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ABSTRACT. This paper discusses the complex relationship of Reformed confessions and Re-
formed orthodox scholasticism. It is argued that Reformed confessions differ in genre and 
method from Reformed scholastic works, although such differences between confessional and 
scholastic language should not be mistaken for representing different doctrines that are no 
longer in harmony with each other. What is more, it is precisely the scholastic background and 
training of the authors of such confessions that enabled them to place their confessional writings 
in the broader catholic tradition of the Christian church and to include patristic and medieval 
theological insights. Thus proper attention to their scholastic background helps to see that at 
least in some confessions the doctrine of predestination, for instance, is not as ‘rigid’ as one might 
think at first sight. In order to demonstrate that the doctrine of the Reformed confessions was 
much in line with the scholastic theology of Reformed orthodoxy, this paper discusses, after 
having explained the terms ‘Reformed orthodoxy’ and ‘scholasticism’, the early Reformed scho-
lastic theologians Beza, Zanchi, and Ursinus, who also have written confessional texts. The paper 
also includes a more detailed discussion of the Belgic Confession and the scholastic background of 
the Canons of Dordt and the Westminster Confession, thereby focusing on the doctrines of God, 
providence, and predestination. 
 
KEY WORDS: Reformed confessions, scholasticism, Belgic Confession, Synod of Dordt, predesti-
nation 

 
 
Introduction 

Around 1565, we observe not only the rise of most national Reformed con-
fessions, but also the beginning of Reformed orthodoxy and scholasticism. At 
the start of what is now called, in socio-political and cultural research, the 
process of ‘confessionalization’ (Schilling 1986; Ehrenpreis and Lotz-Heu-
mann 2002), there was an increasing need for the education of elites within 
the different confessions (Selderhuis and Wriedt 2006). This coincidence 
alone might suggest that Reformed confessions and scholasticism are not nec-
essarily opposed to each other. Yet ‘scholasticism’ generally has the reputa-

tion of being ‘speculative’, ‘metaphysical’, ‘arid’, ‘dry’, ‘rigid’, or ‘dead’, often 
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even among those theologians and researchers who would ascribe, at least to 
some Reformed confessions, attributes as ‘vitality’, ‘warm-heartedness’, and 
‘deep spirituality’. Also, with many the Reformed confessions have the repu-
tation of being, as a result of their pastoral tone, more ‘soft’ on doctrinal issues 

than the allegedly stern and stringent scholastic treatises of the Reformed 
orthodox.  

In this paper I will analyse the relationship between Reformed confessions 
and Reformed orthodox scholasticism. In a first step, we will explain the 
terms ‘Reformed orthodoxy’ and ‘scholasticism’. Second, we will briefly look 
at three early proponents of Reformed scholasticism who also have written-
confessional texts (Beza, Zanchi, and Ursinus). Is there a difference in con-
tent between their various writings? In examining this, we will focus on the 
doctrines of God, providence and predestination, although some broader so-
teriological issues will also be addressed. This will also be the focus, thirdly, 
of a more detailed discussion of the Belgic Confession. Forth, we will briefly 
explore the scholastic background of the Canons of Dordt and the Westminster 

Confession. The final section offers some concluding remarks. 
 

Reformed Orthodoxy and Scholasticism 

Being a compound of the Greek terms ‘orthos’ and ‘doxa’, ‘orthodoxy’ origi-

nally means ‘right opinion’ or ‘right teaching’, referring to a particular con-
tent, which must be defended in the face of dissent. Taken this way, the term 
‘Reformed orthodoxy’ would be used to refer to a specific denominational 

doctrine of the Reformed churches in general terms. However, ‘Reformed 

orthodoxy’ can also be used as an epochal term to denote a certain age, 

namely the period in the history of Reformed Protestantism after the early 
Reformation in Early Modernity (Muller 2003b; van Asselt 2013). 

The starting point (or terminus a quo) of Reformed orthodoxy is generally 
placed around the year 1565, when a large part of the national Reformed 
confessions had emerged, including the French Confession or Confessio Galli-

cana (1559), the Scottish Confession (1560), the Belgic Confession or Confessio Bel-

gica (1561), and the Second Helvetic Confession (1566). The Heidelberg Cate-
chism (1563), largely written by a pupil of Melanchthon, Zacharias Ursinus 
(1534-1583), falls in this period as well. This is also the period after the de-
mise of many reformers of the second generation, as Philip Melanchthon († 

1560), Johannes a Lasco († 1560), Peter Martyr Vermigili († 1562), Wolfgang 

Musculus († 1563), John Calvin († 1564), Andreas Hyperius († 1564), and 
Guillaume Farel († 1565). 

The end of the epoch (or terminus ad quem) is less clearly determined; his-
torians oscillate between 1725 and 1775. This reminds us of the fact that pe-
riodization is generally the activity of historians who divide history into dif-
ferent epochs, and not a feature of history itself. To be sure, there has been 
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an important shift between the eighteenth and the beginning of the nine-
teenth century, especially around the conquests of Napoleon, after which at 
many universities the expertise of reading Latin scholastic texts became lost. 

With Richard Muller, we can further divide the epoch of Reformed or-
thodoxy into three phases: early Orthodoxy (about 1565-1640), high Ortho-
doxy (about 1640-ca. 1725) and late Orthodoxy (about 1725-1770). Both 
early and high Orthodoxy can be in turn divided into two sub-phases. In case 
of early Orthodoxy, the demarcation line between both sub-phases can be 
seen in the Synod of Dordt in 1618-19, and in case of high Orthodoxy, the 
demarcation line between both sub-phases can be seen in the death of Gis-
bertus Voetius in 1676 and of François Turrettini in 1687 (Muller 2003a: 3-
11). 

It should be noted that the terms ‘orthodoxy’ and ‘scholasticism’ are not 

interchangeable. While the term ‘orthodoxy’ is mainly used as an epochal 

term, ‘scholasticism’ refers primarily to a scientific practice or method (Muller 
2003a: 25-46; van Asselt 2011). Here it is useful to remember its etymological 
derivation from the Latin word schola (‘school’). To cite the medievalist Lam-

bertus M. de Rijk, ‘scholasticism’ is  
 

a collective term for all scientific activity, especially theological and philosophical, 
which follows a specific method. This method is characterised, both on the level of 
research and on the level of teaching, by the use of a constantly recurring system 
of concepts, distinctions, definitions, propositional analyses, argumentational 
techniques, and disputational methods (de Rijk 1985: 20-1, my translation; cf. 
ibid., 82-105). 

 
Scholasticism pertains to a set of instruments to which students were intro-
duced early on in their education (i.e. already at the artes-faculty) from the 
time of the establishment of the universities ca. 1200 down into the eight-
eenth century. This method was also applied in the Protestant universities 
and academies, although there have been significant modifications largely 
due to Renaissance humanism (Vos 2013; cf. Perreiah 2014). Thus the Sitz im 

Leben, the historical and cultural context of ‘scholasticism’, is the medieval or 
early modern university or academy. The common use of the scholastic 
method by Catholic, Lutheran, and Reformed scholars may at first glance 
give the impression of doctrinal unity. However, recent investigations have 
unveiled a high diversity of detail and insights, even within Reformed scho-
lasticism itself. The Reformed orthodox systems did not form a monolithic 
bloc, even if they fitted within confessional borders, which, more than in the 
Lutheran tradition, varied somewhat in different regions and times. Moreo-
ver, important Reformers such as Martin Bucer (born 1491), Wolfgang Mus-
culus (born 1497), Peter Martyr Vermigli (born 1499), and John Calvin (born 
1509), all of whom had been influenced by both medieval scholasticism and 
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Renaissance humanism to some extent, differed in many respects. The Re-
formed tradition does not have a counterpart to the Lutheran Book of Con-

cord; as Ursinus emphasised in his reaction to the Book of Concord, the Re-
formed assigned higher authority to the catholic public writings, i.e. the 
Apostles’ and Nicene creeds and the Symbolum Quicumque, than to their own 
particular writings, i.e. the Reformed confessions (Ursinus 1612: 2:540-3). 
For all these reasons, the term ‘Calvinism’ is quite misleading and the so-
called ‘Calvin against the Calvinists’ debate seems to be largely obsolete (Mul-
ler 2011; cf. Beck 2016). 

The Reformed theologians themselves reflected on the meaning of ‘scho-

lasticism’. Thus, as early as 1546 the Marburg theologian Andreas Hyperius 
(1511-1564) started to develop the distinction between a ‘scholastic’ treat-

ment of theology in the university setting and a ‘popular’ treatment of theol-

ogy in preaching and popular writing (Sinnema 1999). In more detail, the 
Dutch Utrecht theologian Gisbertus Voetius (1589-1676) addressed the issue 
of ‘scholasticism’ in his disputation De theologia scholastica (1640) (1648: 12-
29). He also understands scholasticism as a method: in a wider sense ‘scho-

lasticism’ means the ‘form and method of theology which are current in Eu-

ropean schools’, and its name is derived from the fact that ‘it is handed down 

in the schools, and that its essence and method (ratio ac methodus) are different 
from the theology which is proclaimed in the churches’ (1648: 13). In the 

strict sense of the word, ‘scholasticism’ is to be understood as  
 

that form and method of theology which can first be found synoptically in the four 
books of [Lombard’s] Sentences, and which Thomas Aquinas after him set forth in 
the three parts of his Summa theologiae. To these should next be added all com-
mentators of the Sententiae with their disputations and commentaries on Lombard, 
and the later scholastics with their commentaries on Thomas. Finally, to them also 
belong all authors of anthologies and quodlibeta who devised further quaestiones and 
quodlibeta (Voetius 1648: 13-4). 

 
Voetius immediately goes on to add, however, that the scholastic theology he 
supports, or ‘the scholastic, that is, the didactic and apologetical (elencticus) 
professor of theology’, is far (toto coelo) removed from the scholastic Sentence-
commentators (1648: 14). As proved by the specific criticisms which Voetius 
offers against the Sentence-commentators in the rest of the disputation, he 
does not so much criticise scholastic method as such, but rather its exagger-
ated use, when it is applied to inappropriate questions or improperly used in 
attempts to exceed the limits of human reason (Voetius 1648: 23-24; cf. Beck 
2007: 27-8). For Voetius such attempts do not constitute good examples of 
the sound use of scholastic method as he himself wants to practise it. It is in 
this latter sense that he recommended the use of scholastic method to his 
colleagues and students, and, in spite of all objections, the study of scholastic 
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theologians from different times and confessions (1648: 27-9). Thus he stud-
ied with his students in detail medieval scholastic texts such as the Summa 

theologiae of Thomas Aquinas (see Beck 2013).  
This understanding of scholasticism as primarily a method stands in stark 

contrast to Brian Armstrong’s still influential definition according to which 
scholasticism implies a ‘theological approach which asserts religious truth on 

the basis of deductive ratiocination from given assumptions and principles’ 

and is ‘invariably based upon an Aristotelian philosophical commitment’, 
whereby ‘reason assumes at least equal standing with faith in theology’, lead-
ing to ‘a pronounced interest in metaphysical matters, in abstract, speculative 

thought’ (1969: 32). It can easily be seen that Reformed scholasticism, under-

stood that way, would invariably be in conflict with the Reformed confessions. 
Instead, however, the two of them fall together in a harmonious way, as we 
will now demonstrate. 

 
Early Reformed Scholastics and Their Confessional Writings 

After 1560, we can observe an increasing awareness of late medieval discus-
sions on relevant issues at the Reformed and newly founded Protestant uni-
versities and academies. It is quite significant, for instance, that the library of 
the Genevan Academy, founded in 1559 by John Calvin, included a great 
number of works by important medieval scholastic theologians such as 
Thomas Aquinas, Dionysius the Carthusian, Duns Scotus, and Gregory of Ri-
mini (Ganoczy 1969: 103-8). The increasing interest in late medieval works 
and the use of the ‘toolkit’ of scholastic distinctions led to more nuance and 
refinement in theological doctrine, including providence and predestination, 
when compared to the theology of Calvin (Beck 2016). We can already ob-
serve this in the works of the Italian refugee Vermigli, who was older than 
Calvin, and in Calvin’s successor Theodore Beza, a French refugee (Baschera 

2008, 2009; Zuidema 2008; Muller 1988, 1999). Thus Beza, to focus first of 
all on him, not only argued that the contingency or freedom of secondary 
causes was not removed by the ‘necessity’ of the divine decree, but, in contrast 
with Calvin, he also endorsed the medieval concept of divine permission, al-
beit without opposing it to the divine decree (Beza 1670: 104-7, 112-13, 99-
100). Later Reformed scholastics, such as Gisbertus Voetius, would adopt the 
full refinements of this concept that can be found in Aquinas and Scotus: God 
does not have a positive act of will in relation to sin and the fall, although He 
positively wills His not having a positive act of will towards sin (Goudriaan 2006: 
188-92; Beck 2007: 334-44, Beck 2011 (on Calvin and Voetius); Vos et al. 
2003: 178-92). 

In contrast to what much older scholarship on Beza had concluded, his 
use of the scholastic method did not lead to a harsher version of predestina-
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tion than that of Calvin, and surely not to a rationalistic, deductive predesti-
narianism, but rather enabled him to avoid undesirable implications (contra 
Kickel 1967; see now Mallinson 2003). Both Calvin and Beza denied that God 
would be the author of sin, but Beza had better tools in hand to argue that 
this indeed did not follow from the doctrine of predestination. Other Re-
formed orthodox theologians in this time such as Girolamo Zanchi, Zacharias 
Ursinus, and Franciscus Junius, used the same scholastic toolkit, which be-
came only more refined in the seventeenth century (te Velde 2013: 19-43; 
van Asselt, Bac, et al. 2010; Wagner-Peterson 2013). 

If Reformed orthodox theologians used the scholastic method for their 
academic work at the universities and academies, this surely does not mean 
that all their writings were scholastic. Especially those in the vernacular often 
were not. We can see this, for instance, in their confessional writings. Thus 
Beza’s personal and quite extensive Confession de la foy chrestienne (Confession 

of the Christian Faith), first published in 1559 and later in many more editions, 
was written in typical confessional language and included several passages 
that expressed his pastoral concern. A striking example is the lengthy section 
4:20 which he inserted in the Latin version and later French versions, in 
which he attempted to give a ‘remedy against the last and most dangerous 

temptation’, namely ‘whether we are elect or not’ (Beza 1560: 68-79, 1563: 
70-80). There he encourages his readers that their salvation does not rest on 
their faith as such, but on Christ, whom they can trust. Referring to Matthew 
17:20 he adds that ‘faith is so powerful that, according to God’s promise, even 

a single seed of faith, how small it might be, safely accepts Jesus Christ’ (Beza 

1560: 71-2, 1563: 73). This pastoral approach is arguably compatible with 
Beza’s doctrine of predestination in his more scholastic texts and in his fa-

mous Tabula praedestinationis, when properly understood in its historical con-
text (see Muller 1999; Rouwendal 2016: ch. 3). 

Moving to Girolamo Zanchi (1516-1590) now, we see a similar pattern. 
Zanchi, an Italian refugee, was another important figure of early Reformed 
scholasticism who wrote a confession of faith. During his professorship at 
Strasbourg and later in Heidelberg and Neustadt an der Haardt, he exerted 
great influence on Reformed theology in the early modern period. Although 
he was the first to have been asked to write a Reformed counterpart to the 
Lutheran Formula of Concord (1577), this task was taken over by Jean-François 
Salvard, Beza, and Lambert Daneau, who finally compiled the Harmonia con-

fessionum fidei (1581), a selected harmony which never achieved such signifi-
cance as the Formula of Concord. Zanchi, in turn, wrote his own personal con-
fession, De religione christiana fides, which he published in 1586 and which also 
appeared in Cambridge in an English translation, entitled Confession of Chris-

tian Religion (1599); both texts have been made accessible in an excellent edi-
tion by Luca Baschera and Christian Moser (Zanchi 2007).  
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In contrast to Zanchi’s massive volumes on the doctrine of God, which 

show strong Thomistic and also some Scotistic influences (Zanchi 1572, 1577; 
cf. Goris 2001), his confession does not belong to the genre of scholastic writ-
ings, although it can be read as a compendium of his theology and is surely 
more than a brief introduction of the faith to children. The confession is 
structured in 30 chapters and commences with a detailed discussion of Scrip-
ture as the foundation of the entire Christian religion (Zanchi 2007: 1:112-
29). Similar but fuller discussions of Scripture typically can be found in the 
prolegomena of Reformed scholastic systems, which are reminiscent of the 
prologues to the medieval commentaries of the Sentences of Peter Lombard.  

The remaining 29 chapters follow roughly the outline of the Apostles’ 

Creed. The most extensive chapters are devoted to ‘Christ the Redeemer’ 

(ch. 11), the ‘True Dispensation of the Redemption’ (ch. 12), the sacraments 
(ch. 14), especially the Lord’s Supper and the reservations about the Lu-

theran doctrine of ubiquity (ch. 14), the doctrine of justification (ch. 19), the 
militant church (ch. 24), and the church government (ch. 25) (Zanchi 2007: 
1:198-229, 230-53, 265-87, 299-319, 335-51, 389-425, 425-79). It is telling 
that the two mentioned ecclesiological chapters are the most detailed by far. 
In contrast, the doctrine of predestination, which is discussed together with 
the doctrine of divine foreknowledge, receives relatively little attention (ch. 
3). Here, Zanchi tends to what later will be called an infralapsarian position 
(Zanchi 2007: 1:136-46). Not all men are predestined to eternal life, but, as 
Zanchi adds with pastoral concern, everyone should ‘stedfastlie […] trust that, 

when he is called to Christ, he is called according to the eternall decree and 
election of God’, and if he struggles with the assurance of election, he should 
‘not desparre, but desire of God that he will helpe his unbeleefe, hoping that 

he may in time be better assured’ (Zanchi 2007: 1:139, 141-3). 
In the likewise brief chapter on divine providence (ch. 6), Zanchi stresses 

that many things occur contingently with respect to secondary causes, alt-
hough they are necessary with respect to God.1 Moreover, he rejects as er-
roneous not only ‘all those philosophers, which either do wholie take awaye 

the providence of God out of the worlde’, but also ‘those which woulde have 

all thinges to come to passe so merely necessarily, that they take awaye all 
casualtie and deprive men of all libertie’, and ‘those which will have God so 

to worke all thinges in all men, that they also doe balsphemouslie prove him 
to bee su,nergon a ioint-worker and an author of sinne’ (Zanchi 2007: 1:163-
5). Consequently, Zanchi teaches in chapter eight with Augustine (1865: 899) 
that ‘free will is always free (namely from constraint) but is not always good’. 
 

1  Zanchi (2007: 1:156-65, esp. 156-69) does not explain whether he understands the ne-
cessity of secondary causes in respect to God in the sense Aquinas did in S.Th. I, q. 19, a. 
8, or rather in terms of Scotus’s interpretation of the necessity of the consequence and 

its compatibility with true contingency of the consequent (see Lectura I, d. 39, n. 48, 162–

65). 
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It is important to note that, albeit Zanchi’s confession clearly does not be-

long to the genre of technical scholastic texts, there are no signs of any tension 
with respect to theological content if one compares for instance chapters six 
and eight with sections on free choices (and providence) in two of his full-
fledged scholastic treatises (1619: part 3:704-10, part 4:67-94). Indeed, the 
scholastic treatises arguably present with much more detail largely the same 
doctrine that is concisely summarized in his confession. 

Zanchi had been a close colleague of Ursinus in Heidelberg and later in 
Neustadt an der Haardt. It is to him that we turn now, examining a third 
example of a Reformed scholastic who also wrote confessional texts. Apart 
from having written several other catechisms, Ursinus was probably the main 
author of the Heidelberg Catechism (1653), one of the most influential Re-
formed confessional writings. He ranks among the most important pupils of 
Philipp Melanchthon, but was also influenced by Vermigli, Bullinger, and 
Calvin. His lectures on the Heidelberg Catechism are reflected in the post-
humously published commentary on this Catechism, which was re-issued in 
many versions and exerted strong influence on Reformed scholasticism (Platt 
1982).  

As Wagner-Peterson has argued, the doctrine of predestination became 
increasingly important in Ursinus’ theological work during his years in Hei-

delberg, where he met refugees such as his colleague Girolamo Zanchi who 
found consolation in this doctrine (328-9). Yet the Heidelberg Catechism 
only alludes to predestination (Schaff 1983: 3:324-5), although it starts with 
the question: ‘What is thy only comfort in life and in death?’ (Schaff 1983: 

3:307-8). Ursinus explains in his commentary on the catechism, that this 
question and its answer have been placed at the beginning because they entail 
‘the scope and sum of the whole catechism’ (Ursinus 1598: 21). Apparently, 

the question could be answered appropriately in the catechetical context 
without delving into the depths of divine predestination. 

At another point, also related to soteriological issues, the catechism shows 
more clearly influences of scholastic texts. Thus the questions and answers 
11-19 of the Heidelberg Catechism, also related to soteriological issues, which 
partly reflect Ursinus’s scholastic doctoral theses from August 1562 (1612: 

1:744-53), have often been criticized for their dependence on Anselm of Can-
terbury’s early scholastic doctrine of satisfaction. In response, some theologi-

ans tried to distance the Heidelberg Catechism as far as possible from Anselm’s 

Cur Deus homo (e.g. Metz 1970). Yet its dependence on Anselm should neither 
be overstated, nor should it be downplayed (see Beck 2014). Moreover, it 
should not be overlooked that Anselm’s thought experiment against the scep-
tics, even if it has been devised sola ratione and remote Christo, fell within the 
framework of his declared program of faith seeking understanding (fides 

quaerens intellectum) and presupposed that human beings were dependent on 
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God for ultimate happiness, have fallen into sin, and that this affected all 
people. Anselm also presupposed the authority of the Catholic faith and thus 
especially that of Scripture (Anselm 1946: 1.10; Kienzler 1981). His point was 
not that God had discharged his anger in Christ because of his wounded hon-
our; in contrast, he states that the glory of God cannot be impaired (Anselm 
1946: 1.14-5; den Bok 2001; Plasger 1993). Nor did Anselm’s argument de-

pend on the medieval feudal system, since it can be detached therefrom 
(McIntyre 1954; Southern 1990: 221-27; van den Brink 2003). Fundamental 
to his argument was rather that God’s justice required either punishment 

(poena) of the guilt of human beings, or satisfaction (satisfactio), and that God 
decided to do (facere) in Christ, the God-Man, precisely enough (satis) to fulfil 
this requirement (Anselm 1946: 1.15).  

It is important to note, finally, that Anselm did not argue for a strict or 
absolute necessity of the incarnation, but only for a hypothetical necessity (ne-

cessitas sequens), given presuppositions such as God’s compassionate, yet right-

eous, will to redeem human beings (Anselm 1946: 2.5, 17; Plasger 1993: 259-
61). Taking into account the findings of recent research on Anselm, the cat-
echism’s partial reliance on his scholastic doctrine of satisfaction is not neces-
sarily unbiblical.  

In sum, we have seen how Beza, Zanchi, and Ursinus, three proponents 
of early Reformed orthodoxy, contributed not only to the rise of Reformed 
scholasticism, but also to the diversity of Reformed confessional writings. 
Their confessional writings, including particular the Heidelberg Catechism, are 
surely not scholastic texts, although the authors made use of their scholastic 
and humanistic training which enabled them to place themselves in the 
broader catholic tradition of the Christian church. We will now zoom in on 
two Reformed confessions in particular, the Belgic Confession and the Canons 
of Dordt, in order to show from some of their various articles how their doc-
trinal content, though expounded in a different style, was much in line with 
the scholastic theology of Reformed orthodoxy and is at some points more 
properly understood when studied in the context of Reformed scholasticism. 

 
Scholasticism and the Belgic Confession  

The Confessio Belgica originated in the context of the persecuted ‘churches 

under the cross’ in the southern Netherlands and was meant to demonstrate 
to the authorities that the faith of the persecuted Christians was Catholic and 
thus in line with the Church of the centuries (this section is partly based on 
Beck 2012). Guido De Brès (1522-1567), its author, had studied in Geneva, 
possibly under Beza, and, as is clear from one of his other works, had some 
interest in patristic theology (de Boer 2013). 
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The first article of the Confessio Belgica has often been criticized because it 
includes a list of several attributes of God as it also can typically be found in 
scholastic systems: 

 
We all believe with the heart, and confess with the mouth, that there is one only 
simple and spiritual Being, which we call God; and that he is eternal, incompre-
hensible, invisible, immutable, infinite, almighty, perfectly wise, just, good, and 
the overflowing fountain of all good (Schaff 1983: 3:383-84). 

 
This article should not be understood as an attempt at an abstract conceptu-
alization of the divine Being, but as an expression of faith in the context of 
persecution which refers to some divine attributes as they have been included 
through the centuries in the classical catholic doctrine of God. Thus it is strik-
ing that De Brès, obviously alluding to Romans 10:10, begins with the words: 
‘We all believe with the heart, and confess with the mouth’, whereas the Con-

fessio Gallicana, which is based on a draft of John Calvin and was used by De 
Brès, commenced with the simple phrase ‘Nous croyons et confessons’ (Schaff 

1983: 3:383, 359).  
In the next phrase, ‘We believe […] that there is one only simple and spir-

itual Being (essence), which we call God’, De Brès seems to took over from 
Beza’s Confession de la foy chrestienne (1559) the words ‘which we call God’ as 

Nicolaas Gootjes has shown, De Brès relied in several articles on Beza’s Con-

fession (1559: 1; 2007: 71-91, esp. 71-2). What follows is a traditional list of 
some divine attributes that are common to all three hypostaseis of the one di-
vine ousia (cf. for this scholastic pattern Beck 2006: 196-97, 204-5): ‘[…] and 

that he is eternal, incomprehensible, invisible, immutable, infinite, almighty, 
perfectly wise, just, good, and the overflowing fountain of all good’. De Brès 
again comes close to the text of the Confessio Gallicana, but it is surprising 
that the reference to the divine potency or almightiness which is already 
found in the Gallicana (‘qui peut toutes choses’) was added to the Confessio 

Belgica only at a later stage. This addition was the result of a revision by the 
Synod of Dordt in 1619 by which, surprisingly enough, it met a request of 
the Remonstrants.2 The encouraging concluding phrase, ‘and the overflow-

ing fountain of all good’, was also added later, that is, at the Synod of Antwerp 
(1566) (Gootjes 2007: 122). Thus, the original document was less ‘pastoral’ in 

tone here than we might think. 
The enumeration of divine attributes in the first article follows a classic 

pattern and reflects the Catholic tradition of the Church Fathers and medie-
val theologians such as Irenaeus, Augustine, Anselm, Thomas, Bonaventura, 

 

2  Gootjes (2007: 144, 153). For a discussion of all alterations, see Kuyper (1899: 365–88). 
Voetius compiled his own list of alterations in order to show that they usually did not 
have substantial implications (1663: 4:61-74). 
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and Duns Scotus. The same is true for the articles 8-11 on the three Trinitar-
ian Persons, where De Brès refers approvingly to the creeds of the early 
church (Schaff 1983: 3:339-94). These articles follow those on the knowledge 
of God (article 2) and the doctrine of Scripture (articles 3-7).  

Regarding the first article, it should be noted that according to some schol-
ars, such as J. R. Wiskerke, the article is bent by ‘the heavy burden’ of ‘a Greek 

philosophical idea of God’ (1978: 93-161, esp. 122). The article would give 
rise to a grave misunderstanding, namely that the simplicity and spirituality 
of God would lead ‘finally to a description of God’s essence, by which God is 
“classified” within a single sequence which comprises both the Creator and 
the creatures’ (Wiskerke 1978: 142). This argument seems to be based on a 
misunderstanding, however (cf. Gootjes 1984: 124-75, esp. 220). According 
to classical theology, the simplicity or simplicitas of God means precisely that 
God is completely different from any creature, because the term connotes 
that every type of complexity is excluded (Rikhof 1988: 30-32; Muller 2003b: 
2:275-84). What is ruled out by the term simplicitas is not God’s unicity nor 
his personality and vitality, but the idea that He would be composed of sev-
eral entities as this is characteristic for creatures.  

Thus the Reformed scholastic theologian Voetius sees an important prac-
tical use in the doctrine of the simplicity of God: It not only shows that God 
is unique and totally different from everything created, but it also excludes 
any imperfection. As such, the doctrine helps us to speak of God confidently 
and reverently. What is more, it brings the ‘light of a lofty mysticism’ and a 
‘pious contemplation’ when we consider that there are three Persons in the 

one divine essence, each of whom possesses the entire essence, in mutual per-
meation (emperichoresis); thus, the doctrine is at odds with the antitrinitarian 
thoughts of the Socinians. Finally, it becomes evident how we can only think 
spiritually of God’s essence and how ‘all brute and earthly concepts’ are com-

pletely insufficient, although the simplicity of God does point to His trust-
worthiness and that of His promises. For Voetius it is clear that ‘this doctrine 

is not purely speculative, scholastic, metaphysical, or fruitless with respect to 
all confidence and every piety’ (Voetius 1648: 244-45; cf. Beck 2007: 233-36). 

Voetius surely did not stand alone with this interpretation, namely that 
attributing ‘simplicity’ to God does not attempt to give a definition of God. 

For example, also Samuel Maresius emphasised this in his commentary on 
the Confessio Belgica, while referring to 1 Timothy 6:16 and Psalm 8:11: ‘But 

there is no reason why anyone would think that this first article gives an exact 
definition of God. For God, who is infinite and ‘dwells in unapproachable 

light’ and ‘made darkness his secret place [...], cannot be precisely defined’ 

(Maresius 1652: 16).  
There has also been quite some criticism of the second article. According 

to Karl Barth, it is plainly absurd (Unfug) that we know God by two means as 
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stated in the second article: ‘first by the creation, preservation, and govern-

ment of the universe’, and secondly, ‘by his holy and divine Word’ (1940: 

140-1). Barth is wary of a natural theology which would give access to God 
independently of Christ. In line with the Confessio Belgica, Reformed ortho-
doxy would have reverted, against the intent of the Reformation, to natural 
theology, which is independent of God’s revelation. However, it is highly 

questionable whether Barth does justice here to the Confessio Belgica and also 
to Reformed scholasticism. If the Confession refers to creatures as ‘characters’ 

or letters in a ‘most elegant book’, ‘leading us to contemplate the invisible things 

of God, namely his eternal power and Godhead’ (Schaff 1983: 3:384, emphasis in 

original, corresponding with quote from Romans 1:20), this can be seen as a 
form of natural theology indeed. Nevertheless, natural theology in this sense 
is clearly not meant to distract from God’s ‘holy and divine Word’ or to open 

the way to speculative theology which is independent from the divine Word. 
Instead, this form of natural knowledge is restricted to what is ‘sufficient to 

convince men, and leave them without excuse’, and may thereby point to the 
divine Word, by which ‘he makes himself more clearly and fully known to us’. 
(Schaff 1983: 3:384; cf. van den Brink 2011; Kunz 2013). This is not different 
for someone like Voetius, a prominent representative of Reformed scholasti-
cism. For him, natural theology does not constitute a ‘sub-structure’ for su-

pernatural theology that must first be acquired before one can turn to actual 
or revealed theology (pace A. Schweizer, K. Barth, H.-E. Weber). Only for 
the unbeliever is there a gap between natural and supernatural theology, 
since natural theology falls outside the soteriological context (Beck 2007: 149-
74; cf. Muller 2003b: 1:270-310). 

Moving to article 17 now, we can see that our interpretation of the first 
two articles is confirmed and that the Confessio Belgica does not endorse some-
thing like a Greek-Hellenistic conception of God as the Unmoved Mover. 
This important article is written in a narrative style, reflecting divine passion: 

  
We believe that our most gracious God, in his admirable wisdom and goodness, 
seeing that man had thus thrown himself into temporal and spiritual death, and 
made himself wholly miserable, was pleased to seek and comfort him when he 
trembling fled from his presence, promising him that he would give his Son, who 
should be made of a woman, to bruise the head of the serpent, and would make 
him happy (Schaff 1983: 3:402). 

 
Within the overall structure of the Confessio Belgica, this article forms the tran-
sition from the doctrine of divine election to Christology. It is useful to keep 
in mind the dynamics of article 17, which describes God’s ways in time to-

wards humanity, when reading article 16 on divine election in eternity (cf. 
Maresius 1652: 245; van Eck 1997: 16-18). 
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Article 16, on divine election, is brief. There is no double predestination 
(praedestinatio gemina) to be found. Quite rightly, therefore, the orthodox Re-
formed theologian Festus Hommius in his Specimen controversiarum Belgicarum 
(1618) superscribed the article ‘Of Eternal Election’ with the Latin title ‘De 

divina praedestinatione’ (1618: 58). The title is aptly chosen, as it follows, in 
fact, the medieval pattern: predestination (praedestinatio) is synonymous with 
election (electio) and not a kind of double decree, which would unfold more 
or less symmetrically into two directions: 

 
We believe that all the posterity of Adam, being thus fallen into perdition and ruin 
by the sin of our first parents, God then did manifest himself such as he is; that is 
to say, merciful and just: merciful, since he delivers and preserves from this per-
dition all whom he, in his eternal and unchangeable council, of mere goodness 
hath elected in Christ Jesus our Lord, without any respect to their works: just, in 
leaving others in the fall and perdition wherein they have involved themselves 
(Schaff 1983: 3:401). 

 
The Confessio Belgica indeed identifies predestination with election: predesti-
nation refers to the ‘eternal and unchangeable counsel’, by which God ‘of 

mere goodness hath elected in Christ Jesus our Lord’ those to which He 
shows his mercy, i.e. the believers. Predestination thus is election in Christ by 
God’s mercy. 

There is no parallel counsel of reprobation in the Confessio Belgica; it just 
states that God manifested his justice by ‘leaving others in the fall and perdi-

tion wherein they have involved themselves’ (Schaff 1983: 3:401). Whereas 

election is out of mercy, and in Christ, those remaining in the fall and perdi-
tion, by their own responsibility and intention, are outside of Christ and un-
der the just divine judgement (Maresius 1652: 241). 

Thus the Confessio Belgica does not teach a version of double predestina-
tion in the sense of a strict parallelism of election and reprobation, nor does 
it hold to a supralapsarian position. It does entail, however, a parallelism of 
mercy and justice which is firmly rooted in the Western Catholic tradition. 
The combination of divine mercy and justice in the doctrine of predestination 
is not only found in Calvin and Beza, but also in Augustine, Anselm of Can-
terbury, Thomas Aquinas, and John Duns Scotus, to mention only a few out-
standing names (cf. Maresius 1652: 239). Indeed there is little if anything at 
all in this article of the Belgic Confession that would be specific to the Reformed 
tradition. Moreover, the Confessio Belgica presents the doctrine of election in 
a soteriological perspective as the deeper dimension of divine grace, after the 
doctrine of God, revelation, Trinity, creation, and the human fall, and imme-
diately before Christology and salvation.  

In order to properly read article 16 against its historical background, we 
have to keep two things in mind. Firstly, the doctrine of predestination of 
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Luther or Calvin had remained virtually undisputed within all churches of 
the Reformation until 1560. Although the interpretations of the doctrine of, 
say, Luther, Melanchthon, Zwingli, Bucer, Calvin, Bullinger, and Brenz dif-
fer to some extent, there were initially no inner-Protestant polemics on this 
doctrine. This only changed in 1560, when the ‘Gnesio-Lutheran’ theologian 

Tilemann Heshus added an epilogue titled Aliquot errores Calvini to his book, 
De praesentia corporis Christi in coena Domini contra Sacramentarios (Heshusius 
1560: Sviijv-Tvijr; cf. Krüger 2004: 69-96; Mahlmann 1997: 125). The same 
book also formed the occasion for the dispute on the Lord’s Supper and pre-

destination between Zanchi and Johannes Marbach in Strasbourg (Kittelson 
1977; van ’t Spijker 1993). This was in 1561, the same year that the first edi-
tion of the Confessio Belgica was published.  

Secondly, we have to take into account that recent research has largely 
disproved the highly influential claim of Schleiermacher’s pupil, Alexander 
Schweizer, who affirmed that the doctrine of predestination formed the cen-
tral dogma of Reformed orthodoxy (Schweizer 1854-1856). Calling predesti-
nation a central dogma is not only inappropriate for Reformed doctrine in 
the sixteenth century, but also for the seventeenth and even eighteenth cen-
turies, although it might apply, in some sense, to the nineteenth century 
(Muller 2003a: 63-6, 94-100, 2003b: 1:123-32; van Asselt and Dekker 2001). 
 
The Scholastic Background of the Canons of Dordt and  

the Westminster Confession 

Moving now to the Canons of Dordt, part of its prehistory was determined 
by pastoral concerns which had come to the fore in the Low Countries as a 
result of the way in which the doctrine of predestination had been received 
(this section is partly based on Beck 2012). Around the year 1582, two Re-
formed ministers of Delft, Reginald Donteclock and Arent Cornelisz, claimed 
that the doctrine of predestination had to follow the axiom miseratio prae-

supponit miseriam, which means that human sin should be seen as the cause of 
reprobation and that one should avoid ‘to ascend to the high mystery of the 

ultimate reason for the fall of Adam’. Thus they advocated what was later 

called an infralapsarian view on the object of predestination over against a 
supralapsarian view. In this context, Cornelisz referred to the Confessio Bel-

gica and the Heidelberg Catechism which did not attempt ‘to ascend to a higher 

level’ (Bakhuizen van den Brink et al. 1960: 1:265-67; cf. Donteclock 1611). 
In 1609, however, Donteclock explained that those who still would ‘ascend 

to a higher level’ and speak of ‘possible creatures’ as the object of predestina-

tion rather than actual sinners, seem to differ more on the didactical sense 
than on the level of content. Donteclock especially thought of Franciscus 
Gomarus in this respect, who preferred the supralapsarian view (1609: A3a; 
cf. van Itterzon 1979: 156-7). 
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Five years earlier, Gomarus had come into conflict with Jakobus Arminius 
on the doctrine of predestination. In order to understand the background of 
this conflict, we have to consider two developments taking place in the second 
half of the sixteenth century. The first concerns the so-called Erastian move-
ment, which included several refugees from the Rhineland. Some ministers, 
such as Jan Gerritszoon Versteghe (Anastasius Veluanus), Hubrecht Dui-
fhuis, Caspar Coolhaes, Herman Herbertsz, and Cornelis Wiggertsz, felt un-
easy with article 16 of the Confessio Belgica. They were afraid that the doctrine 
of predestination would imply that God was the author of sin (van Op-
penraaij 1906: 44-120; cf. Mahlmann 1997; van Veen and Spohnholz 2014; 
van Gelderen 2014). 

Secondly, and even more importantly, the conflict between Arminius and 
Gomarus closely resembled the catholic controversies on grace in the late six-
teenth century (congregatio de auxiliis gratiae). As recent research has shown, 
Arminius followed the position of the Jesuit theologians Luis de Molina, 
Petrus Fonseca, and Francisco Suárez, in basing election on God’s fore-

knowledge of human faith by using the concept of divine middle knowledge 
(scientia media). Gomarus, in his reaction, came close to the response of the 
Dominican theologian Domingo Báñez and his supporters (Dekker 1993, 
1996; Muller 1991; cf. Stanglin 2007). For Gomarus, election was not based 
on divine foreknowledge but on the contingent divine decree, which in his 
eyes left room for free and contingent human activity (see his disputation in 
van Asselt, Dekker, et al. 2010; cf. van Gelderen 2013). 

Within the Roman Catholic Church, the doctrine of the Jesuit theologians 
was hotly debated and was eventually condemned by a hair’s breadth. This 

did not happen, though, since Pope Paul V decreed in 1607 that both Jesuits 
and Dominicans were allowed to defend their own doctrine if only they tol-
erated the opposite opinion. Within the Reformed churches, however, the 
Synod of Dordt did produce a decision, when in 1618-1619 an international 
committee of dozens of delegates from all over Europe rejected the position 
of the Remonstrants (who followed Arminius) and their request to substan-
tially revise the Confessio Belgica (Gootjes 2007: 133-59; cf. Goudriaan and van 
Lieburg 2011; Selderhuis 2015). Already in 1618, in his commentary on the 
Confession Festus Hommius, one of the two secretaries at the Synod, com-
piled a neat list of Remonstrant phrases which he judged to be at odds with 
the Belgic Confession (1618: 58-63). 

As Donald Sinnema has argued, both parties on the Synod of Dordt had 
a ‘different agenda’: ‘The Remonstrants wanted the extreme views of repro-

bation judged; the Synod’s concern was to examine the Remonstrant idea of 

election based on foreseen faith’ (Sinnema 1985: 447, cf. 2011). Sinnema 
comes to the conclusion that the Synod ultimately arrived at a ‘mild rejection’ 

of the Remonstrants’ view on reprobation without anathematizing it. 
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Whereas they did compile a list of errors to be rejected, it included only 
one explicit error related to the Remonstrant position on reprobation, or 
their ‘denial that God’s sheer will is the cause of preterition’, i.e. of the pass-
ing-by of the ‘others’ mentioned in article 16 of the Belgic Confession (rejected 
error I,8) (1985: 448, 415-35). It is important to note that to say that God’s 

will is the cause of preterition (the position of the Contra-Remonstrants) does 
not entail that God’s will also be the cause of human sin, which is the cause 
of God’s damnation. Sinnema rightly observed that the Synod here stood in 
line with Augustine, Thomas Aquinas, and ‘the great Western tradition’ 

(1985: 448). 
In its Canons the Synod of Dordt indeed adopted a position on reproba-

tion that was more moderate than the position of Calvin and even Beza. This 
becomes clear if one studies the judicia which give insight into an intense de-
bate between the national and international delegates (van Asselt 2007). The 
Synod discussed no less than six different positions and finally adopted the 
‘late medieval solution’ which distinguished between negative and positive 
reprobation (Sinnema 1985: 5, 136-40, 449). Thus, the divine will is seen ‘as 

the cause of the negative side’ (praeteritio), whereas human sin is seen ‘as the 

cause of the positive side’ (damnatio) (Sinnema 1985: 449; van Asselt 2007: 
206). This entails that there is no positive divine act concerning human sin, 
whereas positive reprobation presupposes human sin. As the conclusio of the 
Canons of Dordt implies, election and reprobation are not parallel, not ‘eodem 

modo’ (Bakhuizen van den Brink 1976: 278; Schaff 1983: 3:576). 
The scholastic distinction between negative and affirmative reprobation 

goes back to the Franciscans Nicholas de Lyra (ca. 1270-1349) and, in its de-
finitive form, to the Scotistic theologian Étienne (Stephanus) Brulefer (died 
ca. 1499) who also made it popular (de Lyra 1472: ad Rom. 9:17; Brulefer 
1501: ad I d. 40; cf. Sinnema 1985: 32-8).3 Brulefer related the distinction 
directly to John Duns Scotus’s model of distinct structural moments or in-

stances. By applying this model to predestination, Scotus could argue that 
divine election is not based on foreseen faith, whereas there is a relation be-
tween the divine decree and the fact that Judas finally rejected Christ and 
will justly be rejected in turn (see esp. Duns Scotus 1950-2013: 6.334; Vos et 
al. 2003: 131-164). It should be noted that Scotus’s model of structural mo-

ments works with implicative relations, not with causal relations in the mod-
ern sense of the term (te Velde, Vos, et al. 2014). 

Thus, if we carefully analyse the Canons of Dordt in their historical con-
text by taking into account the scholastic background of the delegates and 
their debates, it becomes clear that they are not as ‘rigid’ as one might think 

 

3  Here are the permalinks for the relevant texts of de Lyra (http://daten.digitale-sammlun-
gen.de/bsb00063855/image_56) and Brulefer (http://daten.digitale-sammlungen.de/bsb-
00013717/image_345).  
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at first sight and do not teach a version of praedestinatio gemina or double pre-
destination in the sense of a strict parallelism of election and reprobation. 
Moreover, the Canons restrict themselves to the infralapsarian view on the 
object of predestination when they define in 1.7 election as ‘the unchangeable 

purpose of God, whereby, before the foundation of the world, he hath […] 

chosen, from the whole human race, which had fallen through their own fault 
[…] into sin and destruction, a certain number of persons to redemption in 

Christ’ (Schaff 1983: 582; Bakhuizen van den Brink 1976: 232-3). Thus the 
Canons did not follow Gomarus on this point, who preferred the supralap-
sarian view. The Authentic Acts of the Synod report that, according to him, 
the canons should regard as the object of praedestination ‘not only fallen hu-

manity (homo lapsus), but humanity as it is considered by God before the fall’. 
Instead, the Synod followed the infralapsarian view of S. Lubbertus, which 
was supported by J. Polyander, A. Thysius, and A. Walaeus (Sinnema et al. 
2015: 134, cf. 315). Later Walaeus would explain in his Loci Communes (14.5) 
that the infralapsarian view is ‘more certain (certior) and more in agreement 
(convenientior) with the Word of God’, although the Synod did not exclude 
the supralapsarian view (Walaeus 1643: 1:327). Sure enough, as Voetius ar-
gued (1669: 602-7), the infralapsarian view is fully compatible with the su-
pralapsarian view; it is only more restricted. What the Canons did reject is 
the Remonstrant position that the divine election was ‘founded upon fore-

seen faith (ex praevisa fide), and the obedience of faith, holiness, or any other 
good quality or disposition in man, as the prerequisite, cause, or condition 
on which it depended’ (Schaff 1983: 583; Bakhuizen van den Brink 1976: 

232-3). The Synod of Dordt clearly left room for what has been called ‘lap-

sarian diversity’ (Fesko 2011). However, they did so by using a style of teach-
ing that is not only catholic but also popular, thus following the modus docendi 
of the Palatinate delegates (Godfrey 2011). 

The infralapsarian view is also reflected in the Leiden Synopsis of a Purer 

Theology (Synopsis Purioris Theologiae, 1625), a highly influential collection of 
scholastic disputations that served as a dogmatic textbook at the Dutch Uni-
versities during the seventeenth century. As one of its four authors, Walaeus 
contributed to the Synopsis disputation 24, on divine predestination, in 
which he closely followed the infralapsarian definition of election of the Can-
ons of Dordt: God ‘chooses from the whole human race that had fallen by its 

own fault from pristine integrity into sin and destruction a specific number 
of individual people’ (van den Belt et al. 2016: d. 24.4). He also explained 
the scholastic distinction between negative and affirmative reprobation, 
which as we saw, lay at the background of the Canons of Dordt, and con-
cluded that negative reprobation or ‘passing over’ presupposes common sin, 
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whereas affirmative reprobation or ‘“pre-damnation” in God’s fore-

knowledge’ presupposes particular sins (van den Belt et al. 2016: d. 24.49-
54; cf. Walaeus 1643: 2:250-1).  

This viewpoint corresponds with disputation 11 on divine providence, 
where A. Rivetus argued that divine providence does not destroy but rather 
establishes human freedom. When concurring with his creatures, God 
through his working ‘directly influences the action of the created being, so 

that one and the same action is said to proceed from the first and the second 
cause, inasmuch as one work, or the completed work, results from this source’ 

(te Velde, van Asselt, et al. 2014: 271). Evil and sins fall indirectly under di-
vine providence in the sense that God willingly does not prevent them from 
happening, without thereby approving of them, in accordance with the doc-
trine of divine permission (providentia permittens). Every good is ascribed to 
God, and every evil to created causes (276-281). As these examples demon-
strate, the Leiden Synopsis presented at relevant points a scholastic elabora-
tion of the doctrinal decisions of the Synod of Dordt. 

A similar position can be found in the Westminster Confession of Faith (1646), 
where chapter 3.1 says of God’s eternal decree: 

 
God from all eternity did, by the most wise and holy counsel of his own will, freely 
and unchangeably ordain whatsoever comes to pass; yet so as thereby neither is 
God the author of sin, nor is violence offered to the will of the creatures, nor is the 
liberty or contingency of second causes taken away, but rather established (Schaff 
1983: 3:608). 

 
Accordingly, it maintains in chapter 5.2 that the immutability of the divine 
decree does not strictly necessitate free second causes: 
 

Although in relation to the foreknowledge and decree of God, the first cause, all 
things come to pass immutably and infallibly, yet by the same providence he or-
dereth them to fall out, according to the nature of second causes, either neces-
sarily, freely, or contingently (evenire necessario, libere, aut contingenter, pro natura 

causarum secundarum) (Schaff 1983: 3:612). 
 

Even though this confession does not belong to the genre of scholastic writ-
ings, it strongly reflects the scholastic training of the Westminster divines 
(Fesko 2014: 95-124). Thus J. B. Rogers misses the point when he tries to 
argue that ‘scholasticism’ did not play any significant role in English theology 

before the Westminster Assembly (Rogers 1967; cf. Muller 2003a: 27). 
Scholastic training is perhaps even more apparent in the Bremen Confession 

(Consensus Ministerii Bremensis, 1598—so much earlier than the Westminster 

Confession), which was prepared by Melanchthon’s pupil Christoph Pezel. 

This confession does not only include a detailed section ‘On Necessity and 
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Contingeny’, but also utilizes the fine scholastic distinction between the ne-
cessity of the consequence and the necessity of the consequent to explain that 
Scriptures such as Matthew 26:54, saying that something must happen, 
should not be understood in the sense of absolute necessity (necessitate ab-

soluta), but only of the hypothetical necessity of the consequence (necessitate 

consequentiae) in relation to divine ordination (Müller 1903: 755-6; cf. Rohls 
1987: 71-2). Interestingly, the Bremen ministers applied such scholastic dis-
tinctions precisely in favour of a comparably moderate position on the role 
of the divine decree. 
 

Concluding Remarks 

The Reformed confessions do not belong to the genre of scholastic writing 
and are not primarily meant to be used in the academic setting of the class-
room at universities and academies; in this sense the relationship between 
Reformed confessions and scholasticism is one of diversity. Moreover, we can 
observe quite some diversity among both Reformed confessions and scholas-
tic theologies themselves. Yet the confessions usually have been written by 
theologians who had enjoyed some academic training, and this meant in early 
modernity: scholastic training. Moreover, the scholastic background of these 
theologians enabled them to place their confessional writings in the broader 
catholic tradition of the Christian church and to include patristic and medie-
val theological insights. In this sense there is no conflict but harmony between 
Reformed confessions and scholasticism, nor are the confessions necessarily 
less ‘rigid’ than scholastic theology. Indeed, studying these confessions 

against the background of the more scholastic writings of their authors may 
even help to fully see the theological nuances in their articles on doctrines 
such as divine predestination and providence.  

The confessions may be more vital for us today because they are more 
easily approachable and focus on what is essential for (Reformed) Christian 
faith, but it is important, especially for pastors and scholars, to read them in 
historical perspective. For this, a good understanding of Reformed scholasti-
cism is indispensable. This alone is reason enough to study the disputations 
and systems of Reformed orthodoxy. In addition, it can be said without ex-
aggeration that the Reformed scholastics have been vital within the context 
of their own time; they were real ‘schoolmen’, but many of them were pastors 
as well. They did impressive work to further develop Protestant theology 
given the specific needs of their age in the early modern period in general 
and the era of ‘confessionalization’ in particular. Since they dealt with the big 

questions of theology, and did so in a skillful way, drawing upon Scripture 
and the catholic tradition of the church by using the best tools of their time, 
it is still worthwhile to study their works for other reasons than purely histor-
ical ones. Of course it would be inadequate to do this in an uncritical way by 
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merely repristinating their thought. After all, they themselves didn’t deal in 

such a way with the diverse theologies of the early Reformers. Yet, with the 
means available in their time, they often gave surprisingly helpful and sophis-
ticated answers to questions that are still relevant today, at least for those who 
embrace the (Reformed) Christian confessions.4  
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