  Palmer disagreed with Gataker and Seaman, arguing that 

‘apprehended’ must ‘relate to satisfaction & obedience. Ther is a double act, of God 

Imputing & of man aprehending’.
115 Smith agreed that being accounted righteous 

implied an imputation, which could then only apply to justification.116 Walker 

suggested that the Article state that believers were ‘Justifyed & acounted 

righteous’.117  

 Charles Herle, a member of the committee in charge of revising the Article, 

stepped in and defended the committee’s choice of words. He argued that 

justification and sanctification were not ‘species of the same genus’, for while both 

were concerned with making the believer righteous by imputation, that did not mean 

that a believer was made righteous before he was accounted to be so.118 He argued 

that ‘aprehended by faith’ must follow imputation of righteousness; it was not that 

believers apprehend a justification that had already taken place as the antinomians 

held, but that they apprehend Christ’s satisfaction on their behalf.
 He was not happy 

with the course of the debate and requested that ‘noe man offer a reapale (repeal) 

                                                                                                                                          
 
114 Minutes and Papers, 2:52. 
 
115 Minutes and Papers, 2:42.  
 
116 Minutes and Papers, 2:51. 
 
117 Minutes and Papers, 2:51. Palmer replied that ‘It is very convenient it should stand as it doth’. 

Gataker remarked that ‘to be acounted righteous doth imply rather a metter of favour than of justice’. 
 
118 Vivienne Larminie, ‘Herle, Charles (1597/8–1659)’, ODNB [http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/ 
article/13080, accessed 8 Mar., 2013], notes that Herle was ‘active, influential, and apparently clear-
thinking, he soon emerged as one of the leading presbyterians’ at the Assembly. He was later elected 

prolocutor after William Twisse. 
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except he offer something to stand instead’.
119 He insisted that the committee had 

considered the antinomian problem of eternal justification and had agreed that their 

suggestions of revisions ‘sufficiently cleared’ the Article from any idea of 

‘prejustification’.
120 The Article was meant only to address justification, which he 

thought it did ‘very well’.
121 Despite Herle’s desire to end the debate, the Assembly 

then launched into discussion over the nature of justifying faith and how it related to 

justification.  

 Three diverse opinions were presented by Assembly members: that faith 

consisted only in belief, and thus was part of the will and the understanding; that 

faith consisted in trust, which was found in the will only; and that faith consisted in 

the believer’s knowledge, belief based upon that knowledge, and trust. One member 

argued the controversial point that justification could occur through the ‘habit of 

faith’, which was rejected as sounding too similar to the idea of passive reception.  

 The first position proposed at the Assembly on justifying faith was that it was 

centered in fiducia (belief), not notitia (knowledge) and assensus (assent).122 Saving 

faith was properly located not in the mind with knowledge and assent, but in the will.  

There had to be an operation of the will in order for one to gain saving faith: then, 

‘as we doe believe the things received, so ther is a resting upon this word of God & 

applying it to ones selfe. & then he comes to apply divers perticulars that are in 

Christ’.
123 This position also held that justification occurred when one believed that 

he or she in Christ received remission of sins, and was constituted righteous before 

                                                 
119 Minutes and Papers, 2:43.  
 
120 Minutes and Papers, 2:42. 
 
121 Minutes and Papers, 2:51. 
 
122 Henry Wilkenson Senior and Walker argued for this point. 
 
123 Minutes and Papers, 2:113. 
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God and then: ‘it is called justifying faith when it reacheth most properly to those 

things [that] concerne our justification’.
124 A reprobate may believe and give assent, 

but he would still not have a part in Christ.  

 It was objected that this position put faith not only in the understanding, but 

also in the will, and could thus ‘savour of Arminianism’. Members who held this 

position responded that ‘is not the will & understanding the facultyes of one and the 

same soul’?
125 Also, they stressed that ‘true saving, justifying faith is that which 

comes from the spirit of God. The first saving act by which we come to have part in 

Christ, it is Gods act’.
126 

 The second position at the Assembly argued that there were three different 

types of faith, each corresponding to three different parts of the human psyche. 

While these three ‘faiths’ were connected, only one actually produced salvation. 

General assenting faith was located in the understanding and merely believed that 

things in scripture were true based on God’s testimony. One could have this kind of 

faith and still not be justified. Special resting faith, ‘wherby we put our trust & 

confidence in Christ for the benefit of his mediation’ was located in the will and was 

the sole type of faith that produced justification. Special resting faith guaranteed 

salvation and was the ground of particular applying faith. Particular applying faith 

was based in the conscience and occurred when a believer applied ‘unto himselfe all 

the promises of the gospel’.
127 

                                                 
124 Minutes and Papers, 2:113. 
 
125 Minutes and Papers, 2:108.  
 
126 Minutes and Papers, 2:113. 
 
127 Minutes and Papers, 2:110. 
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 The third position was similar to the second in that it required different stages 

of faith, but in this case, all three of the stages were essential to salvation.128 The first 

stage was the notice and apprehension of ‘something to be believed & rested upon’. 

Creditio scientiae, or a belief based on knowledge came next, which was ‘an assent 

unto or assurance of the truth of it’. The divines commented that this stage was so 

essential to justifying faith that sometimes it seemed to be equated with faith.129 True 

justifying faith, however, was ‘a special resting or fiducia, a resting upon Christ’. It 

was where the ‘will is inclined to goe out of itself & to cast itself wholly upon 

Christ’. 

 After these three positions were posited, William Carter brought up a 

controversial fourth view. He objected that the discussion thus far only spoke of the 

act of faith, whereas a man or woman may actually also be justified by the habit of 

faith. He argued that ‘wher ther is the act it implies a habit, yet in some persons, as in 

infants the habit may dominate’. He argued that only a ‘graduall difference’ existed 

between the habit of faith and the act of faith, so that those who have the habit of 

faith, if there were to be some reason that they could not act, they were still true 

believers. He argued that union with Christ occurred as much from the habit of faith 

being worked in the soul as by the one act of declaring faith. In the first act of faith, a 

man was merely passive – though vocation preceded justification in the ‘order of 

nature’, yet in time, the two were one. He moved that some phrase be inserted into 

the Article to include the idea of the habit of faith as well as the act. Carter was 

violently refuted by a number of divines: Richard Vines commented that faith must 

                                                 
128 Gataker explained and held this position. 
 
129 Minutes and Papers, 2:111. However, ‘thus farre an atheist may goe’. 
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come by an act: there must be a ‘looking up unto this serpent’ for salvation to be 

granted.130 

 The next day, Palmer summarised the ‘divers learned & judicious debates’ on 

the nature of faith and justification thus far: First, it was argued that the word 

‘applied’ should be added, but the word was voted to be ambiguous.
131 Second, it 

was moved that the object of special resting faith was the person of Christ. Third, it 

was moved that something concerning the habit of faith should be added to the 

Article. Next, the Assembly questioned whether mentioning something of the 

Spirit’s role in faith would be enough to distinguish justifying faith from ‘that carnall 

presumption that drunkards, &c. have’.
132 Finally, the Assembly questioned whether 

it was necessary to express that one was justified when he or she was an actual 

believer, and not while he or she was impenitent and continued in his or her sins. 

And thus, whether the phrase [Christ’s righteousness] ‘by faith layed hold on’ should 

be changed to ‘when he by his spirit workes true repentance and faith in us by which 

faith alone we lay hold on Christ as our onely saviour’.
133  

Revising Article 11: The Timing of Repentance against the ‘Damnable Opinion 
of the Antinomians’ 
 
 Palmer’s final summary phrase, the suggestion that the Article should show 

that Christ’s righteousness was apprehended by faith only after repentance was 

given, threw the Assembly into debate over when repentance came in relation to 

faith. The following section outlines three different positions taken by the divines. 

                                                 
130 Minutes and Papers, 2:112. 
 
131 Minutes and Papers, 2:115. 
 
132 Minutes and Papers, 2:115. 
 
133 Minutes and Papers, 2:115. 
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Some divines cautioned that it was ‘dangerous to place repentance before faith’.
134 

However, others, Palmer especially, desired to have something included in the 

Article that addressed the necessity of repentance ‘against the damnable opinion of 

the Antinomians’.
135 Gataker offered a third suggestion, that while there should be 

some distinction made between repentance and remission of sin, they were so closely 

linked that in reality there was no span of time separating them. After five days of 

debate, numerous members remarked that they were sorry that this issue had been 

brought up, and that the question of repentance should be addressed in another 

Article.136  

 Palmer opened by insisting that it be clearly put down that ‘repentance is 

necessary to remission of sins’.
137 Goodwin responded that he was surprised that the 

Assembly should even have to debate whether repentance was before faith or not, 

although such a discussion would address the antinomians ‘who exclude repentance 

from that of faith’. He argued that in the area of faith and justification ‘you ought to 

expresse the greatest warynesse that can be’ and the danger would be less if one held 

a suspension of remission of sins until the act of repentance.138 He did not hold that 

there could be faith without repentance – he could not see that it was possible to 

know when a ‘man first puts out an act of faith’. Bailey suggested that a marginal 

note be inserted which stated that ‘God justifies noe sinners but such as doe repent’ 

because ‘the obscure nature of faith doth much perplexe ordinary Christians’, or that 

the ending of the Article could read ‘by faith in this place we understand only 

                                                 
134 Minutes and Papers, 2:119. 
 
135 Minutes and Papers, 2:121. Palmer and Bailey moved for this. 
 
136 14 through 19 September 1643. 
 
137 Minutes and Papers, 2:122, 136. 
 
138 Minutes and Papers, 2:137. 
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justifying faith which is a resting upon Christ for righteousness & remission of 

sins’.
139 

 Gataker replied that there should be some distinction made between 

repentance and remission of sin, although he could not ‘conceive any distinction in 

regard of time … or properly in regard of the nature of them’. He claimed that both 

were branches or effects of regeneration. He likened the two to thunder and lightning 

which occur at the same time but are apprehended ‘one before another’. Thus, one 

may be more prone to apprehend his or her repentance than his or her belief, but they 

occur together. He could not see how a regenerate soul could lack repentance where 

the act of faith was present, because faith and repentance were both effects of 

regeneration. Gataker provided an illustration to show how repentance fitted into 

faith and justification: a judge has found his own son guilty, and gives him a pardon; 

the judge as a judge does not condemn his son anymore, but as a father, he is 

displeased with him and only accepts him into his favour when he mends his ways. 

Gataker concluded that it is good for believers if God is angry with them when they 

sin. A regenerate person ‘cannot but have an apprehension of his sins & soe a 

remorse for sin’. He then added that it was true that repentance itself ‘simply hath 

noe influence into justification; I doe not find them any where joyned together’.
140 

Peter Smith responded to Gataker that when one is justified, God both gives pardon 

and yet retains his anger at sin, which is something that the antinomians ‘cavill’ at.
141 

 Just as the Assembly was discussing the antinomians’ ‘damnable opinion’ 

concerning repentance, a message came from the House of Commons commanding 

                                                 
139 Minutes and Papers, 2:121. 
 
140 Vines stated that he did not agree with a justification that was suspended until one repented, but 
held to an ‘immediate justification upon believing’. Minutes and Papers, 2:139. 
 
141 ‘Lightfoot’s Journal’, 2:78. 
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the Assembly to ‘compare the Opinions of the Antinomians with the Word of God, 

and with the Articles of the Church of England; and to return their Opinions and 

Judgements upon them speedily. It is further Ordered, that the Antinomian Books be 

referred to the Examination and Consideration of the Assembly’.
142 The Assembly 

debated whether to give the task to a subcommittee, ‘as to begin in the assembly will 

not be the readiest way, & it may not be the exactest way’, although the interruption 

was a ‘just occasion offered to despatch the Article in hand’. It was noted that the 

London ministers were the most versed in antinomian theology, ‘having been vext 

with it’.
143 Gataker desired that debate over antinomian theology be carried out in the 

full Assembly as it was work that ‘doth require expedition’ and ‘when diseases are 

desperate, noe delay of phisicke; this as deperate as any sprung up in late dayes. We 

cannot doe better than doe it & in the full assembly’.
144 Despite Gataker’s speech, it 

was moved that the matter be referred to a committee, although the discussion 

continued on the floor of the Assembly.145 

 Vines commented that he was sorry the question of the relationship between 

faith and repentance, but lamented that not only did antinomians misunderstand the 

need for repentance, but he saw ‘a world of prophane, wicked & Ignorant persons 

that have a pretence of a nude faith doe thinke that they may be justifyed’.
146 Gataker 

agreed that the opening of the next Article would be the ‘fittest’ place to discuss 

repentance and the nature of justifying faith, and Case responded that their current 

                                                 
142 CJ, 3:237, 12 Sept. 1643 as cited in Minutes and Papers, 2:121. 
 
143 Minutes and Papers, 2:122. 
 
144 Minutes and Papers, 2:122. 
 
145 Calamy, Seaman, Goodwin, Channell, Gataker, Palmer, Herle, Featley, and Temple were 
appointed to this committee. See chapter four for the results of this committee’s work. 
 
146 Minutes and Papers, 2:139. 
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task was to revise Article 11 on justification, and that they should deal with Palmer’s 

motion in some other Article. Herrick agreed that it was improper to discuss 

repentance in this Article as repentance was a work of sanctification.147 He added 

that for ‘repentance to goe before remission of sins is not only erroneous but 

dangerous’.
148 

 Palmer answered that he was ‘bould to trouble you this day with this 

question’ and that he did not have ‘the least thought [of] intrenching upon the 

doctrine of justification’. He noted that though the scripture was ‘not willing to enter 

dispute concerning the Anticedent or consequent of Repentance … [it] doth speake 

of a repentance antecedent to remission of sins’.
149 Not willing to let the issue go, 

Palmer drove the point home to the core of the antinomian problem and argued that 

if one took the law as wholly belonging to the covenant of works, then there would 

be no need for repentance. But if the law still held, then one ‘should be sorry for 

things done amisse … and the returne of the law doth still require amendment … a 

man must see his sinfull course wherin [he] lived is a damnable course, be sorry for 

it, & for breaking that law’.
150 He stated that if something could be added to the 

Article that would signify that ‘a man that lives as Herod in Insest can not believe or 

be justifyed till he repent’, he would be happy.
151 

 After this ‘long & learned debate’, Case again commented that in a new 

Article ‘all this worke may be done’. It was ordered that the first committee should 

                                                 
147 Minutes and Papers, 2:136. 
 
148 Minutes and Papers, 2:139. 
 
149 Minutes and Papers, 2:138 
 
150 See chapter one for the antinomian view of the place of the law.  
 
151 Palmer’s comment here sound living in sin echoed of Arminianism. See chapter one for the 

Arminian view of whether those who lived in sin could be justified. 
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prepare something to ‘expresse the nature of faith and repentance which may be 

represented to the assembly & then they may consider whether fit to anexe it to any 

Article, or a new one’.
152 It was ‘at last’ concluded that the Article should be closed 

with: ‘[the doctrine of justification] is most wholesome doctrine & very full of 

comfort’, but just as they were closing it, they thought they should add the phrase 

‘which though [justification] doth not exclude repentance & conversion to God ... yet 

doth it not include them as parts of the works of justification’ in order to ‘satisfy the 

doubts proposed by Mr Palmer’. This was affirmatively voted but then Lightfoot 

objected that the phrase ‘doth not exclude repentance’ did not ‘reach to meet with the 

Antinomians & profane ones which abuse this doctrine’. This started the discussion 

again, which raised the question of whether or not there should be any addition to the 

Article. The Assembly voted, but the vote dramatically ‘was carried so equally’ that 

the Prolocutor had to vote. He voted affirmative, but then the negative was found to 

be one more vote than the affirmative ‘which caused a great deal of heat, at last the 

prolocutor pronounced it on that side that no more addition should be made’.
153  

 The Assembly then officially finished the 11th Article and moved to the 12th. 

This order, coming after long days of debate, shows in a tangible way that concern 

over a number of points of antinomian theology not only influenced the Assembly’s 

debates, but also revealed some Assembly members’ diverse beliefs on the nature 

and timing of repentance and faith. Some members advocated the necessity of 

repentance before remission of sin was granted, others called such a belief 

‘erroneous’, and some could not see a distinct amount of time between the two.  

 

                                                 
152 Minutes and Papers, 2:141. 
 
153 ‘Lightfoot’s Journal’, 2:76-80. 
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Revising Article 12: The Relationship between Good Works and Faith, or 
Sanctification and Justification 
 
 Concern over the antinomian conflation of justification and sanctification, or 

the relationship between good works and faith, mired the Assembly down when they 

turned to their revisions of the 12th Article, which read:  

 Albeit that Good Works, which are the fruits of Faith, and follow 
 after Justification, cannot put away our sins, and endure the severity 
 of God’s judgment; yet are they pleasing and acceptable to God in 
 Christ, and do  spring out necessarily of a true and lively Faith; 
 insomuch that by them a lively Faith may be as evidently known as a 
 tree discerned by the fruit. 
  
The divines, in a complex round of discussion, first addressed the larger question of 

whether believers’ works were still sinful after their justification. They did so by 

debating the relationship of imperfect works to faith, acknowledging that while 

works were done by sinners, the works were recognised as perfect in Christ. Next, a 

large general debate on the relationship between faith and good works ensued, 

revealing no less than four various positions defended by Assembly members: that 

good works flowed from union with Christ, that faith itself was a ‘working grace’, 

that faith and works sprang from the common fount of regeneration, that faith was 

the ‘root’ of sanctification and thus good works. They then moved to analysis of how 

works make faith ‘evident’. 

 Edmund Calamy opened the discussion by mentioning antinomian Robert 

Towne’s critique of eminent theologian Thomas Taylor, which had just been 

published.154 Towne stated that one of his areas of disagreement with Taylor was that 

Taylor desired to separate justification and sanctification and use the moral law to 

                                                 
154 Robert Towne, Assertion of grace, or, a defence of the doctrine of free justification (London, 
1644). 
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serve as the rule for the believer’s imperfect sanctification.155 Towne disagreed with 

Taylor’s claim that a believer’s works were still sinful after their justification, for, as 

Calamy summarised, Towne believed it was ‘a derogation to Gods justice to thinke 

that any worke imperfect may be accepted’.
156 Towne listed Taylor among the 

‘Lawlesse, unjust, and uncharitable … Antifidians, or Favorites of Antichrist, who 

under a pretended zeal of the Law, do pervert, oppunge, and obscure the simplicitie 

of the Faith of the Gospel’. Towne argued that it betrayed the power and 

effectiveness of Christ’s imputed righteousness and destroyed God’s nature as 

perfect judge to claim that Christ’s work imputed to the believer did not make the 

believer’s subsequent works perfect. For Towne, God’s nature as righteous judge 

would not allow for him to accept anything less than perfection; once Christ’s 

perfect righteousness was imputed, the believer’s works done after justification 

could only be seen as perfect in God’s sight.
157 Essentially then, justification and 

sanctification became fused. Taylor, however, argued that after justification, one’s 

works were still imperfect. He claimed that God saw a believer’s works as imperfect 

but accepted them anyway as an expression of the believer’s thankfulness for 

salvation.  

 Calamy brought the issue to the attention of the Assembly and questioned 

‘whether the merits of Jesus Christ doe make good workes perfect’ after justification 

                                                 
155 Towne, Assertion of grace, 4. Other antinomians were not as explicit as Towne, even if their 
theology supported the teaching. In the Assembly’s original petition against antinomianism sent to 
Parliament on 10 August 1643, they listed that the antinomians ‘perverted justification and 

sanctification’. 
 
156 Minutes and Papers, 2:156. Towne and Taylor had protracted pamphlet debates before Taylor’s 

death in 1631. See chapter one for Taylor’s interaction with the theology of John Eaton. 
 
157 Towne’s points were similar to ones expressed by Walker and other members of the Assembly 
who argued that both Christ’s active and passive obedience were reckoned to the believer in 
justification. However, none of the Assembly members would have held that the believer’s 

subsequent works were perfect once justification was granted.  
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or if they remain imperfect and ‘God for his [Christ’s] merits doth accept of them, 

receiving imperfect works’.
158 Calamy gave his succinct opinion: he argued that 

works performed after justification, even when seen through Christ’s atonement, 

were still so imperfect that they ‘cannot indure the severity of God’.
159 He argued 

that the phrase of the Article which stated that good works were ‘pleasing and 

acceptable unto God in Christ’, should have ‘some clearing’ in light of the current 

antinomian crisis. He argued that the word ‘acceptable’ gave too much ground to the 

antinomians, who ‘hold that all our works are perfected by Christs blood’.
160 Calamy 

wanted the current Article to present clearly that the believer’s actions and works 

were still sinful even after justification. This would thus counteract the antinomian 

claim that the believer and his works were so perfected by Christ in God’s sight that 

he could no longer behold them as sinners and would not punish them.161  

 Calamy’s opinion largely reflected that of the rest of the Assembly: John 

Lightfoot proposed a further clarification: ‘they [works] are acceptable in Christ 

though they be imperfect, and do spring from faith’, which was well-received.162 

Goodwin argued that Lightfoot’s suggestion did not go far enough, because the 

‘Antinomians hold as we do that they are imperfect, but that God sees it not’. He 

urged the Assembly to ‘speake to what may be put in in opposition to 

                                                 
158 Calamy was Taylor’s friend, became the minister of Taylor’s former church, and was primarily 

responsible for publishing Taylor’s works after his death. See Sharon Achinstein, ‘Calamy, Edmund 
(1600–1666)’, ODNB [http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/4355, accessed 23 April 2013]. 
 
159 George Woodcocke later in the debate wondered what it meant that a believer’s works were 

‘complete in Christ’. He questioned whether it meant that God forgave the work’s imperfections or 

whether he added perfection to the works. Minutes and Papers, 2:157. Richard Herrick stated his 
opinion of Woodcocke’s questions: ‘I cannot conceive but this is popery’. 
 
160 ‘Lightfoot’s Journal’, 2:98. Herle seconded the motion, and it was ‘a little while agitated’. 
 
161 The hallmark of John Eaton’s innovative theology, that God could see no sin in his children, was 

the reason that he was punished by the Court of High Commission in 1629. See chapter one. 
 
162 ‘Lightfoot’s Journal’, 2:100. The minutes record him saying: ‘All the workes accepted of God 

through Jesus Christ, they doe flow from faith’. Minutes and Papers, 2:158.  
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Antinomianisme. “[Works] Are imperfect” will not reach it’. He suggested that the 

phrase be heightened to ‘though God see them imperfect’. Herle agreed with 

Goodwin: ‘the Antinomians doe say God doth know our sins to be sins, but he sees 

them not. Now to say that our workes are not only knowne sins but just actions 

overthrows that’. He claimed that the speeches which argued in favour of a 

believer’s works becoming justified with the imputation of Christ’s righteousness 

were ‘unsound speeches’.
163 Herle argued that if a believer’s works were justified, 

the believer could plead their works for their justification. Gouge ‘conceived the 

Antinomians may be satisfied – if our workes cannot indure the severity of Gods 

judgments, then they are imperfect’.
164 Burges commented that the intent of the 

Article was to prove that all the works believers perform proceed from their faith, 

but specifically from the obedience that faith dictates.  

 An opposition group then voiced its concern with the position taken by Herle, 

Goodwin, and Gouge. George Walker, one of the strongest proponents of the dual 

imputation of Christ’s active and passive righteousness during the Assembly’s 

justification debate, and not afraid to argue against the majority, took the side of the 

antinomians; he questioned why it was ‘any derogation to say that Christ makes our 

persons & workes righteous?’ He did not want to ‘lay an aspersion upon glorious 

lights’, but argued that the believer’s works of sanctification were imperfect, but as 

they are accepted in Christ, they were perfect. God counted them to be so and ‘his 

judgement is acording to Christ’.
165 Joshua Hoyle agreed with Walker, commenting 

                                                 
163 Minutes and Papers, 2:163.  
 
164 ‘Lightfoot’s Journal’, 2:131.  
 
165 Minutes and Papers, 2:163.  
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that ‘our workes justifyed’ were Calvin’s words.
166 William Bridge argued that the 

believer’s works were ‘all dunge & drosse’ in ‘respect of justification’, yet God still 

accepted them as perfect in Christ.167 

 Walker and Hoyle’s points launched the Assembly into deliberations over the 

nature of faith and its relationship to good works. Did an apprehension of Christ, 

through faith, make one’s subsequent works perfect? The divines’ opinions were far 

from united – the minutes reveal that the Assembly was split into at least four 

different positions. First, Henry Wilkenson Senior argued that faith was the 

believer’s ‘first bond of union’ with Christ. He claimed that grace and good works 

flowed from this union: ‘That which doth joyne me to Christ seems to me to be a 

principle of good workes in me … Faith being the first bond of union, ther is an 

Influence of all grace from Christ. Faith doth not only apprehend, but apply Christ 

crucified & rests in him’.
168 Daniel Featley agreed and commented that faith flowed 

from the Spirit and regeneration immediately, while the other graces were secondary.  

 The second group consisted of Richard Vines and Thomas Gataker. They 

argued that faith was a fruit of the spirit and a ‘branch of sanctification.’
169 Vines 

                                                 
166 Minutes and Papers, 2:164. Burges offered Romans 8:3-4 for support. Goodwin remarked that if 
Romans 8:3 were referring to Christ, then it should hold that believers were accepted for Christ being 
with them, and not for the perfection of their own works. He stated that ‘of Christ’ alluded to Christ 

performing his high priestly task. Christ took the place of the holy of holies by presenting the 
imperfect prayers of the saints to God and God accepting them in and for Christ. Gouge commented 
that they were trying to prove a principle that they already all held and agreed on, so they could be 
content with the consequences. But as this principle had to be defended against an ‘adversary’, he did 

not think Romans 8:3-4 a sufficient text to prove that there were imperfections in justified people. 
Wilkenson then offered Revelation 8:1-5 as the ‘most pertinent place’, where the prayers of the saints 

were offered through Christ. Goodwin argued that the angel in Revelation was not necessarily Christ, 
but the altar itself could represent Christ: ‘Christ is his owne priest, his owne altar & his owne 

sacrifise’. Hoyle agreed that the angel was not meant to be Christ himself, yet the argument stood 
strong. Minutes and Papers, 2:166. Peter Smith thought that the Revelation passage would serve 
‘exceedingly well’ if Romans 8 should be added to it. 
 
167 Minutes and Papers, 2:163. Lightfoot records that Goodwin, not Bridge, gave these points, but that 
would not fit with Goodwin’s earlier statements, ‘Lightfoot’s Journal’, 2:104. 
 
168 Minutes and Papers, 2:142.  
 
169 Minutes and Papers, 2:143.  
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claimed that faith: ‘acts, welds & sets aworke the habits of grace, as love, 

meeknesse, &c, in regard of an Evangelicall & gracious working’.
170 Gataker 

commented that there could only be one interpretation: that faith was a working 

grace.171 Burges agreed with Vines and Gataker but phrased his understanding of the 

process differently. He claimed that faith prepared the soul for good works. Faith and 

repentance were two ‘evangelical graces’: ‘Though faith is the first wheel that makes 

us move to God, yet faith is that which makes love to act. Faith workes by love & 

God works by faith’.
172  

 Third, Richard Herrick and Herle argued that both faith and good works 

came as a result of regeneration. Herrick disagreed with the ‘unsound general 

opinion’ which the first phrase of the Article taught, namely, that good works were 

the fruit of faith. He questioned how good works could be the fruit of faith, when 

both faith and good works sprang from the common fount of regeneration.173 Herle 

thought that the words ‘spring from faith’ were ‘something doubtful’, ‘as implying 

that faith is the roote of good works, whereas Christ is the roote’.
174 He then claimed 

that faith is the instrument to apprehend Christ for justification.175  

 Goodwin offered a fourth definition: that faith was the root or spring of 

sanctification, and thus of good works as well. He questioned Herle’s position and 

                                                                                                                                          
 
170 ‘Lightfoot’s Journal’, 2:88. The minutes report: ‘Because faith works with our works, acts & 

words, & sets them on worke wherby they doe act in an evangelicall gospel and gracious manner, 
faith doth actuate or act those very graces that are in us’. Minutes and Papers, 2:142. 
 
171 Minutes and Papers, 2:158. 
 
172 Minutes and Papers, 2:143.  
 
173 ‘Lightfoot’s Journal’, 2:88. The minutes record him as saying: ‘Faith cannot properly be a 

fountaine of good works because it is a good worke itself’. Minutes and Papers, 2:142. 
 
174 ‘Lightfoot’s Journal’, 2:99.  
 
175 Minutes and Papers, 2:157.  
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wondered why faith was an instrument in respect of justification, but not the root of 

sanctification. He gave the example of John 15 and stated that the believer’s abiding 

in Christ properly and fully and thus performing good works implied that he or she 

had faith.176 Herle responded to Goodwin by arguing that faith was the root of grace 

and sanctification secondarily, but that Christ himself was the root of grace foremost. 

He explained that faith enabled believers to abide in Christ; it was not the source or 

root of good works. However, since believers could only abide in Christ by faith, and 

they could only perform good works by virtue of abiding in Christ, it could be said 

that faith was the root of good works secondarily.177  

 After this flurry of definitions and debate, the Assembly moved to the section 

of the Article which stated: ‘Insomuch that by them [works] a lively Faith may be as 

evidently known’. In the ensuing discussion the divines focused on combating the 

antinomian teaching that it was wrong to look to one’s works to prove that one had 

faith.178 The Assembly questioned whether works could be called an evidence of 

faith, and if so, to whom they evidenced it; whether to God, a one’s self, or to others. 

Also, the Assembly questioned ‘how far forth’ works evidence faith.
179 Calamy 

opened the discussion by asking whether true faith necessarily produced good works 

– whether works were the necessary effects of faith.180 Herle answered that the word 

‘evidence’ imparted certainty and appearance, and it would not be easy to prove that 

                                                 
176 Minutes and Papers, 2:157. 
 
177 Minutes and Papers, 2:158. Lightfoot mentions that Herle ‘helped to justifie the Phrase’ out of 

Colossians 1:23 and 2:7. John Arrowsmith agreed that faith was the root of grace secondarily: ‘as the 

Apostles are said to be the foundation of the church’, without faith, believers have nothing to do with 
Christ. William Carter claimed that if believers grant Christ to be the root, then they may say also that 
faith is the rock. 
 
178 See chapter one.  
 
179 ‘Lightfoot’s Journal’, 2:101. The manuscript does not say who proposed this.   
 
180 ‘Lightfoot’s Journal’, 2:100.  
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faith ‘certainly’ produced works, so he desired to change the word to ‘apparently’ 

instead.181 Smith argued that the Article did not intend that believers could know 

their faith would produce works ‘certainly’ but only that it would produce works 

‘ordinarily’.
182  

 Concerning to whom works were evidences, Lazarus Seaman argued that 

both God and man took works to be evidence of faith.183 Goodwin, however, 

disagreed that good works gave evidence of faith to both God and man. He stated 

that God knew both the root and the fruit of faith, which man did not; God did not 

need the evidence of works. He desired that the Article be phrased to indicate that 

works only give evidence to a man’s self.
184 Calamy agreed, ‘for that good workes 

cannot so evidently shew our faith to others’. He commented that this would ‘meet 

fully with the Antinomians’, as good works would still be a required part of a 

believer’s life and practice.
185 John Philips countered Goodwin and questioned that if 

works merely evidenced the believer’s faith to himself, what would happen when 

‘sometime our justification is prostrate, that we cannot discerne our faith, & then 

how little can our workes shew it’?
186 Seaman agreed that ‘it was granted on all 

                                                 
 
181 Minutes and Papers, 2:160.  
 
182 Minutes and Papers, 2:160.  
 
183 Minutes and Papers, 2:158. Herle answered that good works were necessary in regard of God, in 
regard of man, and in regard of salvation, ‘Lightfoot’s Journal’, 2:100. 
 
184 Minutes and Papers, 2:159. Walker agreed with Goodwin and argued that Abraham’s offering up 

of Isaac gave an evidence of his faith, even though no other man noticed it. Arrowsmith also agreed: 
he argued that faith was made known to be perfect by one’s works. He offered James 2:22 for support. 

Goodwin responded that this section of the Article was intended to address those who held that one 
could not have assurance of faith by signs or works, indicating the antinomians. 
 
185 ‘Lightfoot’s Journal’, 2:101.  
 
186 John Philips was the only Westminster divine to go to New England – he would have been there 
during the antinomian controversy of 1638-1639. Thanks to Professor Susan Hardman Moore for this 
information. 
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hands’ that there were times when one could not evidence his or her faith by his or 

her works. Not agreeing with either side, Woodcocke ‘questioned the truth of the 

proposition itselfe’ that good works necessarily evidenced faith at all.187 Seaman 

interrupted him argument and called the men to speak to the section of the Article 

they were trying to revise, namely, whether works were an evidence of faith. 

Lightfoot noted that the divines could not agree and ‘after a great deal of agitation 

upon this, it was at last resolved that this matter should be recommitted’.
188  

 The committee brought the Article back the next day with changes in order to 

address antinomian errour. Following Calamy’s suggestion, the committee desired to 

add ‘not withstanding their imperfection in the sight of God’ to the fifth proposition: 

[good works are] ‘pleasing and acceptable to God in Christ’.
189 The revised Article  

read:   
 Good works which are the fruits of faith and follow after justification, 
 cannot put away our sins nor endure the severity of Gods judgment, yet 
 are they notwithstanding their imperfection in the sight of God, 
 pleasing and acceptable, &c.190  
 
The Assembly fell into debate about whether the insertion ‘notwithstanding their 

imperfection’ fully addressed antinomian error.191 At the end of these discussions, 

the Assembly finished the twelfth Article and adjourned until the next day.192 The 

                                                 
187 Minutes and Papers, 2:159. Burges responded to Woodcocke that he who questioned that truth 
would next question the words of Christ: ‘by their fruits you shall know them’. Woodcocke in effect 

did, as he replied that Christ was speaking of true prophets, not of believers. Burges responded that, in 
that specific context, it was true that Christ was speaking of prophets, but the teaching ‘will have 

force’ in other things: ‘if a prophet by his doctrine, if a good man by his good workes, that is a general 

maxime’  
 
188 ‘Lightfoot’s Journal’, 2:99.   
 
189 ‘Lightfoot’s Journal’, 2:104. This was proved from Exodus 28:38. Coleman reported that the first 

two words of the Article, ‘Albeit that’, which had been recommitted, were removed. 
 
190 ‘Lightfoot’s Journal’, 2:104.  
 
191 ‘Lightfoot’s Journal’, 2:104.  
 
192 ‘Lightfoot’s Journal’, 2:105.  
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Assembly affirmed that good works follow justification and flowed from faith. 

Despite justification being granted, the believer’s works were still sinful and 

therefore came under God’s judgment. However, God was still pleased with the 

works and accepted them through Christ. 

Revising Article 13: Preparatory Works 

 The next day, 9 October, opened with Herbert Palmer providing information 

regarding the antinomian minister John Simpson: ‘Mr Simpson, by name, 

incouradged the Antinomians, and confessed that we ought not to confesse our 

sins’.
193 It was in this context that the Assembly moved on to Article 13, ‘Of Works 

before Justification’, which read:  

 Works done before the grace of Christ, and the Inspiration of the Spirit, 
 are not pleasant to God, forasmuch as they spring not of faith in Jesus 
 Christ; neither do they make men meet to receive grace, or (as the 
 School-authors say) deserve  grace of congruity: yea rather, for that 
 they are not done as God hath willed and commanded them to be 
 done, we doubt not but they have the nature of sin. 
 
The Article provoked continued debate over a topic that had started during revisions 

of Article 11, ‘Of justification’ and continued in their debates over Article 12, ‘Of 

good works’; namely the timing of faith and works in relation to justification. 

Turning to Article 13, a number of divines questioned whether there were some sort 

of works that were necessary for and ‘preparatory’ to justification. Were faith and 

humiliation for sin ‘preparatory’ works before justification? 

 Bathurst commented that in ‘generall apprehension, faith goes before 

justification & then it [justification] will follow’.
194 Goodwin agreed, and remarked 

that works were not acceptable as works after justification, because God first 

                                                 
193 Minutes and Papers, 2:172. 
 
194 Minutes and Papers, 2:173. He wanted the phrase ‘works done before the grace of Christ’ to read 

‘workes done before regeneration’. 
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accepted the person and then their works, and the person was accepted upon 

believing. However, Goodwin claimed that works were accepted ‘in order to eternal 

life’ until a man believed. Thus, works done before faith must be granted and yielded 

as preparatory works.195 Goodwin argued that some divines held that humiliation 

was a preparatory work; it had acceptance with God ‘in order to the worke that 

followes’.196 He claimed that he did not hold to the Arminian position that there were 

degrees of preparation before justification which then had ‘an influence into faith’, 

but he questioned whether ‘an acceptation of the works’ occurred before the ‘work 

of faith’ came. 197 Seaman agreed with Goodwin and Bathurst: he claimed that he 

always held that there were some works that preceded justification, repentance, and 

faith and were ‘in order’ to conversion.
198  

 The three men received a veritable storm of protest. Herle flatly disagreed 

with Seaman and Goodwin: ‘that ther may be some workes before faith that may be 

preparatory, this cannot be admitted as a plaine truth. It is Aquinas, his censure’ … 

Herle argued that no preparatory work was in any way acceptable: ‘the bent of the 

Article is to take off all preparatory workes’.
199 He continued: ‘faith in time doth not 

                                                 
195 Walker commented that the first saving work was regeneration. Seaman commented that there 
were already two Articles that dealt with works, and that it would be good to compare them. For 
instance, the 12th Article claimed that good works ‘spring out of a lively faith’. 
 
196 Minutes and Papers, 2:174. 
 
197 Minutes and Papers, 2:174. He continued, ‘Only doe not shake of[f] all sorts of preparation & 

aceptation’. Wilson argued that vocation comes before justification and sanctification, and that some 

sort of sanctification follows justification. He claimed that vocation was an ‘agregation of men that 

they may be united to Christ’. He finished with stating that justification came from communion.  
 
198 Minutes and Papers, 2:174.  Seaman called for a distinction between accepting a person and 
accepting a person’s work and wondered whether works could be considered abstractly or concretely. 
He commented that ‘we understand it of workes in the person’. He argued that an unregenerate man 

may do many things, but the question remained whether these things would be accepted with God. 
God has not bound himself to anything that man does, man must ‘lay himself down at the feete of 

God’s mercy; “it is not in him that wills or in him that runs”. God is not tyed to any such gracious 

aceptation’.  
 
199 Minutes and Papers, 2:175.  
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goe before justification’.
200 Gouge agreed with Herle and argued that no works of 

preparation could be accepted before one was in Christ.201 Palmer also offered his 

position on the matter: ‘It cannot in any propriety of phrase be said that faith is a 

worke done before Justification’.
202 The Prolocutor broke in and stated that the best 

preparation for grace was for a sinner to know how much he or she stood in need of 

Christ. He commented that sinners were brought to this knowledge by the law: the 

better sinners understood the law, the more they would discover their desperate 

estate. The law ‘workes the spirit of bondage … then after we may receive the spirit 

of adoption; in all this we are merely passive. The uttermost the law doth extend unto 

is to bring a man to such a state as that if the Lord have not mercy on him he must 

perish’.
203 Thomas Temple commented that most of them agreed that works before 

justification were not pleasing ‘in order to salvation’, so he desired to have ‘are not 

pleasing in order to salvation’ added to the Article.
204 Realising the length of their 

deliberation, Burges commented that their longest debates had been upon these 

topics and moved to close the deliberation. Whitaker agreed with Burges: ‘the article 

is of great consequence & falls in to many poynts in our ministry’.
205  

 However, Sterry was not willing to let the Article go ‘because it is of soe 

much consequence’. He launched into a long argument beginning with a claim that 

because the question of the precedency of faith and justification was not clear, it 

                                                 
200 Minutes and Papers, 2:173. 
 
201 Minutes and Papers, 2:174.  
 
202 Minutes and Papers, 2:173. 
 
203 Minutes and Papers, 2:175.  
 
204 Minutes and Papers, 2:175. 
 
205 Minutes and Papers, 2:176. Wilkenson Senior also moved to recommit the article: ‘we have done 

the best we can in it. We shall not be able to present a better thing than already presented’. 
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‘seems to make all divinity very darke; noe worke more profitable to fall upon’. He 

argued that, regarding the ‘point and application of conversion’, there appeared to be 

a difference between union and communion with Christ in a ‘morall & lardge sence’, 

but in a ‘strict sence’ they can ‘scarce be separated’.
206 Temple and the Prolocutor 

were not pleased with Sterry’s argument and were concerned that he sounded too 

similar to the antinomians they had just examined. Temple claimed that ‘much of 

this discourse intrenches upon those opinions now abroad in the citty’.
207 The 

Prolocutor claimed that ‘the argument seems strange to me; seen only in the close the 

confounding [conflating] of justification and sanctification’.
208 Seaman called for 

Sterry to bring ‘in his animadversions upon the article of justification that we might 

neither doe him or ourselves an injury’. Sterry responded by entreating ‘the liberty of 

the assembly that I may not be called to an account for everything I propound to 

consideration’.
209 Lightfoot noted that  

 This was very long debated & at last it was resolved to lay the first 
 proposition this: “works done before justification by Christ & 
 regeneration by his spirit”. But when this was laid downe to be 
 voted, it fell againe into large debate and we rose up before it was 
 determined.210  
 

                                                 
206 Minutes and Papers, 2:177. Sterry appears to have continued for quite some time, but the minutes 
do not clearly follow his arguments. 
 
207 Minutes and Papers, 2:177. Temple most likely was referring to the antinomian conflation of 
justification and sanctification.  
 
208 Minutes and Papers, 2:178, 189. 
 
209 On 11 October 1643, Burges made a ‘motion concerning Mr Sterry in regard of Antinomians. 

Desire him to receive & give satisfaction in this businesse when he shall be inabled & have 
opportunity to returne backe againe. To expresse himself more distinctly & clearly in the doctrine of 
justification in reference to perticulars delievered by himself in the Assembly the last time he was in 
the Assembly’. Minutes and Papers, 2:189. 
 
210 ‘Lightfoot’s Journal’, 2:107. The minutes state that the issue was referred to the ‘last committee’, 

Minutes and Papers, 2:178. 
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The Article was referred back to its committee, and the debate ended as far as the 

minutes and Lightfoot’s journal are concerned. The intense weeks of debate on 

soteriology thus came to a close. 

Conclusion 

 This account of the Assembly’s debates during their revision of the Thirty-

nine Articles reveals, to an extent not shown in earlier research, that antinomianism 

was an exceptionally great concern for the divines. Four specific areas of soteriology 

were affected by issues raised by antinomianism as the men worked to clear and 

vindicate the Thirty-nine Articles from falsehood: the imputation of Christ’s 

obedience, the nature and timing of justifying faith, the role of repentance in faith, 

and finally, the relationship between faith and good works. The complexity of debate 

shows that the Assembly was less united on these basic soteriological concepts than 

one might expect. During the concentrated days of deliberations, divines accused 

fellow members of antinomianism, some accused others of heresy, and some 

presented soteriological views that were similar to Arminianism; all in an effort to 

understand, explain, and combat antinomianism.  

 Parliament called the Assembly to stop their work on the Articles after the 

Solemn League and Covenant was signed at the end of September 1643. After that 

point, the Assembly received the order to create a new confession of faith and 

directory for public worship for the Church of England. These published works, the 

earliest of which were not finished until 1646, show the Assembly’s theology at its 

most mature point. In the Confession of Faith especially, topics which were fiercely 

debated during 1643 are succinctly summarised and clearly written and do not betray 

the often-fractured nature of opinion revealed in the above debates. Before 

examining how the Assembly responded to antinomianism in their published works, 
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the next chapter will show the divines’ debate over whether antinomianism was 

heretical and their interaction with Parliament as they worked to suppress antinomian 

ministers. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 
 
 

Moves for the ‘surer quelling of these hereticks’: The Assembly’s  
Proceedings Against Antinomians1 

 
 

Say all wise men, what shall we be, 
Brownists, or else Presbyters, 
Or the Antinomian Heresie, 
Or Independent-Fighters: 

Shall we be harmlesse Adamites, 
And weare no cloathes upon us, 
Or shall we be base Catamites, 
And damne Religion from us.2 

 

 In light of the theological debates outlined in the previous chapter of this 

thesis, the Assembly determined that something had to be done to curtail 

antinomianism. This chapter will illustrate how the Assembly debated among itself 

as to the best way to proceed against antinomianism and wrote and discussed 

petitions to Parliament warning against antinomian theology. Based on a report from 

the committee appointed to address antinomianism, the divines first sought to outline 

how antinomianism disagreed with the Thirty-nine Articles. They then deliberated 

whether antinomianism was heretical, as such a determination would help Parliament 

establish what action to take against it. Finally, the Assembly wrote its final petition 

against antinomianism, sent to Parliament on 5 September 1644. The chapter 

attempts to highlight the multi-faceted nature of the shades of agreement present in 

the Assembly over how to inhibit antinomianism. The divines were far from united 

as to the most effective manner to continue against antinomianism, and the 

                                                 
1 ‘Lightfoot’s Journal’, 2:92. Comment by Thomas Temple. 
 
2 Anonymous, A Iustification of the Synod of Sion Colledge, against those, who say they have sate 
long, and done nothing (London, 1647). The Adamite sect dates back to the second-century AD. They 
believed they were re-establishing Adam and Eve’s state of original innocence and practiced nudism, 

rejected marriage, and lived without any laws. An English sect was active from 1641 to 1650. 
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Assembly’s discussion over whether antinomianism was heretical came at a time 

when London was convulsed in arguments over the nature and increase of heresy.3 

As the official arm of Parliament, the Assembly’s debates are an especially 

important record of thought on the topic. Earlier works on the Assembly and 

antinomianism do not include the detailed information provided by John Lightfoot of 

various reports written by the Assembly and steps taken by it to work against 

antinomianism.4 The chapter will be the first work to examine the complicated web 

of the Assembly’s interactions with Parliament concerning the best method to 

proceed against antinomianism.5 After the events of these weeks detailed below, the 

Assembly moved to its work on the Confession of Faith, in which their final 

pronouncement against antinomianism was codified.6  

Antinomianism and the Thirty-nine Articles: Defining Heresy 

 On 20 September 1643 Thomas Temple brought a report to the Assembly on 

behalf of the antinomian committee.7 As outlined in chapter two of this thesis, the 

antinomian committee had met several times during August to examine antinomian 

ministers and books, and this was the committee’s first report to the Assembly in 

                                                 
3 An analysis of the many debates enacted, sermons preached, and books published on heresy during 
the 1640s in London falls outside the scope of this thesis. Ann Hughes’ Gangraena and the Struggle 
for the English Revolution (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004) explores some of the foment, but 
there is still work to be done in this area. See also David Loewenstein, Treacherous Faith: The 
Spector of Heresy in Early Modern English Literature and Culture (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2013). 
 
4 The details of the Assembly’s procedures come largely from the first volume of John Lightfoot’s 

journal transcribed for the first time and included as part of Chad Van Dixhoorn’s 2004 thesis. See the 

introduction of this thesis for more information. 
 
5 Chad Van Dixhoorn’s thesis still is the most comprehensive work on the Assembly’s interaction 

with antinomianism, but even he pointed out that an analysis of the antinomian committee’s work and 
interaction with Parliament is necessary. See Van Dixhoorn, ‘Reforming’, 1:375.  
 
6 See chapter five for how the Assembly, both collectively and through individual members, 
responded to antinomianism in published works. 
  
7 The minutes do not record the contents of the report, so the following account is taken from John 
Lightfoot’s minutes. 
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response to those meetings. The antinomian committee’s report consisted of two 

sections: the first compared eight antinomian points propounded by notorious 

antinomian ministers Giles Randall, John Simpson, and Robert Lancaster, with the 

Articles of the Church of England and the scriptures. The committee found the eight 

points to be ‘contrarying both’.
8 The second section consisted of Temple’s move that 

some additional reasons be added to the first section ‘to quicken the house of 

Commons for the surer quelling of these hereticks’. Temple highlighted the danger 

‘likely to accrue to this land’ if antinomianism were allowed to persist.9 Specifically, 

he pointed out that danger to the kingdom would inevitably follow if the antinomian 

teaching against the ‘doctrine and duty of humiliation’ were permitted to continue. 

According to his report, antinomian doctrines: ‘ … open a gap to all manner of 

licenciousness. They strike at the very obedience due to the civil magistrate. They 

horribly scandal the Doctrine of free grace and justification. They endeavour to blast 

all God’s faithful ministers by calling them legal preachers. They creepe into the 

favour of the soulders [soldiers] and so are very dangerous’.
10 Temple’s report 

culminated in his appeal to the Assembly’s sense of duty as a group called by God to 

work toward reformation:  ‘If we have this worke committed to us, but do not 

something for the vindication of Gods truth and honour, we cannot but expect that 

sentence, “Cursed be he that doth the worke of the Lord negligently”’.11 Temple 

                                                 
8 Temple’s report only lists eight of the ten antinomian points brought up in the antinomian 

committee’s examination of these men that took place in August 1643. See chapter two for more 
information regarding the examination and for Parliament’s directive to compare the antinomian 

teachings with the Articles and scripture. 
 
9 Minutes and Papers, 2:143. 
 
10 ‘Lightfoot’s Journal’, 2:92.  
 
11 ‘Lightfoot’s Journal’, 2:92. See chapter two for analysis of the Assembly as an agent of 
reformation. 
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urged the Assembly to not ‘neglect any thing of our duty’ even if it was not the 

‘season’ to treat antinomianism. After Temple’s speech, the Assembly ordered the 

antinomian committee to consider his additional reasons to ‘quicken’ the House in 

its judgment and to ‘draw them up into a forme to be presented to the Assembly’. 

Lightfoot noted Temple’s report approvingly: he claimed that Temple ‘seasonably 

urged the utmost prosecution of this damnable doctrine’.  

 The following day, upon presentation of the antinomian committee’s 

scripture proofs refuting each of the eight antinomian points, Lightfoot, despite 

condemning antinomians as heretics the previous day, reminded the Assembly that 

its work now was not to confute the antinomians, but ‘onely to satisfie our selves of 

the truth or error of these opinions that so we may give our judgment in to the 2 

Houses’.
12 The divines ignored Lightfoot, however, and proceeded to outline how 

each antinomian point contradicted scripture and the Thirty-nine Articles. They 

determined that the first antinomian point as listed by Temple, that ‘The moral law is 

of no use at all to believers, no rule to walk by, nor to examine their lives by and 

believers are freed from the mandatory power of it’, was contrary to Article 7 of the 

Thirty-nine, ‘Of the Old Testament’.
13 The second antinomian point, ‘that it was as 

possible for Christ to sin, as for a child of God’, was contrary to the 9
th, 15th, and 16th 

Articles, ‘Of Original, or Birth-Sin’, ‘Of Christ Alone Without Sin’, and ‘Of Sin 

                                                 
12 ‘Lightfoot’s Journal’, 2:93. As usual, however, he noted that ‘Yet after an houre or there about 

some fell to exceptionnesse again’. 
 
13 The 7th Article is as follows: ‘The Old Testament is not contrary to the New: for both in the Old and 
New Testament everlasting life is offered to Mankind by Christ, who is the only Mediator between 
God and Man, being both God and Man. Wherefore they are not to be heard, which feign that the old 
Fathers did look only for transitory promises. Although the Law given from God by Moses, as 
touching Ceremonies and Rites, do not bind Christian men, nor the Civil precepts thereof ought of 
necessity to be received in any commonwealth; yet notwithstanding, no Christian man whatsoever is 
free from the obedience of the Commandments which are called Moral’. See chapter two for the 
Assembly’s interaction with antinomianism on this Article. 
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After Baptism’.
14 The divines noted that the rest of the antinomian errors were all 

found to be dependent upon the first points, so they were condemned by the same 

Articles. Lightfoot’s journal listed the other antinomian errors as:  

 1. A child of God needs not, nay, ought not to aske pardon for sin and 
  that it is no less then blasphemy to aske pardon for sin and one 
  of them being told that David asked forgiveness of sin, it was 
  answered it was his weaknesse.  
 2. God doth not chastise any of his for sin: let believers sin as fast as 
  they can there is a fountain open for them to wash in. 
 3. Not for the sin of God’s people, but for swearers and drunkards the 
  land is  punished. 
 4. There ought to be no fasting daies under the Gospel and men ought 
  not to  afflict their souls, in days of humiliation and it being 
  asked of one whether he fasted in obedience to the civil 
  command, he answered ‘that were to be the servants of men’. 
 5. When Abraham in outward appearance seemed to lie in his distrust, 
  lying dissembling and equivocating even then truly all his  
  thoughts words and deeds were perfectly holy and righteous 
  from all spot of sin in the sight of God. 
 6. If a man by the spirit know himself to be in the state of grace though 
  he comit murder or drunkennesse yet God doth see no sin in 
  him.15 
 
 Not only did antinomian beliefs, in the Assembly’s view, contradict 

numerous Articles of the Church of England; the Assembly added to their petition to 

                                                 
14 Article 9 is: ‘Original Sin standeth not in the following of Adam, (as the Pelagians do vainly talk), 

but it is the fault and corruption of the Nature of every man, that naturally is ingendered of the 
offspring of Adam; whereby man is very far gone from original righteousness, and is of his own 
nature inclined to evil, so that the flesh lusteth always contrary to the spirit; and therefore in every 
person born into this world, it deserveth God’s wrath and damnation. And this infection of nature doth 
remain, yea, in them that are regenerated; whereby the lust of the flesh, called in Greek, phronema 
sarkos, which some do expound the wisdom, some sensuality, some the affection, some the desire, of 
the flesh, is not subject to the Law of God. And although there is no condemnation for them that 
believe and are baptised, yet the Apostle doth confess, that concupiscence and lust hath of itself the 
nature of sin’. Article 15 reads: ‘Christ in the truth of our nature was made like unto us in all things, 

sin only except, from which he was clearly void, both in his flesh, and in his spirit. He came to be the 
Lamb without spot, who, by sacrifice of himself once made, should take away the sins of the world, 
and sin, as Saint John saith, was not in him. But all we the rest, although baptised, and born again in 
Christ, yet offend in many things; and if we say we have no sin, we deceive ourselves, and the truth is 
not in us’. Article 16 states: ‘Not every deadly sin willingly commited after Baptism is sin against the 

Holy Ghost, and unpardonable. Wherefore the grant of repentance is not to be denied to such as fall 
into sin after Baptism. After we have received the Holy Ghost, we may depart from grace given, and 
fall into sin, and by the grace of God we may arise again, and amend our lives. And therefore they are 
to be condemned, which say, they can no more sin as long as they live here, or deny the place of 
forgiveness to such as truly repent’. 
 
15 See chapter one for a summary of antinomian theology. Lightfoot here gives an accurate summary 
of their teaching.  
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Parliament the following ‘considerations to heighten the wickednesse of the 

opinions’, which were that the opinions were:  

 1. Derogatory to the glory of the Soverainty of God the Creator in abasing  
  his law, and of his justice and providence as if he were an Idol, not  
  seeing  sin, nor taking punishment. 
 2. Scandalous to the sacred Doctrines of Free grace and justification. 
 3. Opening a gap to all licenciousnesse. 
 4. Exposing the kingdome to further judgments by denying prayer and  
  humiliation. 
 5. Striking directly at the just obedience to the civill command. 
 6. Cutting asunder the tie of all humane society. 
 7. Strongly tending to divisions in the church. 
 8. Indangering the raysing of tumults.16  
  
These points against antinomianism were similar to the ones the Assembly had 

submitted to Parliament in July in their first petition. That petition had warned 

Parliament that antinomianism had the ability to draw ‘millions of souls to cast off 

the moral law of God, and pervert the most fundamentall Doctrines of free grace, 

justification by faith in Christ & and of sanctification, & and to turne all into 

confusion’.17 The petition of September 1643 blended the dual fear of antinomianism 

under which the Assembly operated. In the mind of the Assembly members, 

antinomianism was not only a theological threat, denying God’s sovereignty, law, 

justice, and providence, and confusing free grace and justification, but also a threat 

to society.18 If Parliament allowed antinomianism to continue, anarchy would 

inevitably follow to the extent that ‘all humane society’ would be destroyed.
19 

Lightfoot records that after Temple ‘having thus seasonably urged the utmost 

prosecution of this damnable doctrine, Dr Smith also followed it and hinted that he 

                                                 
16 ‘Lightfoot’s Journal’, 2:94.  
 
17 See chapter two for more information on the Assembly’s July 1643 petition. 
 
18 The petition, as an analysis of antinomianism in light of the scriptures and the Thirty-nine Articles 
was also the Assembly’s first substantial doctrinal statement, Van Dixhoorn, ‘Reforming’, 1:59. 
 
19 As shown in chapter two of this thesis, that antinomianism presented both a theological and social 
threat was the driving force of the Assembly’s work against it. 
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heares that the Antinomians intend ere long to come with a petition to the Houses, & 

it is to be feared in a tumultuous manner’.
20  

 John Selden, a member of the House of Commons’ committee for the 

Assembly and a lay-member of the Assembly, commented that the Commons was 

unsure of what to do with the Assembly’s complaints against the antinomians.
21 He 

acknowledged that the Assembly represented antinomian views as being ‘very 

erroneous & dangerous’, but the Houses’ goal in requesting that the Assembly 

compare antinomian teachings with scripture and the Thirty-nine Articles was ‘not 

only to make some law & declaration against the opinions, [but] to proceed against 

the persons’.
22 Selden pointed out that in order for the House to move against the 

antinomian ministers’ persons, their teachings had to be determined to be heretical.23 

He acknowledged that if the antinomians preached against the Thirty-nine Articles, 

they could be deprived of ecclesiastical promotion. However, he claimed that there 

were many tenets against scripture that ‘are not of much consequence to law’. He 

ended with the repeated warning that unless the Assembly made the determination 

                                                 
20 ‘Lightfoot’s Journal’, 2:93. There is no record of antinomians ever presenting a petition to 
Parliament. 
 
21 Selden participated often in the Assembly’s debates, especially on church government and 

excommunication. Robert Baillie characterized him as ‘the head of the Erastians; his glory is most in 

the Jewish learning; he avows everywhere that the Jewish State and Church were all one, and that so 
in England it must be, that the Parliament is the Church’. Not surprisingly, this view garnered 

opposition in the Assembly. See Paul Christianson, ‘Selden, John (1584–1654)’, ODNB 
[http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/25052, accessed 11 June, 2013]. 
 
22 See the House’s order from 12 September 1643: ‘Ordered, That it be referred to the Assembly of 

Divines to compare the Opinions of the Antinomians with the Word of God, and with the Articles of 
the Church of England; and to return their Opinions and Judgments upon them speedily. It is further 
Ordered, that the Antinomian Books be referred to the Examination and Consideration of the 
Assembly’. CJ, 3:237-38. 
 
23 ‘Lightfoot’s Journal’, 2:95: ‘And he [Selden] tended to this in all his speech that we should 
determine whether these opinions be Heresy or no, that so the Houses may see the better how to 
proceed against them’. 
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that the antinomians were heretics, the House did not have a procedure in place to 

work against them ‘that have already disturbed you’.
24  

 Selden’s speech plunged the Assembly into debate concerning whether the 

antinomians were heretics, and whether the Assembly had the right to make such a 

pronouncement. A group of divines, composed of Cornelius Burges, Thomas 

Goodwin, Lazarus Seaman, and John Arrowsmith, argued that it was outside the 

jurisdiction of the Assembly to determine whether antinomianism was a heresy. 

Cornelius Burges was the first to register his unwillingness; he stated that the 

Assembly was bound by a two-fold order: to compare antinomian teachings with the 

Thirty-nine Articles and scripture, and to ‘retune their judgements upon them’.
25 He 

feared that ‘it would not be safe for us to terme anything a Herisy in the languadge of 

an Assembly’.26 Selden, eager for a pronouncement from the Assembly, replied that 

he commended the Assembly-men for not wanting to overstep their original orders 

and assured them that they would not do so by determining whether antinomianism 

was heretical. Thomas Goodwin, a member of the committee appointed to address 

antinomianism, agreed with Burges that the Assembly did not have the right or 

authority to decide whether antinomianism was heretical doctrine. He stated that this 

question had come up in the committee meetings, and while he believed that the way 

the antinomians spoke ‘needs apology because [it is] grosse’, and he ‘hated them as 

much as any’, yet it went ‘beyond [our] commission to goe on in order to have them 

punished’. Goodwin argued that antinomians should be dealt with individually so 

that they could be convinced of their error. If one had the power of 

                                                 
24 Minutes and Papers, 2:145. 
 
25 He further pointed out that Elizabethan statutes claimed that heresy was that which went against the 
creeds of the four ecumenical councils or that which was determined to be heretical by Parliament. 
 
26 Minutes and Papers, 2:146. 
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excommunication, he should ‘first convince, then admonish them, &c., & thus I 

thinke you ought to deale with them’. He commented that the church had power 

spiritually, but the magistrate had power to ‘deal with persons in matters 

ecclesiastical’. Goodwin’s speech was a foretaste of the Assembly’s debates over 

church government, during which the question of whether magistrates had the right 

to preside over theological matters would be a significant issue. He stated that 

Parliament’s intent was to gain the Assembly’s opinions on antinomian theology, not 

‘to give judgement in order to punishment’.
27 According to Lightfoot, Goodwin 

urged that it was not within the Assembly’s power to give judgement as to whether 

the antinomians should be punished so ‘exceedingly’, that it was at last resolved that 

the report should be left as it was.28  

 Seaman thought it ‘very strange things’ that magistrates should have the right 

to prosecute in ecclesiastical matters, and thus that Parliament should have the right 

to punish antinomians. He believed that Parliament should suspend judicial 

proceedings against antinomians until after their first or second admonition.29 

Goodwin responded that it was ‘farre from his intention’ to imply that the magistrate 

should operate ‘by way of admonition’ as the church, and continued, ‘but if they ask 

the advice of a church…’, but the rest of his speech was not recorded.
30 John 

Arrowsmith argued that he did not see it as either necessary or convenient to give the 

Assembly’s considerations regarding antinomians to the House of Commons. He 

claimed that to regulate a man’s head was to inform his judgements, and he 

                                                 
27 Minutes and Papers, 2:147.   
 
28 ‘Lightfoot’s Journal’, 2:95. 
 
29 Minutes and Papers, 2:148. 
 
30 He later recommended ‘that of Paul to Tit[us], “admonish once & twice”. It was in a church 

proceeding’. Minutes and Papers, 2:149. 
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recommended the use of writings and conferences to do so with the antinomians; 

religion was to be recommended, not pushed upon people. He argued that the 

Assembly might be free from crime against the antinomians by tendering their 

judgement to Parliament regarding whether it was heretical, but still questioned 

whether the Assembly would then ‘be free from blame’? Arrowsmith moved that the 

Assembly’s considerations be either ‘layd aside, or not exhibited’, and until the 

antinomian books were examined, the ‘persons dealt with in a faire ministeriall 

way’.
31 He advised dealing with the antinomians in three stages: inquiry, dismissal, 

and then finally by a solemn curse. Seaman agreed: he commented that ‘our Saviour’ 

directed his people to have a spirit of meekness; the church ‘is not tyed in all cases to 

proceed as an offended brother’. Seaman claimed that there was a ‘difference 

betwixt private & scandalous offences’.  

 Opposition to Burges, Goodwin, Arrowsmith, and Seaman’s plea to refrain 

from establishing whether antinomianism was heretical came from Thomas Temple. 

He urged the Assembly to work through whether antinomianism was unorthodox, 

and argued that such a discussion did indeed fall under their current order. 

Specifically, he believed that ‘which stickes directly at the new covenant must be an 

Herisy. In their books they deny the condition’.
32 He was followed by Herbert 

Palmer, who agreed with Temple that the Assembly was ‘yet in our right way’ and 

‘about to doe that it is our duty to doe’ by resolving whether antinomianism was 

heretical. He reminded the divines that they encountered antinomianism while 

                                                 
31 Minutes and Papers, 2:148. Burges pointed out that the Assembly’s current order from Parliament 

had nothing to do with ‘any man’s person’. It was a ‘great mistake’ to assume that the Assembly had 

a right to punish people.  
 
32 Meaning they deny that faith was a necessary condition for entrance into the covenant of grace. See 
chapters one and five for antinomianism and covenant theology. Temple had already decided for 
himself whether antinomianism was heretical, as he had earlier moved to add reasons to the new 
antinomian report ‘for the surer quelling of these hereticks’.  
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carrying out their appointed task of revising the Thirty-nine Articles, which was a 

necessarily theological task relating to determining the best form of doctrine for the 

Church of England. Specifically, he mentioned that it was during their revision of 

Article 7, ‘Of the Old Testament’, that ‘we could not but take notice of those [the 

antinomian’s] opinions’. He also pointed out that it was during their revision of that 

Article that the Assembly sent its first petition concerning antinomianism to the 

House.33 George Walker with his fiery tongue stated that ‘to prove them Heritiques 

& blasphemers is as easy as to stand up or sit downe’.
34 

 With the Assembly sharply divided over how to proceed, Charles Herle and 

Thomas Gataker attempted to provide definitions of heresy. Herle remarked that 

there were doctrines which were grasped by the human mind that went against the 

basis of faith; schism cut off from the body, while heresy cut off from the head. 

Heresy must ‘flatly oppose or deny some way or other the efficiency of Christs 

death. Therefore our devines say that the church of Rome they deny the 

foundation’.
35 Gataker commented that to figure out the nature of heresy ‘will take 

up more time than the necessity of the straights’. However, he then continued to 

provide his own understanding of the word. He stated that the Assembly should first 

consider what the scriptures deemed heresy, and second, what was regarded as 

heresy by human laws. Gataker found ‘noe place’ in the New Testament where the 

                                                 
33 Minutes and Papers, 2:148. Their petition was sent on 19 July 1643. See chapter two for a 
summary of the petition. 
 
34 Van Dixhoorn, ‘Reforming’, 1:53, misrepresents Walker when he claimed, ‘George Walker thought 

that to prove someone a heretic was “as easy as to stand up or sit down”’. Walker however, was not 

claiming that it was easy to determine that just anyone was heretical; he was specifically referencing  
antinomians. 
 
35 Lightfoot noted that Herle’s speech ‘cost us some large debate, and severall speeches were made 

upon it’. He was selective in choosing which ones to record. ‘Lightfoot’s Journal’, 2:95. Calamy 
chimed in that a man may hold an error and yet not be a heretic. 
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word ‘heresy’ signified anything but a sect or faction.36 According to him, it would 

be easy to prove that the antinomians were factious. Gataker then questioned what 

heresy was according to the laws of the land and reminded the Assembly that when 

Bartholomew Legate was burned as an antitrinitarian heretic in 1612, there was a 

‘great dispute. Some did affirme ther was noe law to determine Herisy or burne an 

Heritique’.
37 Addressing Temple’s point, Gataker remarked that the antinomian 

denial of the condition of the covenant ‘doth not come within compasse of those 

Articles’.  

 In the end, the Assembly resolved to go against Burges, Goodwin, Seaman, 

and Arrowsmith’s recommendation, and present the considerations already drawn-up 

against the antinomians to the House of Commons. Temple delivered the 

considerations to the Commons, reported on the Assembly’s critique of 

antinomianism, and asked for additional time to ‘examine and consider the 

Antinomian books and then returne according to their order’, ‘which we find to be a 

Business of a large Nature, and will require Time to give present Satisfaction’.
38 The 

House agreed and ordered that the report should be taken into consideration ‘on 

Tuesday next’.
39 Sending their report to Parliament ended the Assembly’s debate on 

whether antinomianism was heretical; despite various members’ desire to make that 

determination, the Assembly never gave their pronouncement. 
                                                 
36 He referenced Acts 24:5, where the word is translated the ‘sect of the Nazarenes’ and was 

afterwards translated as ‘heresy’. 
 
37 Legate rejected the Church of England as a true church and soon after began to move to more 
radical theological positions. He rejected infant baptism, ordination, and claimed that as Adam being 
‘meere man’ who sinned, Christ must also have only been mere man, albeit a sinless, perfect one. 
Legate was the last man to be publically burned for doctrinal beliefs in England. See David R Como, 
‘Legate, Bartholomew (d. 1612)’, ODNB [http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/16347, accessed 
26 June, 2013]. 
 
38 Minutes and Papers, 2:149; CJ, 3:23. 
 
39 The Assembly then continued their debates over the nature of justifying faith and works. See 
chapter three. 
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 The House did not in fact take the Assembly’s report concerning 

antinomianism into consideration ‘on Tuesday next’ as they promised, and by mid-

October Parliament had done nothing to stifle antinomianism’s growth. On 9 

October 1643, Palmer informed the Assembly that antinomian minister John 

Simpson ‘incouradged the Antinomians, and confessed that we ought not to confesse 

our sins’.
40 Temple remarked that it was fit for the Assembly to renew its petition to 

the Commons because, despite their report sent at the end of September, no action 

had been taken. According to the minutes, the divines ignored both Palmer and 

Temple and continued their debate on the nature and place of works in justification.41 

The next day, a paper against Simpson was brought in to the Assembly and read.42 

As Lightfoot recorded the situation, he made it very clear where he stood on the 

nature of antinomianism: ‘The first thing agitated this morning was the reading of 

some doctrines and passages brought in of Mr Symsons which were dangerous and 

desperate which cost some thoughts and debates and it was earnestly desired that 

some way might be found for the quelling of those damnable doctrines’.
43 Palmer 

reminded the Assembly that it was bound by the Solemn League and Covenant to 

deal with ‘prophaneness’, and antinomianism ‘above all other opinions’ tended to 

‘prophaneness’. He claimed that ‘we are, above all, to be tender of it’. He moved that 

by petition or otherwise, the House of Commons should again be requested to deal 

                                                 
40 ‘Lightfoot’s Journal’, 2:106, records that there was concern about ‘some desperate passages that 

came from him [Simpson] yesterday’. The House of Commons had voted to suspend Simpson from 
his lectureship at Aldgate that very morning. CJ, 3:268. This announcement came as the divines were 
deeply embroiled in their soteriological debates. See chapter three. 
 
41 Even though they did not respond to Temple and Palmer, antinomian questions still framed and 
shaped their debates – this is the day that Peter Sterry, one of the divines, delivered his views on the 
relationship between justification and sanctification which so alarmed the rest of the divines because 
of their antinomian nature. See chapter three. 
 
42 The paper has not survived. 
 
43 ‘Lightfoot’s Journal’, 2:107. 
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with antinomianism.44 Burges moved that a committee be appointed again to 

produce another petition to present to the House; Palmer, Burges, Gataker, and 

Temple were duly called to ‘prepare something to be presented to the Assembly fit to 

represent to the House of Commons for the [quickening] of their proceedings against 

the Antinomians’. The men were to remind the Commons of the ‘perticulars’ of their 

former petitions, which requested the House to ‘put an end’ to the antinomians’ 

activities ‘in regard of the dayly mischefe that doe arise more and more by reason of 

the not finishing thereof’. The men were to renew their petition for the ‘reformation 

of sundry abuses still continuing to the further drawing down of vengeance upon the 

kingdome’. The committee was ‘presently to withdraw and to hasten their report to 

this Assembly’.
45  

 The committee’s report resurrected questions concerning the most prudent 

course of action to proceed with restraining antinomian ministers.46 Echoing earlier 

argument, William Bridge desired ‘to be tender in this’; he believed that the 

Assembly had intended good toward the antinomians before, and the best way 

forward would have been to have them ‘come hither one by one to have been 

satisfyed’.
47 Goodwin and William Carter Jr agreed: Goodwin commented that he 

was ‘as sensible of the danger [of antinomian opinion] as any man’, however he 

believed that ‘the assembly ought first to deal with them first to convince them. That 

                                                 
44 Minutes and Papers, 2:179. 
 
45 Minutes and Papers, 2:179. 
 
46 Lightfoot recorded that when the committee returned and read their petition, it caused ‘a long 

agitation’ in the Assembly. 
 
47 Minutes and Papers, 2:182. 
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private brethren have done it is not ground enough for the Assembly to goe upon’.
48 

He thus moved again that a conference first be had with the antinomians, a 

suggestion to which Lightfoot drily commented, ‘For what end I know as little’. 

Wilson agreed with Goodwin as ‘we are not all of us acquainted with the increase 

and growth of them’.49 Gataker questioned ‘if the opinions be of themselves soe 

odious, is it not high time to require them to be suppressed? Shall we stay till those 

may be talked with’? Seaman responded that they were bound in conscience 

according to the word of God to see if first the men could be convinced before any 

petition was submitted.50  

 Despite these moves for a conference with the antinomians, Lightfoot 

recorded that it was voted ‘at last’ that the new petition prepared by Palmer, Burges, 

Gataker, and Temple should be put to the House of Commons by the antinomian 

committee and they were ‘to bring it in if possible before the house rose this very 

day’.
51 The committee ‘renewed & revived’ their original petition against 

antinomianism made 19 July 1643 to the House, a petition which had produced a day 

of fasting.52  Burges reported on 11 October that the Assembly’s petition was met 

                                                 
48 Minutes and Papers, 2:182. These comments for toleration in matters of religious difference make 
sense coming from Goodwin and Bridge, leaders of the independent faction at the Assembly. See 
below for more information on this group. 
 
49 ‘Lightfoot’s Journal’, 2:108. 
 
50 It is surprising that no Assembly member mentions the antinomian committee’s August interviews 

with Giles Randal, Robert Lancaster, and John Simpson at this point. The Assembly, through the 
work of the committee, actually had met with and endeavoured to convince prominent antinomian 
ministers of their error.  
 
51 ‘Lightfoot’s Journal’, 2:108. No copy of this petition has survived. CJ, 3:271, recorded Cornelius 
Burges bringing in the petition ‘in the name of all the rest’. The House appointed 17 men to a 

committee to ‘consider of the Business concerning the Antinomians’. 
 
52 See chapter two for a summary of the 19 July petition. 
 



168 
 

with success and that the House would take it into consideration ‘suddenly’.
53 The 

same day, the House, ‘returned thanks to the Assembly for their care of the Business’ 

and appointed a joint committee made up of Assembly members and Parliament 

members to ‘agitate the business’. Lightfoot records that, ‘as many divines of the 

Assembly as could be got were present, but no final determination of any thing, but 

concluded to meete againe in the starchamber to morrow’.
54 

 The joint committee must have recognised the gravity of the situation, 

because on 2 November the House sent an order to the Assembly requesting it to 

revise the judgement sent concerning the Assembly’s view on antinomianism, and 

that they ‘should enlarge and print it’.
55 The order to print their opinions concerning 

antinomianism generated reservations: Palmer noted that ‘this businesse will be a 

great importance’ as it would be the first thing ‘that hath come from the Assembly in 

that kingdom’.
56 Gataker commented that ‘this will require a great deale of paines’. 

He desired that ‘some of those that have been aquainted with the businesse of the 

Antinomians, some choyse made of them’ to compose a treatise.
57 The Assembly 

moved to expand the former antinomian committee and the committee ‘or any five 

members’ were to ‘review and inlardge’ the assertions of the Assembly, print the 

                                                 
53 CJ, 3:271-272: ‘This Committee is to consider of the Business concerning the Antinomians; and the 
Paper and Petition presented from the Assembly: And is to take care to hinder those of the 
Antinomian Opinion from preaching: And are to meet this Afternoon, at Three a Clock, in the Star 
Chamber: And that all that will come are to have Voices’ [i.e. all men were given leave to speak their 
mind]. 
 
54 ‘Lightfoot’s Journal’, 2:109. 
 
55 Minutes and Papers, 2:269. 
 
56 Minutes and Papers, 2:270. Palmer further remarked that the former committee would not be able 
to stand, so out of the three committees they selected Burges, Bridge, Gouge, Tuckney, Newcomen, 
Stanton, Gataker, and Channell. Temple recommended that Arrowsmith, Carrell, and Walker be 
added. 
 
57 Minutes and Papers, 2:270. 
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results, and examine the books according to the House’s order of 12 September.58 

Unfortunately, this committee’s work was never undertaken, let alone published, as 

the Assembly became preoccupied with debating church government and ordination, 

as a ‘wished for’ order came from the House of Commons to ‘confer and treat 

among themselves, of such Discipline and Government as may be most agreeable to 

God’s holy Word’ and ‘touching and concerning the Directory of Worship or Liturgy 

hereafter to be in the Church’.59 

 The order for the Assembly to treat church government and discipline 

introduced a topic that would occupy the Assembly for months, and the Assembly’s 

debates on these issues are the most popular area of research on the Assembly.60 It 

was not until nearly nine months had passed, on 7 August 1644, as the Assembly 

continued its debate over ordination and church government, that the divines were 

                                                 
58 Minutes and Papers, 2:270, 277. The next day, Temple enquired whether the old antinomian 
committee should ‘stand’ and join with the committee decided upon the previous day, and it was 

decided that it should.  
 
59 CJ, 3:246, 275. The order arrived on 12 October 1643. The new government was to replace the 
‘present Church Government by Archbishops, Bishops, their Chancellors, Commissaries, Deans, 

deans and Chapters, Archdeacons, and other Ecclesiastical Officers depending upon the Hierarchy … 

’. Van Dixhoorn, Minutes and Papers, 1:27, notes that the Assembly would ultimately ‘expend a 

quarter of its plenary sessions, a fifth of its adhoc committees, and a quarter of its texts’ on church 

government. 
 
60 Space does not allow an examination of the Assembly’s church government debates. A recent 
summary of the beginnings of the debate is found in Hunter Powell, ‘October 1643: The Dissenting 

Brethren and the Proton Dektikon’, in ‘Drawn into controversie’: Reformed Theological Diversity 
and Debates within Seventeenth-Century British Puritanism ed. Michael A.G. Haykin et al. 
(Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2011): 52-82. Powell’s chapter is taken from his soon-to-be 
published PhD thesis, ‘The Dissenting Brethren and “the Power of the Keyes”, 1640-1644’ (PhD 

diss., University of Cambridge, 2011).  Older but still useful analyses of the debates include: Paul 
Smith, ‘The Debates on Church Government at the Westminster Assembly of Divines 1643-1646’ 

(PhD diss., Boston University Graduate School, 1974), and Wayne Spear, Covenanted Uniformity in 
Religion: The Influence of the Scottish Commissioners upon the Ecclesiology of the Westminster 
Assembly (Grand Rapids, MI: Reformation Heritage Books, 2013).  David Ehalt’s thesis is a helpful 
summary of the theological issues that lead to the ‘dissenting brethren’, although he does not focus on 
the debates at the Assembly: ‘The Development of Early Congregational Theory of the Church, with 

Special Reference to the Five “Dissenting Brethren” at the Westminster Assembly’ (PhD diss., The 

Claremont Graduate University, 1969). 
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again confronted with antinomianism.61 The minutes report that the Assembly 

received certain ‘information’ concerning ‘divers Antinomians preaching in and 

about London’.
62 The divines were quick to appoint a new committee to take notice 

of the ‘complaints now tendered concerning Anabaptists and Antinomians and to 

consider of a Remedy, and to make report to this Assembly on Friday to meet in the 

afternoon’. Two days later, antinomian minister Giles Randall, examined in 1643 by 

the Assembly, was listed as one who ‘delivers many blasphemous things’ and it was 

ordered that ‘the houses [were] to take resolution upon them to redresse these things. 

We shall be ready to tender what is usefull for the redressing of them’.
63 This 

complaint on 7 August 1644 against ‘Anabaptists and Antinomians’, conflated 

antinomianism and Baptist theology for the first time in the complex record of the 

Assembly’s interaction with antinomianism.
64 From August 1644 on, antinomianism 

and ‘anabaptism’ were inseparably connected in the Assembly’s discussions, and 

invariable the two would be connected with the need to determine and enforce a 

specific form of church government. 

                                                 
61 Assembly members, however, had continued to be added to the antinomian committee since 
October 1643. On 18 December 1643, Richard Vines, Henry Hall, John Lightfoot, and John Conant 
were added to the antinomian committee, ‘because of its weight and haste’. Lightfoot had been on the 

first antinomian committee as well. 9 January 1644 saw the addition of Daniel Cawdrey to the 
committee and Reynolds and Burges were added on 1 March 1644. John Foxcroft was added on 21 
May 1644. Parliament had ordered on 5 February 1644 that John Simpson, ‘who preached lately in a 

publick Way at Paul’s Cross, be sent for, as a Delinquent, by the Serjeant at Arms attending on this 

House’. CJ, 3:389. See John Lightfoot, The Whole Works of the Rev. John Lightfoot, D.D. ed. John R. 
Pitman (London: J.F. Dove, 1824), 13:131.  
 
62 Minutes and Papers, 3:215. 
 
63 Minutes and Papers, 3:222. Stephen Marshall, Charles Herle, Thomas Gataker, John Ley, Herbert 
Palmer, Wilson, William Gouge, Philip Nye or ‘any 3 of them’ were the new committee. John 

Simpson’s name is also listed but without any commentary. Randall had apparently been sent by the 
antinomian committee to Hempstead: Burges went to preach there and reported back to the Assembly 
that ‘ … among other things, he told how the Assembly is scandaled, by reports … that the seeds of 

Anabaptism and Antinomianism, sowed in those parts, came from one Rendall, who was sent thither 
by the committee upon a sequestration’. Lightfoot, The Whole Works of … Lightfoot, 13:186. 
 
64 All of Eaton’s followers except Tobias Crisp became Baptists, taking Eaton’s teaching on the 

relationship between the Old and New Testaments to its logical conclusion. See chapter one for John 
Eaton’s theology. 
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 Stephen Marshall, on behalf of the Assembly’s new committee appointed to 

examine antinomianism, reported back to the Assembly: the committee found the 

‘exorbitances’ of Hanserd Knollys, Penrose, John Simpson, and Giles Randall to be 

‘very high & extremely dangerous’.
65 He further explained that ‘if not some stop to it 

we are afraid it will prove soe great a mischefe as none of us shall be able to stand 

before it’. The Assembly ordered the committee to report the complaints to the 

House of Commons and Marshall wasted no time, reporting to the House of 

Commons that day. He first requested a day of fasting and prayer for the 

Parliamentary army as ‘the King [was] bending his whole Strength against’ them. He 

then informed the House that many ministers and gentry had desired to petition ‘to 

prevent the spreading Opinions of Anabaptism and Antinomianism’, but were 

disuaded not to because of the ‘unseasonableness of the Time’.
66 However, now the 

Assembly saw that ‘those Men [antinomians and anabaptists] have cast off all 

Affection, and are so imbitterated, that it is high time’ to supress them. He 

continued: ‘we can forbear no longer, but petition this House to think of some such 

Way for the Stopping of them, as you, in your Wisdoms, shall think fit’.
67 The House 

responded by appointing a day of ‘publick solemn Fast’ and calling for all four men 

to be put into custody. They appointed the Parliamentary Committee for Plundered 

Ministers to consider the information against the men and to ‘secure them by 

Imprisonment, if they shall see Cause’.
68 The committee was also called to ‘consider 

of the most expedite and best Way of preventing the Mischiefs that will arise from, 

                                                 
65 Minutes and Papers, 3:222. Knollys was a well-known Baptist minister. Penrose is unknown. See 
chapter one of this thesis for Simpson’s theology, and chapter two for an account of Randall and 

Simpson’s first examination before the Assembly’s antinomian committee. 
 
66 The ‘unseasonable time’ most likely refers to the current war. 
 
67 CJ, 3:584-586. 
 
68 See chapter two for more information on the Committee for Plundered Ministers. 
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and follow, the Divulging the dangerous Opinions of Antinomianism and 

Anabaptism’ and to present their ‘Opinions to the House … and have Power to send 

for Parties, Witnesses, Papers, Records’.
69 Marshall reported the Assembly’s success 

back to the divines: that the House apprehended that ‘we sought their assistance; as a 

matter of great consequence to give a sudden stop’.
70 The particular men were ‘to be 

sent for and secured’ as some of them were ‘dissuading people to draw from the 

warre’.71 The House ordered the Assembly’s antinomian committee to attend the 

Committee of Plundered Ministers’ meeting and present their advice to that 

committee. The Assembly could also recommend as many members as it thought fit 

to join the Committee of Plundered Ministers.72 Members of the joint committee 

reported back to the Assembly on 15, 22, and 23 August 1644 and the Assembly 

ordered them to continue their work.73 The minutes unfortunately do not include the 

content of the subsequent reports, nor record the debates that the reports produced, 

but on 5 September 1644 the Assembly finally summarised its opinion on 

antinomianism and anabaptism in a seven-point petition sent to the Committee of 

Plundered Ministers.74 The report was a result of the Assembly compiling the causes 

of God’s wrath that were hanging over the country, and was entitled ‘The humble 

Advise of the Assembly of divines, for preventing the mischiefs that will arise from 

                                                 
69 CJ, 3:584-586. 
 
70 Minutes and Papers, 3:226. 
 
71 Minutes and Papers, 3:226.  
 
72 Minutes and Papers, 3:226.  The Assembly ordered that ‘Seaman, Temple, Walker be added to that 
committee’. The House of Lords offered their help as well: ‘if in any particular that we shall bring up 

to the wherin we shall desire their aid and assistance, they will be willing to assist us’. 
 
73 Minutes and Papers, 3:229-47.  
 
74 The manuscript was marked ‘received’ on 5 November 1644. Bod Tanner MS. 61 fos. 162, 163b. 
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& follow upon the divulging the dangerous opinions of Antinomianisme & 

Anabaptisme’.
75  

The Assembly’s Final Report on the ‘dangerous opinions of Antinomianisme & 

Anabaptisme’  
 
 The ‘humble advice’ was a landmark document for the Assembly as it 

summarised many issues the group had been debating for months: the document not 

only contained advice concerning antinomianism and anabaptism, but also addressed 

ordination and other important points. It requested that no non-ordained man should 

be permitted to preach or administer the sacraments and it called the Houses of 

Parliament to appoint persons to monitor complaints about ministers on these issues.  

 The teachings that were to be scrutinised were:  

  1. That the baptising of infants was unlawful. 
  2. That the moral law was no rule by which the Christian should 
   walk.    
  3. That the ministers of the Church of England were not true 
   ministers and their churches were not true churches.  
  4. That separation from the Church of England was necessary 
   and churches were to be gathered of those separated 
   churches. 
  5. That the power of ordination belonged to all people. 
  6. That fixed assemblies were not necessary.  
  7. That liberty was to be given to all opinions and all worship 
   and that the civil magistrate had no power to restrain 
   men.  
 
The petition called all ministers who taught or ‘divulged’ the above tenets to ‘bring 

in the grounds & reasons of their opinions in a brief & compendious manner in 

writing under their hands unto the Assembly, or such as the Honourable Houses 

Parliament shall appoint to be examined according to the word of God’. The petition 

recommended that any future movements that should arise should be dealt with in 

                                                 
75 See Bod Tanner 61 fos. 162, 163b. A transcript of the manuscript is also included in Minutes and 
Papers, 5:87. 
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the above way in addition to current movements ‘complained of’ such as 

antinomianism and anabaptism. 

 Not only did the petition summarise the Assembly’s mind concerning 

antinomianism and its errours, but the petition showed that by this point in time, the 

issue of church government and the exact nature of the power of the local church had 

become connected with the issue of antinomianism. Thomas Coleman first pointed 

this, remarking that if the Assembly determined ‘the businesse of government’, the 

issue of antinomianism could be settled.76 As the contents of the report were 

discussed, more Assembly men echoed Coleman’s sentiments.77 Coleman’s 

comment proved to be true: the issues in the petition that touched church government 

brought great friction to the Assembly and delayed the advice’s passage to 

Parliament.  

 The advice is particularly important in that through it the famous ‘dissenting 

brethren’ received their name. Philip Nye and Thomas Goodwin requested that a 

group of ‘brethren’ might register their dissent to the antinomian petition, because of 

its points that touched church government.78 Seaman questioned who these 

‘brethren’ were, but Nye refused to reveal their names. Seaman stated that they could 

enter their reasons for dissent if they had them prepared. The ‘dissenting brethren’ 

                                                 
76 Minutes and Papers, 3:250. 
 
77 Scottish commissioners George Gellespie and Alexander Henderson, as well as Charles Herle, also 
pushed for continuing the discussion of church government instead of debating the details of the 
report. Herle commented on ‘how fit’ the motion to consider church government was. Minutes and 
Papers, 3:253. 
 
78 This is the first time the minutes use the term ‘dissenting brethren’ to categorise the group of men 

who had written the Apologeticall narration, Humbly Submitted to the Honourable houses of 
Parliament (London, 1643), and it is interesting to note that they were first termed the dissenting 
brethren in the context of their dissent to the petition against antinomianism and anabaptism. Powell’s 

thesis, ‘The Dissenting Brethren and “the Power of the keys”’ (cited above) is an excellent 
examination of the role and importance of the dissenting brethren in the Assembly’s debates on the 

nature of church government and in the wider world during this time. He does not note that their came 
from dissent to this petition. 
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did not have any document prepared and desired to write something to be presented 

to the Assembly the following day: if not, ‘they would take their own course’. In the 

end, the Assembly did not think it fit to wait any longer to present the report to 

Parliament as the Committee for Plundered Ministers was to meet in the afternoon 

and there was already ‘great scandal to this Assembly’ from copies of the petition 

that were being distributed that ‘doe misreport the mind of the Assembly’.
79 It was 

ordered that a group of men present the advice to the House of Commons the 

afternoon of 5 September despite the dissenting brethren’s desire to ‘forbear’ the 

petition.80  

 With the submission of the advice, a significant chapter in the life of the 

Assembly came to a close. The seven-point petition would be its final word to 

Parliament on antinomianism. After it was tendered, both debate in the Assembly 

over antinomian theology and interaction between Parliament and the Assembly 

concerning antinomianism stopped.81 Despite a lack of agreement on whether 

antinomianism was heretical, and, if so, whether the Assembly or Parliament had the 

right to prosecute heretical teachings, the scarcity of further official action on the 

                                                 
79 Earlier, on 31 August 1644, the House received another petition against antinomianism, this time 
from a group of ministers from the ‘county of Herts’. The matter was referred to the Committee of 
Plundered Ministers, ‘to proceed with all such as shall publish the Opinions of Anabaptism or 
Antinomianism, in like manner as they had formerly Power to proceed with Mr. Picott, Mr. Simson, 
and others mentioned in the said former Order’. CJ, 3:613-15. On 19 September 1644, Burges 
informed the House of Commons that Mr Picot ‘goes on in a higher Way than ever in publishing his 

Errors’ and that the divines, in ‘pursuance of an Order of this House, … had presented to a Committee 

of this House, their Conceptions for suppressing of Antinomianism and Anabaptism’. The House 

again referred Picott to the Committee for Plundered Ministers, but made no comment on the divines’ 
‘conceptions for suppressing’ antinomianism. Most likely, the Assembly’s petition from earlier in 

September is the ‘conceptions’ to which Burges referred. 
 
80 Parliament dated the advice ‘received’ on 6 November 1644. 
 
81 Van Dixhoorn, Minutes and Papers, 1:22, notes that already by 1643, ‘the Commons was unwilling 
to accept responsibility, or bad publicity, for the condemnation of individual antinomians’. The 
Assembly’s minutes last record of antinomianism is in an anonymous speech, in which the speaker 

commented that the lust which betrayed men ‘into most of the errors in these times’ was the lust after 

liberty; the antinomians and anabaptists cry out for liberty ‘from the magistrate, from any superior 

ecclesiasticall power, from the sabbath’. 
 



176 
 

part of the Assembly suggests that its members believed their petition and advice to 

Parliament was the most they could do as an Assembly. Once the Assembly 

submitted its petition to Parliament at the beginning of November, it was up to 

Parliament to stop antinomianism, as the Assembly was limited by Parliament’s 

mandate merely to present their opinion regarding heretical, profane, and schismatic 

teachings.82 When Parliament failed to take action, the divines repeatedly expressed 

frustration that their efforts to suppress antinomianism seemed to be without effect. 

Nye lamented that ‘we have used indeavours against them [the antinomians and 

anabaptists], but that this hath not take effect, in whom is it … is it in our power? 

Ther is none such put into our hands or the hands of any minister in the kingdome’.
83 

At one point, Burges ‘moved to hasten the business against the Antinomians’ a move 

which Lightfoot notes was ‘followed exceedingly, and that with some heat’ as the 

‘doctor having said, that those that we looked after to help to quell it, have failed in 

it’.
84 Calamy pointed out that there were ‘many ordinances for suppressing of 

prophanesse, & better keeping of the fast, but noe care taken to see it brought into 

effect’.
85  

 The Assembly’s work in urging Parliament to decide against heresies and 

blasphemous positions did not take effect in 1644, but debate over the nature, rise, 

and development of heresy in London was just beginning. Debate took place on the 

floor of the House of Commons throughout September and November 1646 over 

whether to pass an ordinance against heresy, but it was recommended that it should 

                                                 
82 The Assembly was unwilling to determine whether antinomianism was heretical, but in submitting 
their last petition, they clearly expressed their desire that antinomian ministers be prosecuted by 
Parliament. 
 
83 Minutes and Papers, 3:286. 
 
84 Lightfoot, The Whole Works of … Lightfoot, 13:106. 
 
85 Minutes and Papers, 3:287. 
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be delayed until the Assembly finished its work on the Confession of Faith, which it 

did in December 1646. In 1647, the House of Commons appointed a day of 

‘publique Humiliation for the growth of Errours, Haeresies &c’ and asked Assembly 

members Thomas Hodges and Richard Vines to preach on the traits, authors, and 

dangers of heresy. The two sermons were printed the same year. In his sermon, 

Hodges claimed the teaching ‘that men are freed that believe, from obedience to the 

Moral Law’ was a heresy and further argued that anything that ‘overthrows any 

Fundamentall Truth’ was also a heresy.86 In his sermon, Richard Vines commented 

that he had ‘not spoken much about the punishment of an Hereticke, but rather chose 

to shew you who hee is then what to doe with him’.
87 Vines then provided a 

thorough analysis of false teachers versus heretics, the nature of damnable heresies, 

and the censure and rejection of a heretic, both in scripture and in common usage. 

On 2 May 1646, Parliament’s ‘Ordinance for the punishment against Blasphemies 

and Heresies’ was finally approved. Its final form closely resembles the Assembly’s 

1644 ‘Humble Advise of the Assembly of divines, for preventing the mischiefs that 

will arise from & follow upon the divulging the dangerous opinions of 

Antinomianisme & Anabaptisme’. According to Parliament’s ordinance, doctrines 

that contravened the Trinity, the resurrection, the divinity and manhood of Christ, 

and denied that the scriptures were the word of God, were heretical. Anyone who 

persisted in these views would at the first offence receive branding, and a second 

offence was punishable by death. Antinomian teachings such as that the moral law 

                                                 
86 Thomas Hodges, The Growth and Spreading of Haeresie (London, 1647), 8. 
 
87 Richard Vines, The Authours, Nature, and Danger of Haeresie (London, 1647), preface. 
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was no rule for a Christian life or that a justified believer need not pray for pardon of 

sins were classified as errours, punishable by imprisonment.88 

Conclusion 

 The Assembly was unified in the belief that something should be done to stop 

the growth of antinomianism, but as the above analysis shows, the divines were not 

unified on the best course of action: antinomianism had the ability to divide the 

Assembly into multiple opposing sides. Not all of the divines were willing to label 

antinomianism as heretical, as such a pronouncement would lead to inevitably 

serious consequences for antinomian ministers. Others were vehement that 

Parliament should take drastic action to silence antinomians. Things were further 

complicated by the fact that Parliament was reluctant to pursue an official 

condemnation of sects and heresies. After their official ‘Advise of the Assembly of 

divines, for preventing the mischiefs that will arise from & follow upon the 

divulging the dangerous opinions of Antinomianisme & Anabaptisme’ was 

submitted to Parliament, the concern over antinomianism quieted as the Assembly 

became preoccupied in writing and publishing various documents, including the 

Confession of Faith, Larger and Shorter Catechisms, and the Directory for Public 

Worship. These documents would serve as the Assembly’s – and ultimately as they 

were accepted by Parliament – Parliament’s final word against antinomianism and 

other sectarian beliefs. The final chapter will examine how the Assembly responded 

to antinomianism in these documents.  

 

                                                 
88 The final ordinance is in C. Firth and R. Rait, eds., Acts and Ordinances of the Interregnum 1642-
1660 (1911), i.1133-6. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 
 
 

‘The Moral Law doth for ever binde all … to the obedience thereof’: 

The Assembly’s Final Theological Response to Antinomianism1 
 

 
It is the allegoricall interpretation of one Writer, that the great 
feasting and musick which was used at the reconciliation of the father 
to his prodigall son, did signifie the sweet harmonie and agreement 
between Law and Gospel.2 

  

 This chapter illustrates how the Westminster Assembly’s debates on 

antinomianism during its revision of the Thirty-nine Articles in 1643 were 

instrumental in the divines’ final wording of the Confession of Faith, which appeared 

in 1646. These debates, especially the divines’ prolonged debate over Article 11, ‘Of 

justification’, produced revised Articles, which were then used as the foundation for 

the Confession of Faith. During their 1643 debates over the Thirty-nine Articles, the 

main theological concern for the Assembly was antinomianism, so it is not surprising 

that the Confession of Faith provides a rebuttal of the main antinomian soteriological 

tenets. The divines expanded chapter 11 ‘Of justification’ in their Confession of 

Faith from Article 11 to include a refutation of each one of the key points relating to 

antinomian soteriology, namely: the relationship between the Old and New 

Testaments; the timing and role of faith in justification; the nature of Christ’s work 

of redemption; works performed after justification; and God’s displeasure at the 

remnant of sin in the believer. In presenting the Assembly’s teaching on these 

                                                 
1 The humble advice of the Assembly of divines, now by the Authority of Parliament sitting at 
Westminster, concerning a Confession of Faith, presented by them lately to both Houses of 
Parliament (London, 1646), XIX.5, 31. 
 
2 Anthony Burgess, Vindiciae legis: Or, a vindication of the morall law and the covenants, from the 
errours of Papists, Arminians, Socinians, and more especially, Antinomians (London, 1646), ‘To the 

reader’, unpaginated. 
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important soteriological points, this chapter will serve as a repudiation of claims that 

the Assembly taught that a perfect keeping of the moral law was a necessary 

‘condition’ for man to meet in order to participate in the covenant of grace, and so 

introduced legalism into the process of salvation.3 The chapter will also take into 

account works written by members of the Assembly on these issues during the mid-

1640s, specifically focusing on Edmund Calamy and Thomas Gataker.4 This chapter 

will first present evidence to determine that the Thirty-nine Articles were an 

important foundation to the Confession of Faith and then proceed to analyse the 

Confession of Faith and the Larger Catechism to see how they functioned as a 

response to antinomian theology. The analysis will use the Confession of Faith’s 

chapter 11, ‘Of justification’, as a template for the analysis as the divines’ 1643 

debates over antinomianism centred on Article 11, ‘Of justification’. 

The Relationship Between the Divines’ Work on the Thirty-nine Articles and 
their Confession of Faith 
 
 The Assembly submitted its Confession of Faith to Parliament on 7 

December 1646.5 Just three days later, the House of Commons ordered the divines to 

re-visit their work completed three years earlier on the first fifteen Articles of the 

Thirty-nine Articles.6 The divines were to submit their revisions of the Articles to the 

                                                 
3 This view is connected to the debate over how Calvin’s theology was appropriated in England. R.T. 

Kendall led the scholarly field in arguing that the Assembly certainly perpetuated if not introduced a 
man-centred legalism in their Confession of Faith. See the introduction to the thesis for more 
information.   
 
4 Calamy was a clear leader in the Assembly from its beginning meetings. Gataker has been 
highlighted throughout the thesis.  
 
5 The House of Commons had ordered the divines to begin work on a new confession of faith in July 
1645. CJ, 6:115. The divines took a year a half to complete the confession, despite Scottish 
Commissioner Robert Baillie’s optimistic words spoken in January 1646 that the Assembly ‘could, if 

need were, shortly end’ its work on the confession of faith. Van Dixhoorn, ‘Reforming’, 1:74. The 
first half of the confession of faith would take another nine months to complete: it was finally 
published around 13 December 1646. 
 
6 The House of Commons insisted that the Assembly provide proof texts for the Confession of Faith 
as well, although the divines were reluctant to append proof texts as this would require significant 
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House, which they did within a few days. Their preface to the revised Articles is an 

important piece of evidence recording the divines’ thoughts on the relationship 

between their work on the Thirty-nine Articles in 1643 and their completed 

Confession of Faith of 1646.7 In the preface to the revised Articles, the divines noted 

that in the new Confession of Faith ‘we have not left out any thing that was in the 

former Articles material, necessary to be retained’.
8 This comment is significant as it 

establishes that the divines believed their Confession of Faith to be built upon the 

Thirty-nine Articles and included all the important theological points contained in 

the Articles, which then, in their understanding, rendered the Articles obsolete. The 

divines further commented that they desired to ‘forbear’ turning in their revised 

Articles to Parliament ‘both as a peece severall ways imperfect, and the whole as 

relating onely to the Church of England’.
9 The submitted revised Articles are also 

important because they provide the sole record of the middle step between the 

original Thirty-nine Articles and the final Confession of Faith. The Assembly’s 

minutes record the theological debates that occurred over the Articles in 1643, but do 

not always include the end result of those debates as reflected by the revised 

                                                                                                                                          
more work. The divines debated possible texts, but they never were put to the vote. The House of 
Commons was persistent, however, and finally proof texts were added by the end of April, 1647. See 
Samuel Carruthers, The Westminster Confession of Faith (Manchester, 1937), 13. The order does not 
give an indication as to why the House desired the divines to re-visit their work on the Thirty-nine 
Articles, it merely stated that: ‘Ordered, That the Assembly of Divines be desired with all Speed, to 

send to the House all that they have done upon the Nine-and-thirty Articles, together with the Texts of 
Scripture annexed’. CJ, 5:2-4. 
 
7 As far as I have been able to judge, this preface is the only place where the divines reflect on their 
own work in this way. I have also yet to find a secondary source that notes the significance of this 
preface. 
 
8 The Proceedings of the Assembly of Divines upon the Thirty nine Articles of the Church of England, 
(London, 1646) 2. 
 
9 The Proceedings, 2. The words of the divines render invalid the claim made by scholars that the six 
weeks the divines spent revising the Thirty-nine Articles in 1643 were essentially a waste of time as 
they waited for an all-important mandate to begin writing a confession of faith. See for example, 
Benjamin B. Warfield, The Westminster Assembly and Its Work (New York: Oxford University Press, 
1931), 34-35: the work on the Articles was ‘an expedient to occupy them innocuously until its real 

work’. 
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Articles.10 Thus, the revised Articles as submitted to Parliament in 1646 record the 

divines’ concluding decisions on the theological matters fiercely debated in 1643 and 

provide the only official account of the changes made after the debates. As the 

divines noted, the revised Articles of 1646 were then used as the groundwork for the 

Confession of Faith, as they ‘did not leave out any thing that was in the former 

Articles material, necessary to be retained’.11  

 In light of the importance of the revised Articles submitted to Parliament in 

1646, the following section will, first, trace the changes made to the original Thirty-

nine Articles as recorded in the 1646 revised Articles, then turn to see how the 

Confession of Faith incorporated and built upon those changes. As chapters two and 

three of this thesis argue, antinomianism was the greatest theological concern during 

the divines’ revision of the Articles in 1643, and four Articles specifically caused 

extensive debate over how to use the Articles to combat antinomianism: Article 7, 

‘Of the Old Testament’; Article 11, ‘Of the justification of man; Article 12, ‘Of 

Good Works’, and Article 13, ‘Of works before justification’. The section will begin 

by tracing the changes made to Articles 7, 12, and 13 before focusing chiefly on 

Article 11, ‘Of justification’ and its influence on chapter 11 of the Confession of 

Faith.12 Chapter 11 of the Confession of Faith was arguably one of the most 

important chapters of the Confession because of its clear and concise explanation of 
                                                 
10 See chapters two and three for the divines’ debates over the Articles. 
 
11 Parliament wanted to prove to the nation that their Assembly remained on the path of orthodoxy, 
despite having discarded the Thirty-nine Articles. After reading the new Confession of Faith, the 
House of Lords sent a message to the Commons asking it to join in approving the Confession because 
it was ‘necessary that the Protestant Churches Abroad, as well as the People of this Kingdom at 

Home, may have knowledge how that the Parliament did never intend to innovate Matters of faith’. 
As cited by Van Dixhoorn, ‘Reforming’, 1:75. Theologically, the Confession of Faith did closely 
follow the Thirty-nine Articles, but had some important differences. The Confession of Faith was 
more detailed than the Thirty-nine Articles and also included topics not addressed in the Articles such 
as covenant theology, adoption, perseverance, assurance, Christian liberty, the Sabbath, marriage and 
divorce, the communion of the saints, the resurrection of the dead, and the last judgment. 
 
12 See chapter three for an overview and analysis of the Assembly’s debate over Article 11. 
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justification and the process of salvation, so considerable attention will be paid to its 

evolution.   

 The Assembly’s revised Article 7 ‘Of the Old Testament’, as recorded in 

1646 included a new phrase at the end that the divines had discussed in August 1643 

in the midst of their antinomian debates.13 The original 1562 Article ended with ‘ … 

no Christian man whatsoever is free from the obedience of the Comandments which 

are called Moral’. The revised Article then added: ‘By the Moral Law, we 

understand all the ten Commandments taken in their full extent’.
14 The revised 

Article clarified the original so that there could no misunderstanding: Christians 

were free from the ceremonial and civil laws, but they were still inexorably bound to 

keep the Ten Commandments. 

 The divines’ final formulation of Article 12, ‘Of good works’ added an 

important phrase. The original 1562 Article stated that: 

 Albeit that Good works, which are the fruits of Faith, and follow after 
 Justification, cannot put away our sins, and endure the severity of 
 God’s  Judgement; yet are they pleasing and acceptable to God in 
 Christ ….   
 
The revised Article stated that ‘ … Good works … cannot put away our sins, and 

endure the severity of God’s Judgement; yet are they, notwithstanding their 

imperfections, in the sight of God pleasing and acceptable to God in Christ … ’.
15 In 

1643, the divines had debated whether a believer’s works were perfected after 

justification, in response to the antinomian claim that one’s works as well as one’s 

                                                 
13 It was as the divines started revising Article 7 that they first were alerted to antinomianism. See 
chapter two. 
 
14 See chapter three for the divines’ addition of this phrase. 
 
15 See chapter three for the divines’ debate over this addition. 
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person were completely perfected after justification.16 The divines maintained that 

while God accepted and was pleased with the believer’s works after justification, 

God still took note of and punished sinful deeds. Even in this Article which dealt 

with works, the divines were careful to stress that justification did not produce 

sinlessness. 

 Article 13: ‘Of works before justification’, had produced long debates in 

1643 but was only slightly changed as a result. The original 1562 Article stated that: 

 Works done before the grace of Christ, and the Inspiration of his 
 Spirit, are not  pleasant to God … yea, rather, for that they are not done 
 as God hath willed and commanded them to be done, we doubt not but 
 they have the nature of sin.  
 
The revised Article specified that works done before justification (not the ‘grace of 

Christ’) were sinfull (not having the ‘nature of sin’). Even though these changes were 

minimal, they still reflected the decisions the divines made against antinomian 

teaching. The divines sharpened the Article to be more specific about the exact 

nature of works: before one was justified, his or her works were completely sinful. 

 Article 11 was especially important for the new Confession of Faith and was 

crucial in the divines’ refutation of antinomianism. In the Thirty-nine Articles of 

1562, Article 11 stated simply that:  

 We are accounted righteous before God, only for the merit of our Lord 
 and Saviour Jesus Christ by Faith, and not for our own works or 
 deservings: Wherefore, that we are justified by Faith only is a most 
 wholesome Doctrine,  and very full of comfort as more largely 
 expressed in the Homily of Justification.  
 
The final form of the revised Article that was submitted to Parliament in 1646 (with 

changes or additions in italics for clarity) stated that:  

 We are justified, that is, we are accounted righteous before God, & 
 have remission of sins, not for nor by our own works or deservings, 
 but freely by his grace, onely for our Lord & Saviour Jesus Christs 

                                                 
16 See chapter three. 
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 sake, his whole obedience & satisfaction being by God imputed unto 
 us, & Christ with his  righteousnesse, being apprehended & rested on 
 by faith only. The doctrine of  Justification by faith onely, is an 
 wholesome doctrine & very full of comfort;  notwithstanding God doth 
 not forgive them that are impenitent & go on still in  their trespasses. 
  
 Each additional phrase in the new Article was included after long and bitter 

debate on the floor of the Assembly.17 The new Article was nearly doubled in size 

and pointed out that remission of sins was an essential aspect of justification: this 

was in response to the antinomian teaching, in response to Arminianism, that 

remission of sins was not necessary since justification was merely a remembrance of 

a previous justification. The divines then stated that God credited both Christ’s 

active and his passive obedience to his people for their justification. This point 

reflected the divines’ lengthy debate about whether imputing both Christ’s active and 

his passive righteousness and thus perfect keeping of the law in his people’s stead 

would necessitate antinomianism. The new Article affirmed that Christ’s 

righteousness needed to be apprehended by faith. In 1643, the divines realised that 

the original Article did not speak to the timing and relationship of faith in 

justification. This was of great concern in light of the antinomian teaching that the 

act of faith was unnecessary for justification. The Assembly had split into three 

different groups, each offering their own suggestions for the most appropriate phrase 

to indicate the necessity of faith.  They had decided that the phrase ‘apprehended & 

rested on by faith only’ would suffice, and the new Article mirrored that decision. 

Finally, the new Article included the important notion that God was not pleased with 

the justified when they continued in sin, but he punished those who would ‘go on 

                                                 
17 See chapter three for an extended analysis of the additions during August and September 1643. 
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still in their trespasses’. This addition counteracted the antinomian claim that God 

could not punish his people or see their sinful deeds once they were justified.18 

 When the divines turned to writing a chapter on justification for their 

Confession of Faith, they used the above concepts from the revised Articles. The 

doctrines had been honed through intense debate over antinomian theology. If not for 

the antinomian controversy of 1643, which provoked the discussion on the floor of 

the Assembly about these issues, it is doubtful whether the Confession of Faith’s 

eleventh chapter on justification would have been so fully and clearly explained. 

This chapter, even more fully than the revised Article 11, provides an articulate 

summary of the process of redemption in its few short paragraphs. The chapter 

addressed each of the antinomian issues brought before the Assembly in the autumn 

of 1643: the relationship between the Old and New Testaments, the timing and role 

of faith in justification, the nature of Christ’s work of redemption, works performed 

after justification, and finally, God’s displeasure of the remnant of sin in the 

believer.19  The following section will analyse in detail how the Confession of 

Faith’s eleventh chapter, supplemented with information from other chapters in the 

Confession and the Larger Catechism as well as writings by Edmund Calamy and 

Thomas Gataker, to show how the Assembly’s published documents provide a 

complete answer to antinomianism.20   

                                                 
18 See chapter three. 
 
19 In addressing all these issues, the chapter provides a striking balance between the two extremes of 
antinomianism and Arminianism. See Letham, The Westminster Assembly, 269-72. 
 
20 At least five members of the Assembly had already written their own catechisms, and one of them, 
Herbert Palmer, was assigned the task to compose a draft. The Scottish delegates to the Assembly did 
not approve of Palmer’s draft, so they were put in charge of correcting it. The Scottish commissioners 

reported that it was too hard to serve milk and meat in one dish, so they requested that the Assembly 
make two catechisms, one ‘more exact and comprehensive’ and the other ‘more easie and short for 

beginners’, as cited by Chad Van Dixhoorn, ‘Is the Larger Catechism Worthwhile’? [http://www.opc. 
org/new_ho rizons /NH00/0010b.html accessed 2 January, 2014]. Van Dixhoorn points out that the 
Assembly’s Larger and Shorter Catechisms catechism departed from other earlier catechisms in one 
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The Relationship Between the Old and New Testament: Confession of Faith 
XI.6 
 Tacked on to the end of the Confession of Faith chapter 11 was a short 

sentence not present in either the Thirty-nine’s Article 11 on justification or the 

Assembly’s revised version of the Article. The divines stated that ‘the justification of 

believers under the Old Testament was, in all these respects, one and the same with 

the justification of believers under the New Testament’. The phrase, ‘in all these 

respects’ served as modifier to describe the whole of chapter 11’s explanation of 

justification. The fact that justification in ‘all of these respects’ was the same in the 

Old Testament as it was in the New was foundational to the divines’ understanding 

of justification. The claim immediately set the chapter’s explanation of justification 

in opposition to antinomianism, which taught that the process and nature of 

justification differed between the two Testaments.21  

 Like the antinomians, the divines understood that biblical redemption was 

best explained through covenant theology. However, unlike the antinomians, who 

placed the entirety of the Old Testament in the covenant of works, the divines 

                                                                                                                                          
important area. The practice of previous catechisms was to include an exposition of the Apostles’ 

Creed, but the divines decided to exclude the exposition because, though scriptural, the Creed was not 
scripture. The Heidelberg Catechism follows this pattern, as does John Craig’s A shorte summe of the 
whole catechisme, wherein the question is proponed and answered in few words (Edinburgh, 1581), a 
popular Scottish Catechism and William Goode’s A New Catechism, commended to be set forth in 
this time of reformation, being the principall grounds of Christian religion (London, 1644). Also, the 
Creed did not mention Christ’s active obedience during his life but instead jumped from Christ’s birth 

to his suffering and death. The Creed thus ignores an important facet of the sinner’s justification. 

During their long debate on justification instigated by antinomian concerns, the Westminster divines 
affirmed that Christ’s perfect obedience to the law during his life granted his people their justification 

and their freedom from the law. The Larger Catechism, published as The humble advice of the 
Assembly of Divines now by authority of parliament sitting at Westminster, covering a larger 
catechism (London, 1647), thus presented a more mature theology of justification than that contained 
in the Apostles’ Creed. Not only did the Larger Catechism represent a more developed theology than 
that of the Apostles’ Creed, it could be argued that the Catechism surpassed the Confession of Faith. 
Specifically, the Larger Catechism’s treatment of the covenant of grace was more full than that of the 
Confession of Faith, it contained a better discussion of the imputation of Adam’s sin, and a much 

larger proportion of the Larger Catechism dealt with the law of God. Interestingly, all three of these 
areas related to the divines’ debates over antinomian theology. The Larger Catechism will be more 
important for the following analysis than the Shorter Catechism, as the Larger speaks in more detail 
about the nature of the law of God and the differences between justification and sanctification. 
 
21 See chapter one. 
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understood the Old Testament to be under the covenant of grace. In chapter four of 

the Confession of Faith, ‘Of creation’, the divines had explained that Adam and Eve, 

from the moment of their creation, were in a unique and special relationship to God. 

They were created with ‘reasonable and immortal souls, endued with knowledge, 

righteousness, and true holiness’.
22 Importantly for the divines’ explanation of the 

character of the moral law in further sections of the chapter, the first parents were 

created ‘having the law of God written in their hearts, and [the] power to fulfil it’. 

This point was fundamental for the divines’ understanding of human nature: man and 

woman had the law inextricably wrapped up in their identity as humans. God, at 

creation, had brought them into a covenantal relationship. The divines termed the 

law written on Adam’s heart a ‘covenant of works’, ‘wherein life was promised to 

Adam; and in him to his posterity, upon condition of perfect and personal 

obedience’.
23 God entered into this covenant with Adam and Eve and bound them to 

‘perpetual obedience, of which the tree of life was a pledge; and forbidding to eat of 

the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, upon the pain of death’.
24  

 When Adam fell and broke the covenant, all subsequent humans fell with 

him because the covenant established between Adam and God was made with Adam 

‘as a public person’. The Larger Catechism Q. 21 outlined the transgression:  

 Our first parents being left to the freedom of their own will, through the 
 temptation of Satan, transgressed the commandment of God in eating 
 the forbidden fruit; and thereby fell from the estate of innocency 
 wherein they were created.25  
 

                                                 
22 Confession of Faith, IV:2, 10. 
 
23 Confession of Faith, VII:2, 14. 
  
24 Larger catechism, Q. 20. 
 
25 Larger catechism, Q. 21. 
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 Adam sinned not for ‘himself only, but for his posterity, all mankind 

descending from him by ordinary generation, sinned in him, and fell with him in that 

first transgression’.
26 Humankind therefore was incapable of life by the first 

covenant established in Adam and now subject to: ‘the loss of communion with God, 

his displeasure and curse; so as we are by nature children of wrath, bond slaves to 

Satan, and justly liable to all punishments in this world, and that which is to come’.
27 

For the divines, unlike the antinomians, once Adam failed to keep the covenant of 

works, it could never again be re-instated as a covenant for God’s people.  The 

antinomian claim that the law given at Sinai was part of the covenant of works was 

impossible since the covenant broke irreparably with the entrance of sin. Men and 

women could no longer perfectly keep the covenant established between humanity 

and God.28  

 Despite this situation, God was pleased to make a second covenant, 

‘commonly called the covenant of grace: wherein He freely offers unto sinners life 

and salvation by Jesus Christ’.
29 The Larger Catechism Q. 30 stated:  

 God doth not leave all men to perish in the estate of sin and misery, 
 into which they fell by the breach of the first covenant, commonly 
 called the covenant of works; but out of his mere love and mercy 
  delivereth his elect out of it, and bringeth them into an estate of 
 salvation by the second covenant, commonly called the covenant of 
 grace. 
  
The grace of God was thus manifested in the second covenant ‘in that he freely 

provideth and offereth to sinners a mediator, and life and salvation by him’. The 

divines, unlike the antinomians, were careful to emphasise that the covenant of grace 
                                                 
26 Larger catechism, Q. 22. 
 
27 Larger catechism, Q. 27. 
 
28 See chapter one for the antinomian claim that the law given at Sinai was part of the covenant of 
works.  
 
29 Confession of Faith, VII:3, 14. 
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was not only present in the Old Testament, but it as fully encompassed God’s 

interaction with his people as it did in the New Testament.  

 Even though the Old Testament was under the covenant of grace, the divines 

did not ignore the biblical tension between the Old and New Testaments. They 

pointed out that the covenant of grace was ‘not always administered after the same 

manner, but the administrations of it under the Old Testament were different from 

those under the New’.
30 In the Old Testament, it was given as ‘types and ordinances 

delivered to the people of the Jews’, which all foresaw ‘Christ to come’.
31 However, 

the types and ordinances were ‘sufficient and efficacious, through the operation of 

the Spirit’. Furthermore, the divines affirmed that the Spirit operated through these 

ordinances to ‘instruct and build up the elect in faith in the promised Messiah, by 

whom they had full remission of sins, and eternal salvation’.
32 In the New 

Testament, when Christ the substance of these promises, had come, the same 

covenant of grace was and still is to be 

 administered in the preaching of the word, and the administration of 
 the sacraments of baptism and the Lord’s supper; in which grace and 
 salvation are held forth in more fullness, evidence, and efficacy, to all 
 nations.33  
 
 The divines concluded that ‘there are not therefore two covenants of grace, 

differing in substance, but one and the same, under various dispensations’.
34 This 

                                                 
30 Larger catechism, Q. 33. 
 
31 Confession of Faith, VII:5, 15.  
 
32 Confession of Faith, VII:5, 15. Also, Larger catechism, Q. 34: ‘How was the covenant of grace 
administered under the Old Testament’? ‘A. The covenant of grace was administered under the Old 
Testament, by promises, prophecies, sacrifices, circumcision, the passover, and other types and 
ordinances, which did all foresignify Christ then to come, and were for that time sufficient to build up 
the elect in faith in the promised messiah, by whom they then had full remission of sin, and eternal 
salvation’. 
 
33 Larger catechism, Q. 35: ‘How is the covenant of grace administered under the New Testament’? 
 
34 Confession of Faith, VII:6, 15. See how this differed from the antinomian understanding of the 
covenants in chapter one. 
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concluding point, of a single covenant of grace, was significant. A prominent 

Assembly-member, Edmund Calamy, pointed out in Two Solemne Covenants made 

betweene God and Man that there were ‘severall opinions about the Covenant of 

Works, and the Covenant of grace, to the great disturbance of many Christians’.
35 

Antinomian John Simpson delivered one of those opinions ‘before a Committee of 

the Assembly of Divines’, and according to Calamy, Simpson claimed scripture 

affirmed four covenants: two of grace and two of works.36 The two covenants 

established with Adam and with Israel at Mount Sinai were covenants of works. 

Abraham and Christ inaugurated the two covenants of grace.37  

 Calamy’s work, published a few months before the Confession of Faith, is 

the most lucid and succinct refutation of antinomian teaching produced by any of the 

                                                                                                                                          
 
35 Edmund Calamy, Two solemne covenants made betweene God and man, viz. the covenant of 
workes, and the covenant of grace, clearly laid open, distinguished, and vindicated from many 
dangerous and destructive opinions (London, 1646), 1. 
 
36 See chapter two for the committee’s examination of Simpson. Interestingly, the records of the 

examination do not record any discussion of covenant theology. 
 
37 The Assembly’s explanation of the two covenants was, by this point in time, the standard Reformed 
position, although various other interpretations were propounded. Mark Jones provides a helpful 
taxonomy of opinion in ‘The “Old” Covenant’ in ‘Drawn into controversie’: Reformed Theological 

Diversity and Debates within Seventeenth-Century British Puritanism ed. Michael A.G. Haykin et al. 
(Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2011), 183-203. However, Jones makes an error at the 
beginning of his chapter: he mistakenly assumes that Calamy is referring to Sidrach Simpson rather 
than John Simpson in Calamy’s Two solemne covenants. It is true that Calamy merely refers to M. 
Sympson, so the mistake is understandable. Calamy is referring to John Simpson for two reasons: 
Calamy claims that he heard Simpson make an argument for four covenants ‘before a committee of 

the Assembly of Divines in my hearing’. John Simpson was called before the antinomian committee, 

of which Calamy was the chair, to answer for his views on the relationship between the Old and New 
Testaments, an account of which is recorded in chapter two of this thesis. There is no record that 
Sidrach Simpson was ever called to do the same, and as a member of the Assembly himself it would 
have been rather odd for him to be called before an Assembly committee. Second, Calamy’s summary 

of this M. Sympson’s theology fits John Simpson’s antinomian views. Jones’ misunderstanding leads 

him to suggest that Calamy is presenting differing views of the covenant theology at the Assembly, 
when in fact he was foremost presenting views that were abroad in London, although certainly 
members of the Assembly did have slight disagreements about the exact nature of the covenants. 
Jones presents a much more fractured picture of the Assembly than it really was: while the divines 
could argue over nearly every other aspect of theology, in all of the minutes there is not one recorded 
debate over the nature of the covenants.  
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divines and thus deserves some attention here.38 Calamy argued that the covenant of 

works was made with Adam ‘before his fall and to all his posterity who come under 

it as soon as they take upon them his nature, for he did bear an Image for himselfe 

and all his posterity… ’.
39 When Adam broke this covenant, he brought sin upon 

himself and all who would follow, so that ‘now there is none clean’ and ‘all men by 

nature lye under the pollution and guilt of Adams sinne’. Calamy then explained that 

God the father made a covenant of grace with Christ the son from all eternity to save 

some of Adam’s posterity. He continued that had ‘not this Covenant of grace been 

prepared ready against the fall of Adam to take place at the very moment of his fall, 

the Justice of God had immediately seized upon the whole Creation under Heaven, 

and consum’d them to their first nothing’.
40 Calamy disagreed with Simpson’s view 

that the covenant of grace was not inaugurated until Abraham. He argued that 

scripture dictated that the covenant of grace be established between God and Christ 

in eternity: if not, all of humanity would have been destroyed when Adam fell and 

absolved the covenant established between him and God. God was compassionate 

                                                 
38 In between the divines’ debates over antinomian soteriology in the autumn of 1643 and their 

published Confession of Faith, numerous divines were exploring their own thoughts on the 
differences between biblical redemption in the Old and in the New Testament. None of them is as 
clear and concise as Calamy’s 30 page work. Anthony Burgess gave a series of lectures at Sion 
College on justification and the moral law, which were then published as two treatises: Vindiciae 
Legis: or, a vindication of the moral law and the covenants from the errours of Papists, Arminians, 
Socinians, and more especially, Antinomians (London, 1646) and The true doctrine of justification 
asserted, and vindicated, from the errours of Papists, Arminians, Socinians, and more especially 
Antinomians (London, 1647). Both works were highly-technical and each spans over 275 pages. 
Samuel Bolton wrote a 400-page treatise vindicating the law and the covenants against antinomians: 
The True Bounds of Christian Freedome: Or a treatise wherein the rights of the law are vindicated, 
the liberties of grace maintained, and the severall late opinions against the law are examined and 
confuted (London, 1645). Robert Baillie’s A Disswasive from the Errours of the Time (London, 
1646), is 252 pages long. Thomas Gataker’s numerous treatises published during these years are cited 
throughout the thesis. 
 
39 Calamy, Two solemne covenants, 2. 
 
40 Calamy, Two solemne covenants, 2. 
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with Adam and Eve and let them live after their fall because of the covenant of grace 

that was already established between God and his Son as their mediator. 

 Calamy also disagreed with Simpson that the covenant established with Israel 

at Mount Sinai was a covenant of works. He argued that it could not have been a 

covenant of works, as that would have disannulled the covenant of grace that had 

already been established in eternity and confirmed over four hundred years 

previously to Abraham.41 If it had been a covenant of works, it would have made the 

Israelites their own saviours, ‘but it was the happiness of Israel to be saved by the 

Lord’, not by their own workings. Israel could never have kept the covenant – the 

nation was already completely defiled by sin and was ‘uncapable of another 

covenant of works’. Calamy pointed out that if the Lord had put them who were dead 

in their sins, already cursed under the broken covenant of works, under another 

covenant for them to work out their own salvation, it would have been ‘no mercy at 

all to Israel, but that law at Sinai was a great mercy to Israel, he had not dealt so with 

any other nation as to give them his lawes and statutes’.
42  

 For Calamy, Israel was a unique special holy people to the Lord ‘yet born 

into the world, dead in sin’. The law given at Sinai was thus given as a ‘rule of life’; 

it was a rule of obedience to those who were already under the covenant of grace.43 It 

was not a second covenant of works, nor was it a second covenant of grace. It was, 

and the Assembly of divines echoed Calamy’s teaching, a ‘further administration’ of 

the covenant of grace already established between God and his people. Because the 

                                                 
41 Calamy, Two solemne covenants, 14. 
 
42 Calamy, Two solemne covenants, 15. 
 
43 Calamy, Two solemne covenants, 15. 
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moral law was delivered under the covenant of grace, not works, it was an eternal 

rule of life for God’s people. 

Christ’s Obedience in the Work of Redemption: Confession of Faith XI.1 

 The divines’ point that the justification of believers was ‘in all respects’ the 

same in the Old and the New Testament was just the beginning of their explanation 

of the process and nature of justification. Chapter 11 provided an account of all the 

different ‘respects’ of justification that were the same in the two testaments. An 

understanding that justification was the same in the two testaments grounded the 

divines’ claim that the basis for the believer’s justification was Christ’s work of 

redemption. Section one stated: 

 Those whom God effectually calleth, he also freely justifieth; not by 
 infusing righteousnesse into them, but by pardoning their sins, and by 
 accounting and accepting their persons as righteous; not, for any thing 
 wrought in them, or done by them, but for Christs sake alone; nor, by 
 imputing faith it self, the act of beleeving, or any other evangelicall 
 obedience, to them, as their righteousness, but, by imputing the 
 obedience and satisfaction of Christ unto them, they receiving, and 
 resting on him and his righteousness by faith; which faith, they have 
 not of themselves, it is the gift of God. 
  
 Reflecting their hours of debate in 1643 over the nature of Christ’s work of 

redemption, the Assembly members argued that Christ as mediator came under the 

law and perfectly fulfilled it.44 Christ’s active obedience to the law during his life 

and his passive obedience of enduring the cross fully discharged the debt of ‘all 

those that are thus justified, and did make a proper, real and full satisfaction to His 

Father’s justice in their behalf’.
45 The Assembly affirmed that the active and passive 

obedience of Christ were necessary parts of justification, and both were imputed to 

the believer in his or her justification so that ‘both the exact justice, and rich grace of 

                                                 
44 Confession of Faith, VIII:4, 17. 
 
45 Confession of Faith, VIII: 5, 17. Christ ‘satisfied the justice of His Father; and purchased, not only 
reconciliation, but an everlasting inheritance in the kingdom of heaven’ for his people. 
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God might be glorified in the justification of sinners’.
46 Justification was thus God’s 

free grace unto sinners, ‘in which he pardoneth all their sins, accepteth and 

accounteth their persons righteous in his sight; not for anything wrought in them, or 

done by them, but only for the perfect obedience and full satisfaction of Christ, by 

God imputed to them’.
47  

 It has been argued that chapter 11 section 1 does not adequately affirm that 

both Christ’s active and passive righteousness are imputed to a sinner for his or her 

justification. Long and complex theories have been presented as to why this could be 

the case.48 However, close attention to the Assembly’s minutes and work on the 

Thirty-nine Articles shows unambiguously that the divines intended to signify both 

Christ’s active and passive righteousness in this chapter. On 5 September 1643, the 

chairman of the committee in charge of revising Article 11, ‘Of justification’, had 

reported to the Assembly their desired changes to the Article. The committee thought 

the Article was ‘wholy silent’ on the nature of the ‘efficient cause’ of justification, so 

they asked to include the phrase ‘freely by his grace’ to explain more fully that grace 

was the efficient cause of justification. The committee then wanted to add the 

‘formall cause’ of justification to the Article. They explained to the Assembly that 

the formal cause of justification was Christ’s active and passive obedience, which 

they desired to be described in the Article as ‘Christs … whole obedience’.
49 The 

minutes thus show that members of the Assembly understood that the phrase ‘whole 

                                                 
46 See chapter three for the divines’ debates on these points.  
 
47 Larger catechism, Q. 70: ‘What is justification’? 
 
48 Jeffrey K. Jue, ‘The Active Obedience of Christ and the Theology of the Westminster Standards: A 
Historical Investigation’ in Justification in Christ: God’s Plan for Us in Justification, ed. K. Scott 
Oliphint (Fearn: Mentor, 2007), 109-16, summarised the arguments and presented his own.  
 
49 Minutes and Papers, 2:38-39. 
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obedience’ adequately summarised Christ’s active and passive work of justification, 

and they did not think it necessary to include the exact words ‘active’ and ‘passive’. 

The Necessity of Justifying Faith in Time as a Condition to the Covenant of 
Grace: Confession of Faith XI.1. 3.4 
 
 During their discussions of Article 11 in the autumn of 1643, a number of 

divines worried that stating that one was ‘accounted’ and ‘accepted’ to be righteous 

would give too much credit to the antinomian teaching that justification was merely 

a recollection of a previous decree of justification in eternity. Antinomians created 

this teaching out of their desperate fear of Arminian supremacy of the will and 

rejected the notion that the exercise of one’s will, even to perform the act of faith, 

had any part in procuring justification.50 Thus, antinomians argued that the believer’s 

act of faith in time could not be a necessary required condition for justification as 

that would introduce ‘popish works-mongering Arminianism’ into the salvation 

process.51 The divines disagreed, and chapter 11 section four argued that while 

justification was decreed from eternity, justification was applied to believers in time. 

The section stated:   

 God did, from all eternity, decree to justifie all the elect, and Christ did, 
 in the  fullness of time, die for their sins, and rise again for their 
 justification: neverthelesse, they are not justified untill the holy Spirit 
 doth, in due time, actually apply Christ unto them. 
 
Justification was an eternal decree based in God’s electing call, but men and women 

were actually justified at a specific point in time. The divines explained the process 

in Trinitarian terms: God had decreed in eternity that justification would occur when 

the elect responded to the gospel in repentance and faith through the Holy Spirit 

applying Christ’s work of redemption to them. Saving faith was thus not merely a 

                                                 
50 See chapter one.  
 
51 Henry Denne, The Doctrine and Conversation of John Baptist (London, 1641), 35-37. See chapter 
three for the divines’ debate over this issue. 
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remembrance of a justification already taken place, but an active work of the Spirit 

illuminating the mind and heart of a sinner. In fact, the divines’ emphasis on the 

Holy Spirit’s work of giving faith points out a failure on the part of antinomian 

theology to credit adequately the Spirit with a specific role in the process of 

redemption.52  

 While the Holy Spirit illuminated the mind of a sinner to receive Christ, the 

divines were clear that the act of faith was an essential condition to enter the 

covenant of grace.53 Section one of chapter 11 pointed out that men and women were 

required to receive and rest on Christ and his righteousness by their faith.54  The 

covenant of grace, ‘wherein God freely offers life to sinners’, required ‘of them faith 

in Him, that they may be saved’.
55 This faith accepted, received, and rested upon 

                                                 
52 The divines’ stress on the importance of the Holy Spirit in the work of redemption is shown in a 
number of chapters in the Confession of Faith. See for instance, chapter one: ‘Of the holy scripture’, 

where the divines ‘acknowledge the inward illumination of the Spirit of God to be necessary for the 
saving understanding of such things as are revealed in the Word’. Also, chapter ten: ‘of effectual 

calling’, where the divines argue that sinners were ‘quickened and renewed by the Holy Spirit’, who 

enlightened their minds ‘spiritually and savingly to understand the things of God’ even though it was 

the believer himself who embraced the grace offered. 
 
53 That faith was a necessary condition to the covenant – not as a foreseen condition required for God 
to grant election, but as a necessary step in the process of salvation – was an established position of 
Reformed theology by this time. See Andrew Woolsey, Unity and Continuity in Covenantal Thought: 
A Study in the Reformed Tradition to the Westminster Assembly (Grand Rapids, MI: Reformation 
Heritage Books, 2011). Thomas Gataker, argued in Mr. Antony Wotton’s Defence against Mr. George 
Walker’s Charge, accusing him of socinian heresie and blasphemie (Cambridge, 1641), 54, that ‘it is 

as clear as the light at noon-day, that whosoever shall deny Faith in Christ to be a condition appointed 
by God to be performed on mans part for the obtaining of Justification, shall have all Jews Paganes, 
and Mahumetanes concurring therein with him’. He argued that Continental theologians such as 
Caspar Olevian, Johann Piscator, Zacharias Ursinus, and David Pareus all held to it, and to ‘keep our 

selves at home’, so did Englishmen such as John Foxe, William Perkins, and William Pemble. 
Gataker also listed John Foxe’s De Christo gratis justificante (London, 1571), 244: ‘The Evangelicall 

promise requireth no other condition to the attaining of salvation, besides Faith onely, whereby we 
beleeve on the Sonne of God’; and William Perkins’s Reformed Catholoque (London, 1597): ‘In the 

Covenant of Grace, two things must be considered: the substance thereof, and the condition ... The 
condition is, that we for our parts are by faith to receive the foresaid benefits. And this condition is by 
grace as well as the substance’. See chapter one and below for the antinomian rejection of this 
teaching. 
 
54 Larger catechism, Q. 32: ‘How is the grace of God manifested in the second covenant’? A. ‘The 
grace of God is manifested in the second covenant, in that he freely provideth and offereth to sinners a 
mediator, and life and salvation by him; and requiring faith as the condition … ’. 
 
55 Confession of Faith, III.3, 15.  
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Christ alone for justification, sanctification, and eternal life, ‘by virtue of the 

covenant of grace’.
56  

 As section three of chapter 11 pointed out, the act of faith was not the formal 

cause, ground, or meritorious qualification for the sinner’s justification. That honour 

belonged to Christ and his work of atonement. The section stated:  

 Christ, by His obedience and death, did fully discharge the debt of all 
 those that are thus justified, and did make a proper, real and full 
 satisfaction to His Father's justice in their behalf. Yet, in as much as 
 He was given by the  Father for them; and His obedience and 
 satisfaction accepted in their stead: and both, freely, not for any thing in 
 them; their justification is only of free grace; that both the exact justice, 
 and rich grace of God might be glorified in the justification of sinners. 
  
Thus the act of faith was definitely required for justification, but it was not a faith 

that sinners worked themselves: the faith that believers received was not ‘of 

themselves, it is a gift of God’.57 Samuel Rutherford, one of the Scottish 

commissioners to the Assembly, reflected in his sermon before Parliament in January 

1644 on the question antinomians had concerning the relationship between faith and 

justification. He stated their question as: ‘But if I cannot come to Christ without 

sense of sinne and povertie, then is my coming and my act of beleeving founded and 

bottomed upon something that I have before I come to Christ’? He answered from 

Romans 10:17, that ‘faith commeth by hearing, so Christ himselfe is the formall 

reason of my faith, I rest on Christ, because hee is Christ’. Rutherford continued that 

                                                 
56 Confession of Faith, XIV.2, 24. 
 
57 This idea was echoed throughout the Larger catechism. Faith was God’s gift, so that the believer’s 

justification could be of free grace. The Larger catechism, questions 32 and 71, argued that though 
faith was a condition, it was worked by the Holy Spirit. For example: Larger catechism, Q. 32: ‘How 
is the grace of God manifested in the second covenant’? A: ‘God ‘giveth his Holy Spirit to all his 
elect, to work in them that faith’. Also, Confession of Faith, XIV.1, 24: ‘The grace of faith, whereby 

the elect are enabled to believe to the saving of their souls, is the work of the Spirit of Christ in their 
hearts, and is ordinarily wrought by the ministry of the Word, by which also, and by the 
administration of the sacraments, and prayer, it is increased and strengthened’.  
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while a sense of sin and poverty was a strong motive and was thus a ‘pinning in the 

wall’, it was not the foundation of the strong wall of justification.58 

 God accepted Christ’s satisfaction as a surety for sinners, imputing his 

righteousness to them, and sending his Spirit to work faith in them that they then in 

time exercised.59 The Holy Spirit applied Christ to God’s people by working faith in 

them so that believers received and rested upon Christ and Christ’s righteousness by 

their faith.60 Their faith then became the ‘instrumentall cause’ of justification.
61 

Edmund Calamy summarised the divines’ teaching:  

 … now faith uniting us unto Christ as the head and members makes all 

 the active and passive obedience of Christ to be ours by imputation, 
 and likewise all our sinfulnesse and guiltinesse to be his, and he 
 coming as a surety takes upon him to pay all our debts, and by our 
 matrimoniall union with him all his riches becomes ours, but this key 
 of faith we fetch daily new grace out of his  treasure of grace … .62 
  
 The question of the role and nature of faith in relation to the new covenant 

was precisely the issue over which Thomas Gataker and antinomian John Saltmarsh 

had a lively pamphlet dialogue in 1646, while the Confession of Faith was being 

written. Saltmarsh and Gataker agreed that scripture contained two main covenants, 

the covenant of works and the covenant of grace, or new covenant. However, their 

differing understanding of the function of faith and works in the covenants led them 

to opposing sides. Saltmarsh specifically rejected the ‘Reformed’ position that faith 

                                                 
58 Samuel Rutherford, A Sermon Preached to the honourable House of Commons at their late solemne 
fast, Wednesday, Jan. 31, 1644 (Edinburgh, 1644), 31. 
 
59 Larger catechism, Q. 71: ‘How is justification an act of God’s free grace’? 
 
60 Larger catechism, Q. 58 again summarised the divines’ understanding of the importance of the 

Spirit: ‘How do we come to be made partakers of the benefits which Christ hath procured’? A. ‘We 

are made partakers of the benefits which Christ hath procured, by the application of them unto us, 
which is the work especially of God the Holy Ghost’. Saving faith was not merely a remembrance of 

a justification already taken place as the antinomians taught, but an active work of the Spirit 
illuminating the mind and heart of a sinner. 
 
61 Minutes and Papers, 2:40. 
 
62 Calamy, Two solemne covenants, 6. 
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was a condition of the new covenant. He argued that only Papists and Arminians 

held that position as it equated the new covenant with the covenant of works. 

Saltmarsh believed that the Reformed position required believers to perform the 

‘good work’ of faith in order to receive salvation.63 Gataker, on the other hand, 

argued that faith was a condition of the new covenant, and defended his position as 

the sound and true Reformed one. Saltmarsh’s challenge, as quoted by Gataker was: 

‘Either place salvation upon a free botome, or else you make the New Covenant but 

an old covenant in new terms; instead of Do this and live; Believe this and live; 

repent and live; obey and live: and all this, is for want of reveiling the mystery more 

fully’.64 Gataker bitingly responded that ‘the difference between these [covenants] 

hath by our writers been long since observed, whereof from their writings you might 

easily have been enformed, had you deigned to consult them’.  

 Gataker explained that in the covenant of works, works performed by the 

parties to be justified were done without ‘reference unto or to be done for them by 

any other’. Things were different in the covenant of grace, however. In that 

covenant: 

 faith is required and considered, not as a work barely done by us, but as 
 an instrument, or means, whereby Christ is apprehended, & 
 received, in whom is found, & by whom that is done whereby God’s 

 justice is satisfied, and life eternall meritoriously procured for us; that 
 which carieth the power and  efficacy of all home to Christ.65  
  

                                                 
63 John Saltmarsh, Free grace: or, the flowings of Christs blood free to Sinners (London, 1646), 198. 
See chapter one for a detailed summary of antinomianism on this point. 
 
64 Thomas Gataker, Shadowes without substance, or pretended new lights: together, with the impieties 
and blasphemies that lurk under them, further discovered and drawn forth in to the Light (London, 
1646), 48.  
 
65 Gataker, Shadowes without substance, 47. Gataker, Shadowes without substance, 53, rhetorically 
questioned Saltmarsh: ‘But Sir, who of us ever affirmed faith to bee either justification, or imputation 
to righteousnesse, or salvation? Wee affirm with the Apostle, that wee are justified by Faith; and wee 
are saved by Faith; and that Faith is imputed to righteousnesse’. 
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 Gataker argued that faith was required as a condition ‘to be necessarily 

performed by all those that expect life, or pardon of sin and salvation by Christ’ yet 

had no ‘hand in the businesse of our justification, or discharge of us our debt’.
66 The 

believer’s faith 

  is that whereby we receive Jesus Christ and in him and with him the 
 price by him paid for us, and whereby we truth to him, and rely 
 upon him, for the discharge of our debt by the merits of his sufferings; 
 in regard whereof it is called, as faith on Christ, so more specially, on 
 his blood.67 
  
He argued that no sound theologian equated faith with either justification or the 

imputation of righteousness; ‘we distinguish these things warily one from another … 

neither confounding justification with faith nor faith … with Christ’.
68 He argued 

that faith as a gift of God, given out of his love for his people in Christ, who freely 

worked it in them so that they were enabled to receive Christ, was ‘taught so as well 

before Christs passion as since the same’.
69 He hoped that all true and faithful 

ministers of Christ highly esteemed and frequently preached free-grace ‘as the word 

                                                 
66 Gataker, Shadowes without substance, 47. Gataker, Shadowes without substance, 41, defined a 
‘condition’ as: ‘that which is so propounded as that being performed life and salvation may 
undoubtedly be attained, and without which is cannot be had’. Besides falling in line with the other 

theologians at the Assembly, as will be shown below, Gataker’s teaching aligned with John Owen. 
Owen agreed that faith was a condition to the covenant, but this condition was purchased for and 
applied to Christ’s people absolutely, unconditionally, and not on the basis of their foreseen act of 
faith. See John Owen, The Works of John Owen, ed. William Goold, 24 vols. (Edinburgh and London: 
Johnstone & Hunter, 1850-55; Edinburgh: Banner of Truth Trust, 1965), 10:203, 224-25, 241, 450, 
465; 12:608.  
 
67 Gataker, Shadowes without substance, 47. 56: ‘... wee are said to be justified by it [faith], to live by 
it, to be saved by it, to have it imputed unto us for righteousnesse: all which indeed is to be 
understood not principally, immediately, meritoriously, in regard of any worth or dignity of it, or 
efficaciously, in regard of any power of efficacie in it self; but mediately, subserviently, organically, 
instrumentally, as it is a means to apprehend Christ, his satisfaction, and his sufferings, by the price 
and merit whereof we are justified, and saved, and consist as righteous in Gods sight, and as it hath a 
special respect and relation thereunto’. 
 
68 Gataker, Shadowes without substance, 57. 
 
69 Gataker, A mistake or misconstruction removed. Whereby little difference is pretended to have been 
acknowledged between the Antinomians and Us (London, 1646), 37: ‘Was not Christs blood, think 

we, as effectuall for the pacifying of Gods wrath in those times, as in these? These be new doctrines 
indeed’. 
 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/tg/detail/-/0851513921/qid=1112336629/sr=1-3/ref=sr_1_3/002-7814776-0276033?v=glance&s=books
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holdeth out as wel in the writings of the Old as of the New Testament’.
70 Adam, in 

the covenant of works, was required to fully and exactly answer God’s justice in his 

works of perfect obedience. In the covenant of grace, works were required ‘tho as 

necessary duties, and such as without which none can expect salvation by Christ; yet 

not, as any way answering Gods justice’.
71 He ended this section with: ‘Thus Sir, 

you see, that such sely [silly] novices as we are esteemed by you, yet are able to 

distinguish those things, which you presume impossible to be distinguished, by such 

shallow wits at least as you conceive or conceit ours to be’. 

 Gataker claimed that Saltmarsh’s initial challenge was frivolous at best, for 

what was the Apostle’s command to ‘believe in the Lord Jesus, and thou shalt be 

saved’ but ‘believe and live’? And what was Christ’s command to ‘repent, that your 

sinnes may be done away’ but ‘repent and live’? He questioned whether the Apostles 

and even Christ himself by their doctrine ‘did not place salvation upon a free-

botome; but brought in the old Covenant again in new termes’.
72 Gataker argued that 

when he and other ministers ‘presse faith, repentance and humiliation, we are sure 

we doe noe other, then Christ and his Apostles before us did’.
73 Christ preached the 

necessity of repentance ‘unto salvation’.
74 

                                                 
70 Gataker, A mistake or misconstruction removed, 6. 
 
71 Gataker, Shadowes without substance, 47: ‘ ... yet not, as any way answering Gods justice, but as 
finding gracious acceptance with God, notwithstanding their manifold defects, through his mercy in 
Iesus Christ’. Gataker’s answer here reflects the Assembly’s earlier debates on the nature of a 

believer’s works. See chapter three. 
 
72 Gataker, Shadowes without substance, 49. Antinomian John Eaton would have claimed that Christ’s 

words, spoken before the third gospel age was inaugurated, were not applicable to life now in the 
third age. See chapter one. 
 
73 Gataker, Shadowes without substance, 26. He continued: ‘And so saith your brother Eaton, that 
Christ himself did’ [press them legally]. 
 
74 Gataker, Shadowes without substance, 30. Gataker recorded Saltmarsh’s response: ‘But this was 

before the Spirit was given’. Gataker then replied: ‘what Spirit Sir, is it you mean? Was not that 
Spirit, which was given to those that believed and repented upon Johns preaching and Christs before 
his passion, and before that more ample effusion of it, and the extraordinary gifts of it, spoken of by 
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 According to Gataker, it was Saltmarsh’s misunderstanding of the character 

of the Old Testament which led him to wrong conclusions about the nature of faith 

and salvation. Saltmarsh’s claim that current ministers were remaining ‘in a legall 

strain, and would work God into his old and former way of reveiling himself as 

under the Law, when he seemed to be onely in the way to reconcilicaiton and peace, 

rather then pacified’ revealed that Saltmarsh understood that God’s way of 

interacting with his people was different during the Old Testament than in the New.75 

Gataker responded to Saltmarsh’s point that the Old Testament prophets did not 

preach free grace by arguing that ‘Jesus Christ is yesterday, to day, and the same for 

ever. And whatsoever saving grace is now given from Christ by the Spirit, was 

alwayes and in all times given unto all, that ever were saved by Christ; nor is there 

herein any difference between those times and these’.
76 He claimed that Saltmarsh’s 

teaching could only lead to the belief that the Old Testament did not offer free grace, 

and thus the prophets ‘did but delude God’s people, pretending to propound and 

preach grace unto them, when as indeed they did nothing les’.
77 Consequently, no 

one could have been saved by free grace in the Old Testament times since free grace 

was never preached to the Old Testament people.78  

                                                                                                                                          
the Evangelist, in the place you seem to point at; the very same with that Spirit, that was given 
afterward for the working of faith and repentance in those, who in times ensuing upon the Apostles 
preaching repented and believed?’. 
 
75 Gataker, A mistake or misconstruction removed, 7. 
 
76 Gataker, Shadowes without substance, 30.  
 
77 Gataker, A mistake or misconstruction removed, 8. 
 
78 Gataker, A mistake or misconstruction removed, 7: ‘Yet the Apostle Paul affirms, that all that were 

ever justified, either in those times or these, were justified by free grace. And by it the Apostle Peter 
assures us, that those were saved that lived in those times, as wel as we that now live’. Gataker, A 
mistake or misconstruction removed, 10, acknowledged that Saltmarsh was following Eaton, who 
designated Christ as a ‘legal’ preacher, since Christ pressed for obedience to the law in his sermons. 
Later Gataker, A mistake or misconstruction removed, 35, remarked: ‘Mr. Eatons spirit seems to be in 

this man revived, tho carrying the matter somewhat more covertly and cunningly then he did’.  
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 Gataker was worried that Saltmarsh’s teachings would lead men and women 

to think that even if they did not repent of their sins, they would still be saved,  

 to wit, that there is nothing required to be done by any, for the 
 obtaining of a  share, in the redemption and salvation procured and 
 purchased by Christ, or for the application of Christs merits unto any; 
 and they may therefore be saved by Christ, without faith or repentance 
 or new obedience … ’.

79  
 
Gataker quoted ‘Work out your salvation with fear and trembling’, to prove that faith 

was necessary to apprehend Christ and Christ’s righteousness. He argued that if faith 

were not a requisite condition to justification, men and women could be granted 

salvation though they ‘never know or look after Christ … though they ‘neither know 

nor believe, nor do ever heare of such a Covenant concerning it’.
80 In an apparent 

effort at peace-making, Gataker offered to ‘lay aside’ the term ‘condition’, since it 

appeared to be the instigator of the problems between the two of them. He claimed 

that they would agree if Saltmarsh would accept that upon believing in Christ, 

repenting of sin, and leading a new life, the believer would undoubtedly attain life 

and salvation, and that without these it could not be had.81  

 Both Saltmarsh and Gataker agreed that faith’s role in justification should be 

structured in terms of covenant theology, even Saltmarsh as an antinomian. Given 

that structure, Saltmarsh criticised Gataker’s notion of faith as a necessary condition 

of the new covenant, as that would lead to Arminianism. He believed that by holding 

                                                 
79 Gataker, Shadowes without substance, 11. Gataker, Shadowes without substance, 13, complained 
against Saltmarsh: ‘You see Sir, what a short cut your selfe here make; for here is Repentance, and 

new Obedience, and Mortification, and the study, pursuit and practise of Holinesse and the like, all 
cut off at one blow, as being neither Gospel work, nor way. And it may justly be questioned, whether 
this be the straight gate and narrow way, that Christ point his to’. 
 
80 Gataker, Shadowes without substance, 66: ‘For if they [the promises of the gospel] belong to 

sinners as sinners; then sinners as sinners may lay claim to them, as having right to, and interest in 
them: and being so absolute, … free from all condition whatsoever, they shall undoubtedly, whether 
they repent or no, be made good to them: and so all sinners, even the whole world, according to your 
assertion … shall be saved’. 
 
81 Gataker, Shadowes without substance, 43.  
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that faith was a necessary condition to the new covenant, Gataker created a 

soteriology that merely recapitulated the covenant of works and could thus only be 

based on works righteousness. Gataker responded that without requiring faith as a 

condition, universal salvation would be the result. Gataker was careful to argue that 

while faith was a condition to the covenant, it was faith that was given by God and 

his Spirit applying Christ’s work of redemption to his elect people. 

The Remnant of Sin in Believers and the Need for Repentance: Confession of 
Faith XI.5 
 
 Section five of chapter 11 provided an answer to the antinomian claim that 

believers, because of their justification, were no longer corrupted by sin in God’s 

eyes. They could thus not receive punishment or chastisement for their sin and 

ministers were not to preach about the necessity of repentance for sin, as that would 

assume their congregation was still under the covenant of works.82 The section  

stated:  
  
 God doth continue to forgive the sins of those that are justified: and, 
 although they can never fall from the state of Justification; yet, they 
 may by their sins, fall  under Gods fatherly displeasure, and not have 
 the light of his countenance restored unto them, until they humble 
 themselves, confesse their sins, beg  pardon, and renew their faith and 
 repentance. 
 
By this formulation, the divines affirmed that justified men and women were still 

tainted by their sin, despite the fact that they were justified through the triune work 

of God the Father calling, Christ atoning, and the Spirit illuminating.83 Elsewhere in 

the Confession of Faith, the Assembly affirmed that the ‘corruption of nature, during 

this life, does remain in those that are regenerated; and although it be, through 

                                                 
82 See chapters one and three. 
 
83 See also Confession of Faith, VI:4, 13: ‘From this original corruption, whereby we are utterly 

indisposed, disabled, and made opposite to all good, and wholly inclined to all evil, do proceed all 
actual transgressions’.  
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Christ, pardoned, and mortified; yet both itself, and all the motions thereof, are truly 

and properly sin’.
84 A believer was once-and-for-all freed from the bondage and 

curse of sin, but ‘by reason of his remaining corruption, he does not perfectly, or 

only, will that which is good, but does also will that which is evil’.
85 The abiding 

‘remnants of corruption’ caused a continual and irreconcilable war: ‘the flesh lusting 

against the Spirit, and the Spirit against the flesh’. In the war the regenerate part 

always ultimately overcomes and pursues the task of ‘perfecting holiness in the fear 

of God’. Sanctification was ‘throughout, in the whole man’, yet was also imperfect 

in this life.86 

 Believers could ‘never fall from the state of justification’, but they could 

remain under God’s punishment and displeasure. God might allow his children to 

fall into particular temptations to ‘chastise them for their former sins, or to discover 

unto them the hidden strength of corruption and deceitfulness of their hearts’. This 

was so that ‘they may be humbled; and, to raise them to a more close and constant 

dependence for their support upon Himself, and to make them more watchful against 

all future occasions of sin, and for sundry other just and holy ends’.
87 Believers 

might even through their sinfulness ‘come to be deprived of some measure of their 

graces and comforts’ having their hearts hardened and their consciences wounded 

and ultimately bring temporal judgements upon themselves.88  

 For the divines, because justified men and women were still polluted by sin, 

the importance of repentance and confession of sin was great. The divines were clear 

                                                 
84 Confession of Faith, VI:5, 14.  
 
85 Confession of Faith, IX:4, 19. 
 
86 Confession of Faith, XIII:2, 23. 
 
87 Confession of Faith, VI:5, 12. 
  
88 Confession of Faith, XVII:3, 28.  
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that ministers were to preach repentance to all, even and especially to the justified. 

To avoid the label of ‘works-mongering’ so popular with the antinomians, the 

divines were careful to claim that repentance was not to be ‘rested in, as any 

satisfaction for sin, or any cause of the pardon thereof … yet is it of such necessity to 

all sinners, that none may expect pardon without it’.
89 Preaching repentance brought 

believers to gain a sense ‘not only of the danger, but also of the filthiness and 

odiousness of their sins, as contrary to the holy nature, and righteous law of God’.
90 

It would bring believers to a new apprehension of God’s mercy in Christ and cause 

them to grieve for and hate their sins and to turn to God, ‘purposing and 

endeavouring to walk with Him in all the ways of His commandments’.
91  

The Relationship Between Good Works, the Law, and Justification: Confession 
of Faith XI.2 
 
 Finally, chapter 11 addressed two inter-related antinomian teachings on good 

works:  that performing good works could not be used or counted on as an indication 

of justification, and that to do good out of fear of the law indicated that one was not 

justified and still remained under the curse of the covenant of works.92  

 The divines affirmed that saving faith would always be accompanied by good 

works in section two of chapter 11. Although faith was the ‘alone instrument’ of 

justification’, ‘yet it is not alone in the person justified, but is ever accompanied with 

all other saving graces, and is no dead faith, but worketh by Love’. Good works, 

                                                 
89 Confession of Faith, XV:3, 25. See chapter three of this thesis for the divines’ debate over the need 

for repentance. 
 
90 Confession of Faith, XV:2, 25.  
 
91 Confession of Faith, XV:2, 25.  
 
92 Or, as Samuel Rutherford lamented in A Sermon Preached, 32: ‘Antinomians teach that inherent 

qualifications and all workes of sanctification are but doubtfull evidences to us of our interest in 
Christ, or that wee are in the state of grace’.  
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done ‘in obedience to God’s commands’ were actually ‘fruits and evidences of a true 

and lively faith’.
93 

 The Assembly further explained in chapter 14, ‘Of saving faith’, that the 

good works produced by saving faith would need to be tested and measured by the 

law. It was by saving faith that a Christian believed ‘to be true whatsoever is 

revealed in the Word’ and acted ‘differently upon that which each particular passage 

thereof contains; yielding obedience to the commands, trembling at the threatenings, 

and embracing the promises of God for this life’.
94 Thus the law’s encouragement to 

a believer to do good and refrain from evil, was ‘no evidence of the believer being 

under the law and not under grace’, it was rather a picture of the grace of God in 

calling his people into a saving faith. Saving faith was necessarily connected to 

keeping the moral law, so using the law to judge a believer’s works could not 

produce a ‘dead faith’.  

 The divines affirmed that using the law as a rule of life was not contrary to 

the grace of the gospel, but did ‘sweetly comply with it; the Spirit of Christ subduing 

and enabling the will of man to do that freely, and cheerfully, which the will of God, 

revealed in the law, requires to be done’.
95 Christ in the gospel did not in any way 

dissolve the law that was written on the heart of man at creation, but in fact did 

‘much strengthen this obligation’ by calling his people to live a life of obedience and 

holiness. Christ purchased freedom for his people: ‘freedom from the guilt of sin, 

and condemning wrath of God, [and] the curse of the moral law’. This freedom 

enabled his people to yield obedience to him, ‘not out of slavish fear, but a child-like 

                                                 
93 Confession of Faith, XVI:2, 26. 
 
94 Confession of Faith, XIV:2, 24. 
 
95 Confession of Faith, XIX:7, 32.  
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love and willing mind’.
96 The end of Christian liberty was to walk before God in 

holiness and righteousness without fear; and the moral law provided the pattern for 

the believer’s walking.  

 Calamy echoed the Confession of Faith. He argued that it was because men 

and women were already part of the covenant of grace that they endeavoured to 

restrain their sin and make continual repentance for it. They repented not to gain 

justification, but because they were already justified. The moral law provided the 

rule by which God’s people were able to measure how closely they followed the 

requirements of God’s kingdom.
97 Good works in obedience to the law were to be 

performed not as a fulfilment of the covenant of works, but because the moral law 

was an integral part of one’s identity as a human in a covenantal relationship with 

God.98  

 Far from placing men and women back under the covenant of works, keeping 

the moral law and performing good works in obedience to it was a powerful tool of 

assurance of salvation for the believer. In endeavouring to keep the law, believers 

would constantly be reminded of their inability and sinfulness, the deformities of 

their nature, and the transgressions of their life. The law’s threatenings were of use to 

show believers what ‘even their sins deserve from God and what temporal 

chastisements they may expect for their sins’.
99 The believer would then be more 

convicted and humbled and brought to a greater hatred of sin. This hatred of sin 

would then focus the believer’s attention and mind on Christ and his perfect 

                                                 
96 Confession of Faith, XX:1, 32.  
 
97 Calamy, Two solemne covenants, 19: ‘ … there is an Evangelicall doing the whole Law in their 
desire and endeavour as a rule in the covenant of grace already …’ . 
 
98 Confession of Faith, XIX:1, 30. 
 
99 Minutes and Papers, 4:256. Burges registered his dissent to the words ‘temporall chastisements’. 
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obedience which won their justification. The believer could know that while his or 

her works were ‘accompanied with many weaknesses and imperfections’, God 

accepted and rewarded them in Christ.100 In fact, the believer’s ability to perform the 

good works ‘is not at all of themselves, but wholly from the Spirit of Christ’. Men 

and women required ‘an actuall influence of the same holy Spirit, to work in them to 

will and to doe, of his good pleasure’.
101 The moral law showed believers ‘how much 

they are bound to Christ for his fulfilling it, and enduring the curse thereof in their 

stead, and for their good’. It thereby provoked them ‘to more thankfulness, and to 

express the same in their greater care to conform themselves thereunto as the rule of 

their obedience’.
102 The law helped believers to a ‘clearer sight of the need they have 

of Christ, and the perfection of his obedience’.
103 

 The mature thought of the Assembly as expressed in the Confession of Faith 

provided a response to each of the basic tenets of antinomianism. The elegance of 

the Confession of Faith’s text does not betray the hours and days of debate and 

argument each theological point cost the Assembly in 1643. The finished result 

affirmed the continuity between the Old and New Testaments and God’s free grace 

in accounting Christ’s work of obedience to sinners for their justification, 

apprehended by faith. The moral law given under that covenant of grace as a rule for 

God’s people was to remain a perpetual guide for their lives. 

 

  

                                                 
100 Confession of Faith, XVI:6, 27. See chapter three of this thesis for the divines’ discussion relating 
whether to insert this phrase into the Article. 
 
101 Confession of Faith, XVI:3, 26. 
 
102 Larger catechism, Q. 97. 
 
103 Larger catechism, Q. 95. 



211 
 

Conclusion 

 The Assembly’s original task of working through the Thirty-nine Articles, 

revising and updating them, turned into a years-long process of writing and 

formulating multiple documents for the Reformed churches of England, Wales, and 

Ireland as outlined by the terms of the 1643 Solemn League and Covenant. The aim 

of this chapter has been to show how necessary was the Assembly’s earlier work on 

the Thirty-nine Articles to their completed Confession of Faith and Larger 

Catechism. Specifically, the divines’ debates over Article 11, ‘Of justification’, 

debates that were fuelled by concern over antinomian theology, helped to shape the 

divines’ final thoughts on justification, which were then reflected in their revised 

Article 11. The revised Article 11 was then used to form chapter 11 of the 

Confession of Faith. Thus chapter 11 was directly influenced by antinomianism, and 

each of chapter 11’s six sections addressed soteriological questions raised by 

antinomianism.  

 The antinomians and the Westminster divines were struggling with classic 

questions in post-Reformation theology: soteriological questions concerning the 

relationship between the law and the gospel, between works and faith in the process 

of redemption. These overarching theological issues created more specific debates 

on the nature of the relationship between the Old and New Testaments, on Christ’s 

work of obedience in redemption, on the role of justifying faith, on the remnants of 

sin in the justified, on the need for repentance, and on the relation of justification to 

good works. Some of the Westminster divines had been debating these questions for 

decades before the Assembly met. Once the divines assembled, they had years of 

intense theological debate and reflection. The Assembly’s Confession of Faith and 

Larger Catechism, built from the base of the Thirty-nine Articles, reveals the 
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developed thought of the Assembly members. In its nuanced explanation of the 

process of redemption, they intended to provide a solidly Reformed answer to the 

theological issues raised by antinomianism.  
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CONCLUSION 
 
 

 
 The Westminster Assembly was called at a crossroads of religious 

development in England. Until the execution of Archbishop William Laud in 1645, 

there had only been one official religion in England – the civil wars brought England 

to a place she had never before been. Parliament took the opportunity to determine 

from a blank slate what religion should look like, and in signing the Solemn League 

and Covenant, the Westminster Assembly agreed to fight for uniformity in religion. 

Contrary to scholarship which argues the Assembly introduced legalism into the 

process of salvation, the Assembly can be seen as part of the ongoing English puritan 

ambition to refashion the parishes of the Church of England into reforming 

institutions where ‘heart-religion’ would predominate.  

 According to the divines, antinomianism was detrimental to the Assembly’s 

work of reformation socially and theologically. Socially, by rejecting the continued 

validity of the moral law, antinomianism had the potential to introduce lawlessness 

and social disorder. By denying the need for continued repentance and humiliation 

for sin, antinomians would bring down God’s judgement on individuals and the 

nation. Members of the Assembly directly connected the Parliamentary army’s 

victory and defeat in battle to God’s pleasure or displeasure with the English people, 

so any movement that discouraged confession and humiliation for sin needed to be 

quieted. The Assembly thus worked against antinomians by examining antinomian 

ministers and writings, by informing Parliament about the danger of antinomianism, 

and by petitioning Parliament to act to quell the antinomian movement. 

 Theologically, the Assembly recognised that antinomians propounded a 

system of soteriology that was directly contrary to the Reformed understanding. This 
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teaching was most popularly espoused by John Eaton, one of the first antinomians. 

Eaton argued that because Christ’s work of redemption erased all condemnation for 

God’s people, justified men and women could not be punished for their sins. He was 

then faced with the difficulty of the case of King David, who experienced 

punishment. Eaton did not want to claim that David fell from his justified state as did 

the Arminians, so his response was that because David lived in the age of the Old 

Testament, which required perfect obedience to the law for justification to be gained, 

his case was not an example for believers under the new gospel of grace to follow. 

Eaton thus effectively silenced the first half of the Bible, and his followers, in some 

degree or other, all incorporated Eaton’s explanation of the Old Testament and used 

that foundation to build the rest of their soteriology.  

 The antinomian denial of the covenant of grace existing in and extending 

over the Old Testament was the point that incensed Assembly members and caused 

their violent reactions against antinomianism. The Assembly believed the antinomian 

confusion of the nature of salvation in the Old Testament not only fundamentally 

undermined truths fought for in the Reformation, but also denied God’s goodness 

and power in saving his people Israel and distorted the understanding of the covenant 

of grace. In the eyes of the Assembly, such a teaching skewed the whole message of 

salvation by introducing a God with two different wills for his people. As Thomas 

Temple remarked on the floor of the Assembly, those who so distorted the covenant 

of grace must be heretics.1 The foundational antinomian teaching on the bifurcation 

of the Old and New Testaments led to their other soteriological teachings on the 

nature of justification, of Christ’s propitiatory sacrifice, on the place of good works, 

and on the nature of faith. These issues were hotly debated at the Assembly as they 

                                                 
1 See chapter four. 
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revised the Thirty-nine Articles and were then succinctly addressed in the Confession 

of Faith and Catechisms, published in 1646-47.  

 This thesis is an advancement in scholarship in a number of ways. By 

outlining the work of the Assembly’s antinomian committee, it has provided an as 

yet unexplored example of the process of regulating religion in revolutionary 

England. Assembly member John Lightfoot’s account of the Assembly committee’s 

examination of antinomian ministers is a new record of authorities acting on the 

mandate of Parliament to question sectarian religious leaders during this time. 

Chapter two of this thesis provides the first analysis of that examination. Chapter 

four of the thesis, also drawing from never-before-used material in Lightfoot’s 

journal, provides the first extended examination of the Assembly’s further work with 

Parliament to restrain antinomianism. Lightfoot records the Assembly’s confusion 

about the best way to proceed against antinomianism, its debates over wording 

petitions to Parliament, and its understanding of how antinomianism contradicted the 

Thirty-nine Articles. 

 Situating the Assembly’s theology – both in theological debates and final 

published documents – in its antinomian context further advances current 

understanding of the Assembly. The Assembly’s interaction with antinomianism 

illuminates tensions and divisions among Assembly members over central 

soteriological teachings; tensions which are hidden in the completed Confession and 

Larger and Shorter Catechisms. The debates that antinomianism produced in 1643 

were instrumental to the Assembly’s final wording of the Confession and catechisms 

in 1646. It was the Assembly’s hope that the Confession of Faith would be the tool 

to supress wrong teaching and bring further reformation to England. In 1647, as 
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Assembly member Richard Vines ended his sermon to the House of Commons on 

the nature and danger of heresy, he urged Parliamentary members to:  

 Send forth the Confession [of Faith] that it may testifie to the world 
 that you hold the forme of sound and wholesome words: Let some 
 government and order be established; religion is the ball of contention, 
 many mens hopes lye in our differences, and their interests are served 
 upon them.2  
 
Vines praised the House for the work that they had done thus far, but expressed the 

hope of many of the Westminster divines as he pressed for further reformation: 

 You have done worthily, Covenanted seriously: But the matter of 
 Reformation lyes most of it as yet in the Covenant, and is but little 
 crept out of that shell; It may be the foolishness of many opinions on 
 foot, makes you slight them … but be not secure, a great fire may rise 
 out a small spark. 
 
The Westminster Assembly hoped that a national adoption of their Confession and 

Catechisms would bring further reformation of English people.  

 As others have shown however, the Assembly’s work was in a large sense a 

failure. Cromwell’s ascent to power, and ultimately the Restoration, brought a 

rejection of their documents and a return to pre-civil-war religious habits. In another 

sense, the Assembly’s Confession of Faith left a strong tangible legacy by providing 

the foundation for other Restoration confessions, and thus contributing to the 

resilience, vibrancy, and commitment to biblical truth in non-conformist traditions. 

The Assembly’s push for reformation left a spiritual legacy which survived the 

revolution and was transferred to Scotland and through Scotland into the New 

World. The thesis shows the significance of debates over antinomianism in shaping 

that legacy.  

                                                 
2 Vines, The Authours, Nature, and Danger of Haeresie (London, 1647), 69-70. He called on the 
‘pure Independents’, that they would ‘zealously and sincerely declare against the doctrinall errours 

and haersises of these dayes, that such pernicious opinions may not shelter themselves under their 
name or wing, nor ever any indulgence or toleration be either desired or granted upon such a reason 
… for that would bee but a selling of the Church into a liberty of being in captivity to destructive 

confusions and errours’. 
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