The Five Points of Calvinism in the Canons of Dort

What’s the Point about the Five Points?

There is a phrase that disturbs me when I hear it from Christian speakers. It’s one particular saying - just a few words - which to me shows that speaker to be untrue.
Your curiosity is whetted. We know ourselves to be careful not to contradict what we say. We wouldn’t want to lie - well not intentionally anyway!
So what could it be that makes someone so apparently foolish? Which words could a person say that most Christians would miss altogether, and yet which should make us most concerned?
The phrase? Well, it’s found in a form like this: “Now, let’s not get theological!” Or, to use a variation of this: “We’re going to skip the heavy doctrine bit.”
These two phrases can be saying the same thing in various other combinations as well. But the key theme behind these speakers is that they want you to believe they’ve got away from that part of religion which is too awkward or difficult, and which only led to problems anyway. “Let’s get into what we’ve got together” is another way of saying the same.
Perhaps you’re wondering why I could ever get upset about these believers. They’re only trying to be helpful after all - aren’t they?
Actually, they aren’t. In fact, it has been such an attitude which has contributed to the slide in christianity of late.

What We Believe is Serious
Allow me to illustrate this - an illustration which will lead us right into our subject: The Presbyterian and Reformed Churches have often - and quite rightly - been accused of being among the more doctrinal churches. In our teaching, and especially in our worship of God, which very much includes the preaching, there has generalIy been a strong emphasis on our distinctive doctrines. When a minister, or elder, or deacon, is ordained he has to sign quite some extensive work-place agreement!
And though most churches have their contracts of one form or another, ours are especially doctrinal. Therefore the form signed in Presbyterian or Reformed Churches is extensive. It will cover commitment to all the Confessional Standards and the Church Order of the church.
But having signed this paper - is that it? Thousands of men are being ordained every year into our churches. All of them are declaring they are Calvinist. “Well - they’ve signed, haven’t they?” 
But that’s not all. When we sign in our Reformed Churches -and you’ll find something similar in Presbyterian churches - we even say that we won’t only reject all errors that go against Reformed Doctrine, and particularly against the 5 Points of Calvinism found in ‘The Canons of Dort’, but we will actively refute and contradict all such errors, and to struggle at keeping them out. (i.e. The Form of Subscription.) So, why - in this age when doctrine is downplayed, and even outplayed altogether - do we persevere in such regimented submission to doctrine? And why - of all doctrines - do we sign to those declared at the Synod of Dort 375 years ago? How come we are so doctrinal?
Perhaps I’ve got you a little puzzled. What’s this about a place called Dort? To use the style of Dr Noel Weeks, “we’ll come to that in a moment.” For the meantime, however, we consider ‘The Five Points of Calvinism.’

Being Doctrinal Is Being Biblical
But before we continue we need to answer, “Why are we doctrinal?” Being doctrinal is simply being Biblical. It’s summing up Scripture, usually to answer a question, or to address a problem. So it’s doing what the apostle Peter told us to do in his first letter, chapter 3, and verse 15: “Always be prepared to give an answer to everyone who asks you to give the reason for the hope you have.”
That’s what we reflecting upon now. An answer from the church in the past, which like the answers given in the Nicene and Athanasian Creeds, can guide us today. Because - you know - human nature hasn’t really changed.
Do you know the 5 points of Calvinism? (It’s also known as an acronym - T.U.L.I.P.) Could you say what each of the parts is?
We share these as the essential foundations of the Biblical Faith. We believe that these represent who we really are; what God planned so that would be different; how He executed His plan through our Lord Jesus Christ; in which way he ensured that His own would be saved; and the preservation of His church on their way to His Glory!
Now, drawing in that name I mentioned earlier - would you know why the Synod of Dort of 1618 to 1619 fits in here? What have they got to do with the 5 Points of Calvinism? Hadn’t John Calvin already passed through to be with his Lord over fifty years before?\

Continuing On From Calvin
This illustrates an outward difficulty with the title, ‘The Five Points of Calvinism.’ Somehow Calvin is seen to be involved. But Calvinism is mentioned because it continues the Biblical position he taught. Though we could just as easily call it Augustinianism, after the 4th century church father, or Pauline, after the apostle who especially developed it. But most of all these are Biblical Foundations. I trust in just what I described already about these 5 Points you saw that too. We shouldn’t bind it down to one man, or to one situation.
But it’s called Calvinism because it’s completely compatible with the teaching of that Great Reformer - not because he personally wrote it.
And we use the Synod of Dort because this was where these Biblical Foundations were first stated in the way we have them today. So, though these principles are Scriptural, and they been believed and taught throughout the history of the Christian Church - both in the Old and New Testaments - it was at Dort in 1619 that they were presented in this way to answer a most prevalent heresy in the churches.

In Answer To Error
A study of church history shows us that some of the great creeds and confessions were the formulation of answers to pressing divisive views in the church. The heresy of Gnosticism was addressed in the Nicene Creed; the error of Arianism was challenged in the Athananasian Creed; and now the terrible tragedy of Arminianism was spoken against.
Arminianism was a teaching that followed Jacob Arminius who had been a minister and theological Professor at Leiden in the Netherlands. And even though Arminius was dead before 1618, he was the one who introduced the thinking which is now called ‘Arminianism.’
Jacob Arminius was a very clever student. He was so academically bright he was able to earn a scholarship to be taught under Theodore Beza, Calvin’s successor in Geneva, Switzerland. He returned to the Netherlands, and was quickly called to a ministry and professorship at Leiden.
It was in Leiden, in the influentual position he had - and this has often occurred in church history - that he began preaching a series of sermons on Paul’s letter to the Romans. This in itself was nothing unusual. The Book of Romans, though not an easy assignment to exposit, had provided the strong basis for Martin Luther’s return to the Biblical Faith. After he had preached through Romans it was Luther who was overwhelmed with God’s message of salvation by grace alone.
But Arminius in his preaching upon Romans proposed a number of controversial points - such as, that death would have been inevitable for us all, even if Adam had remained obedient; that Romans 7 is a description of Paul in his unregenerate -unsaved - state; that man keeps, even after the Fall into sin in the Garden of Eden, a free will by which to obey or disobey the demands of the Gospel; and that the civil government has authority over the church.
However, the most disappointing part of Arminius’ preaching was seen in his attack on the Reformed doctrine of predestination. Arminius showed his true colours when he stated his doubts about Article 16 of The Belgic Confession. Against this article’s insistence on unconditional election - so, that we are saved without any conditions or obligations to be met first by us - Arminius argued that election (being chosen to be saved) is based on the divine knowledge of faith. In other words, God elected to save His people, not sovereignly or graciously, but because of the faith he saw in them. That foreseen faith became the condition for being saved, in the view of Arminius.

Nothing New
This thought was not new. Just eighty to ninety years before the well-known Renaissance humanist Erasmus, had issued a ‘Diatribe’ in which he protested sovereign grace and argued for man’s free will to “make a decision’ for Christ. This was part of an ongoing debate he had with Martin Luther.
A thousand years before that Pelagius had denied that the human nature was corrupted by sin. Then it had been Augustine who insisted that the Scriptures taught that man was dead in trespasses and sin and in bondage to Satan, Man’s will, said Augustine, was not in the least “free.”
This not-so-new preaching and teaching became the cause of a deep and bitter division among the Reformed Churches in the Netherlands. Two opposing “parties” resulted - one side favouring Arminius, and, naturally, a group opposing his position.
Two positions developed; though, incidentally, two positions which have been struggling together for as long as there has been a church.

The ‘Remonstrance’
Although Arminius died in 1609 the movement bearing his name strongly continued, in January 1610, more than 40 representatives who supported Arminius’ views in the Dutch Reformed Churches, gathered in Gouda. Together they drew up a ‘Remonstrance’. This was a petition in which their case was set out and defended. In five points they addressed those whom they believed had been distorting their position. And they hoped that by this declaration there would be official support, and so the charge would be answered that their doctrine was in conflict with Scripture and the Reformed Confessions.
As then all matters of controversy in the church was closely tied to the state, the States of Holland arranged for a meeting between the two sides. This happened in March 1611, and resulted in a reply to the ‘Remonstrance’ of the Arminians. This reply was called the ‘Counter Remonstrance’.
So the debate continued. And as the States-General of the Republic of the Netherlands saw no end to this matter, it finally called a National Synod in 1618 in Dort (also called Dordtrecht).
The specific purpose of this Synod was to judge whether the position of the Remonstrants (which they became called after their ‘Remonstrance’) was in harmony with the Word of God and the Reformed Confessions, especially Article 16 of the Belgic Confession. And though officially a synod of the Reformed Churches of the Netherlands, there were also 26 delegates from 8 foreign countries, including several who were key men in the later framing of the Westminster Divines (which included The Westminster Confession of Faith, and The Shorter & Larger Catechism 5).
So what we have here is a situation at the height of the reforming period. There were still those who had been taught under Calvin and Bucer, and there were those who in another 25 years would be so involved in what is known to Presbyterians as ‘the flower of the Reformation’ - The Westminister Confession of Faith.

A Time Of Testing
From this historical outline it becomes clear that the Reformed Churches in the Netherlands, and the Reformed world, were confronted with their hour of reckoning.
Would they go the way of the rest of Christianity? Were the Anabaptists right after all in highlighting the need to personally respond before faith came? Was the Church of Rome really all that wrong in emphasising what man had to do to gain salvation?
Or was the Reformed Confession of the sovereign grace of God in salvation the foundational doctrine?
Would this Synod indeed be the “bud” to the “flower” which opened a generation later in London?
To help us as we cover Confession in the preaching, here are the 5 Points of the Remonstrants stated:
1 - God elected before the foundation of the world to save those whom he foresaw would respond to the gospel call. So being chosen by God depended on what man would do with the gospel. In the same way God reprobates - He chooses not to save - those whom He sees will not believe.
To sum up: It’s sinful man’s choice to believe in Christ, not God’s choice to give the sinner to Christ, which becomes the ultimate cause of the salvation of the believer.
2 - The atoning work of Christ makes it possible for everyone to be saved, without actually securing the salvation of anyone. Because of Christ’s atoning work, it becomes possible for God to forgive sinners on the condition that they believe. But Christ’s atoning work doesn’t “remove” anyones sins or provide salvation for a particular people - those whom the Father would give Him or for whom He offered Himself as a sacrifice.
To sum up: Christ’s work makes salvation possible and available to everyone without distinction, but without the certainty of having atoned for anyone in particular.
3 - While human nature has been affected by the Fall, fallen human nature isn’t in a state of total spiritual helplessness. There is a common enabling grace permitting all to cooperate or not cooperate with the gospel call to repentance and faith. The sinner retains a free will and his eternal destiny depends on the way he uses it.
To sum up: faith is man’s contribution, his “good work”, which comes before the work of the Spirit in regeneration.
4 - The Holy Spirit does all He can to bring every sinner to salvation, butthis working may be successfully resisted. Because man is free and faith has to come before and make possible the new birth, the Spirit cannot regenerate the sinner until he believes. So the Spirit’s work in applying Christ’s work to the sinner is limited and defined by the sinner’s willingness to cooperate.
To sum up: The Holy Spirit can only draw through the gospel those who allow Him to have His way.
5 - There is doubt over whether believers are preserved in the state of grace by the Spirit. Some taught that it was possible forthose who believe and are saved to be lost later, if they drifted and disobeyed. Others said that believers are eternally secure in Christ, that once a believer was regenerated he could no longer be lost.
To sum up: We cannot be sure that we will be saved - it either depends on what you do or how we define the Bible to be.

Discerning The Difference
Did you recognise some of these points in parts of the Christian world, and even your church?
If you do reflect seriously on the state of the church, we find the teaching that it lies and dies with you and I. It’s up to us, mankind - all the way!
And that’s how it honestly is with most Christians. One cannot question their sincerity, but we should ask about their foundations.
We can simply ask who they acknowledge on bended knee. What they do when they know not, the LORD wants them to see and live when they’re especially thinking about what they’ re doing. Prostrate in prayer they know it all depends on God alone!
Could we shift that focus to the other parts? Perhaps they may come to wonder completely too - how does He do it?
But we can thank the Remonstrants for the order to their ‘Remonstrance’. We will see, Lord willing, through this series of sermons, how in answer to this disappointing and despairing direction the LORD God was put back where He should always have been.
And note that following the articles of teaching in the Canons of Dort there are the ‘Rejection of the Errors’ which we find following each section. We won’t deal with these, though it should be noted that they do provide further Biblical proof, especially to answer the false teaching of the Remonstrants.
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