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Arminianism, as a theological system, derives its name from Jacobus Arminius
(1560-1609).1 He served first as a pastor for the Reformed church in Amsterdam (15871603), and then as Professor of Theology at the University of Leiden (1603-1609). Much
to his own dismay, he became the center of a beginning controversy in Dutch
Protestantism. As a result, it is his name that has come down to us in history with such
significance.
Immediately after his death, some leading ministers of the Dutch Reformed
Church presented a “Remonstrance” to the States of Holland (1610). After this group was
excluded from the state-controlled church in the aftermath of the Synod of Dort, they
organized themselves into the Remonstrant Brotherhood and established their own
theological school in Amsterdam.2 Remonstrantism, then, is more associated with an
historical group than a theological system.
The leading theologian of the Remonstrants, however, was Philip van Limborch
(1633-1712).3 He was raised as a second generation Remonstrant, and the great-nephew
of Simon Episcopius who was the “successor” of Arminius. In 1667 Limborch became
Professor of Theology at the Remonstrant theological institution. At the request of the
Remonstrant church, he wrote a comprehensive theology. It became his magnum opus.
He completed Theologia Christiana in 1686 and it went through six editions.4 Since its
publication it has been known as the “most complete and best known exposition of
[early] Arminianism.”5
Arminianism and Remonstrantism have often been linked together as if they
represented the same theological viewpoint. This linkage has been made by both
Arminian6 and Calvinist7 writers. However, this coupling is theologically misleading.
Arminianism, as understood in the sense of the theology of Arminius, is not Remonstrant
in character. Arminius and Limborch stand as far apart theologically as do Wesley and
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Latitudinarian Anglicanism. It is the difference between evangelicalism and Pelagianism,
between the Reformation and the Enlightenment.8
The purpose of this article is to illustrate the difference between evangelical
Arminianism and rationalistic Arminianism by examining the righteousness of justifying
faith in the thought of Jacobus Arminius and Philip van Limborch. The two systems are
radically different, and if we are to retain the name “Arminian” in its historical character,
then we must reserve the name “Remonstrant” for the theology which Limborch
expounded. The differences between these two theologies of grace can be seen by
outlining their respective doctrines of atonement and faith. In the wake of such an
examination, it will become apparent why it is important to maintain both an historical
and theological distinction between these two systems.
The Nature of the Atonement
Arminius’ doctrine of atonement is often linked with either explicitly or implicitly
with the governmental theories of Remonstrant thought.9 One recent expositor, H. D.
McDonald, continues this linkage by placing Arminius’ understanding of atonement in
the context of Socinian and Remonstrant theorists.10 Arminius, according to McDonald,
deviated from Reformed thought by arguing that “Christ’s expiatory sacrifice was not an
equivalent for the punishment due to sin.”11 God’s law was relaxed or modified so as to
accept a lesser payment for sin than what the rigor of divine justice required.
However, these assessments ignore an important passage in the discussion
between Arminius and Francius Junius.12 Arminius maintains that the death of Christ was
a full and complete satisfaction for sin according to the rigor of divine justice. The law of
God is fundamentally “inflexible.” It was not a relaxation or modification of the law.
Rather, the wisdom of God found a way to both satisfy the rigor of justice and at the
same time offer mercy to humanity. The satisfaction for the justice of God was not based
on some kind of relaxation of the law, but was executed according to the “the inflexible
rigor of divine justice displayed, which could not grant, even to the intercession of His
son, the pardon of sin unless punishment had been inflicted.”
This was effected through the penal substitution of Jesus Christ. God’s justice,
according to Arminius, could be satisfied by either punishing the sinner or “by the
exaction of the same punishment from Him who has offered Himself according to God’s
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will as bail and surety for sinners.” He suffered both the eternal and temporal penalties of
sin in our place.13 He suffered the punishment due to sinful humanity. God imposed
“upon his Son the punishment due from sinners, and taken away from them, to be borne
and paid in full by Him.”14 His death earned a real merit which is bestowed upon
believers in justification.
Arminius’ doctrine of atonement is fundamentally the same as that of the
Reformers except that he gives an explicit universal potential to the benefits of Christ’s
death.15 These benefits are universal in potential but not in actuality. They are actually
applied to believers only. Christ is the potential substitute for everyone, but the actual
substitute for those whom God has elected in Christ as believers. Yet, even this wording
differs little from Reformed formulations of the time except for the phrase “elected in
Christ as believers.”16
Limborch, however, maintains that the death of Christ is regarded by God as a
satisfaction for sin according to grace, but not according to the intrinsic merit of the death
itself. The death of Christ is meritorious for universal redemption only because God’s
will has determined to regard it as such.17 The intrinsic value of Christ’s death, according
to the rigor of divine justice, is insufficient for the redemption of all humanity. “Christ
did not suffer eternal death,” and therefore did not suffer the “punishment due to our
sins.”18 Thus the satisfaction which was rendered for sin was not full and complete.
Rather, God was satisfied by the determination of his own will rather than by the
demands of his justice. Limborch is, in this context, voluntaristic.19 God only punishes
sin if He so wills, and the “retributive justice” of God is not an “essential attribute” of his
nature so that he must punish.20 While the death of Christ exhibited God’s wrath and did
pay the temporal penalty of sin, it did not satisfy the retributive justice of God. Rather,
God regards Christ’s death as a substitute for us even though it is a substitute which is
insufficient according to the rigor of divine justice. The mercy of God moderated God’s
wrath so that it was not inflexible with regard to our sin.21
Consequently, the death of Christ did not fulfill God’s just demands, but relaxed
God’s demands upon humanity. This relaxation of the demands of the law has universal
consequences so that anyone who has never heard the Gospel (the conditions of the New
Covenant) may be saved by meeting the demands of the law according to the revelations
available to them.22 The effects of Christ’s death are universally applied without faith,
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that is, God’s law now stands relaxed for everyone. The gift of righteousness is given
when one meets the demands of that relaxed law whether by the light of nature or on the
grounds of the terms of the New Covenant.
The difference between Arminius and Limborch is the same difference which
exists between Calvin and Grotius.23 It is the difference between the penal theory of
atonement and the governmental theory. According to the former, Christ paid the full
penalty of sin as a substitute for us. According to the latter, Christ simply relaxed God’s
laws so that we would be able to effectively accomplish them. For Arminius, the law
remains intact and inflexible, but fulfilled by Christ in his life and death. For Limborch,
the Law is moderated and relaxed, and the related demands of the law are then met by us
for our salvation. The ground of salvation in Arminius is a just and real fulfillment of the
law’s demands which is given by imputation, but in Limborch it is an abrogation of the
just demands of the law. The difference between Arminius and Limborch here is the
difference between what Christ has done for us and in our stead, and what we must do for
ourselves in addition to Christ’s work in the actual accomplishment of redemption. It is
the difference between God imputing Christ’s righteousness to the believer and the
believer receiving the righteousness on the ground of his own act of faith.
The Merit of Faith
Arminius explicitly declared that he found himself in “complete agreement” with
the Reformed and Protestant churches on the topic of justification by faith.24 His
agreement is so thorough that he is willing to ascribe to all that Calvin said on the subject.
Arminius writes:
Yet my opinion is not so widely different from his as to prevent me from
employing the signature of my own hand in subscription to those thins which he
has delivered on this subject, in the third book of his Institutes; this is I am
prepared to do at any time and to give them my full approval.25
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Nevertheless, Arminius has often been accused of heterodoxy on this point, and such
accusations continue. For example, Praamsma argues that Arminius taught that “man is
justified before God not on the basis of the imputed righteousness of Christ but by the
human act of believing which constituted his righteousness before God.” Praamsma adds
that this contradicts the answer to question sixty-one of the Heidelberg Catechism.26 But
when Arminius was questioned about his doctrine of justification at The Hague in 1608,
he replied by quoting the answers to questions sixty and sixty-one of the Heidelberg
Catechism as his own opinion.27
According to Arminius, the righteousness which man receives in justification is
wholly external to himself. It is, in fact, the righteousness of Christ which is imputed to
him. As he stood before the States of Holland at The Hague, Arminius offered this
succinct statement of his views:
I believe that sinners are accounted righteous solely by the obedience of Christ;
and that the righteousness of Christ is the only meritorious cause on account of
which God pardons sins of believers and reckons them as righteous as if they had
perfectly fulfilled the law.28
Thus, the ground of our justification is that God “bestows Christ on us for righteousness,
and imputes his righteousness and obedience to us.”29 At the heart of this concept is
Arminius’ doctrine of atonement. It is, like that of his Reformed critics, both
substitutionary and penal in its nature. The merit of Christ is imputed to the believer as
the ground of justification. He believes that “God reckons the righteousness of Christ to
have been performed for us and for our benefit.”30 The critics of Arminius believed that
he attributed merit or righteousness to the human act of faith, and the charge continues.31
This misperception is rooted in Arminius’ understanding that faith is both an act and an
instrument. It is an act of the human will which has been graciously enabled by the work
of God’s Holy Spirit. Faith is an act of the human will, but an act that is rooted in God’s
prevenient grace. God grants both the ability and the will to believe, but the act of faith
itself is a matter of cooperative grace.32
Faith, however, is also passive. First, the act of faith never arises out of the human
subject alone. The grace of God not only precedes, but accompanies and follows any
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good that man accomplishes.33 Second, the act of faith has no inherent merit. Arminius
attempts to make this clearer:
Christ has not obtained (promeritum) by his merits that we should be justified by
the worthiness and merit of faith and much less that we should be justified by the
merit of works: But the merit of Christ is opposed to justification by works; and in
the Scriptures, faith and merit are placed in opposition to each other.34
Faith is the instrumental cause of justification. It receives the gift of righteousness. It does
not, as an act, contain within itself saving righteousness. The righteousness of
justification is the righteousness of Christ which he earned in his life and death and is
bestowed upon the believer as if he were personally righteous. Faith is the condition for
the reception of that righteousness, but it contains no merit within itself. It receives all
merit from outside of itself and does not constitute its own righteousness.
Arminius illustrated the active nature of faith and yet the passive reception of
external righteousness by the metaphor of a beggar who received wealth from a rich man.
“Does it cease to be a pure gift,” he asks, “because the beggar extends his hand to receive
it?”35 Consequently, faith receives the righteousness which Christ earned. Interestingly,
Reid explains Calvin’s view of the nature of faith in similar terms. Just as for Arminius,
faith is the instrument by which “the sinner lays hold upon Christ’s righteousness freely
offered to him in the Gospel.” Or, to use the analogy that Reid employs, “it is the empty
outstretched hand which receives by imputation the righteousness of Christ.”36 Whether
one refers to “laying hold” or “holding out an empty hand,” the point is that faith is a
human act enabled by grace and it contains no merit within itself. Calvin and Arminius
are agreed on these points.
On the contrary, Limborch explicitly rejects the imputation of Christ’s
righteousness. “Nowhere,” he writes,” “does Scripture teach that the righteousness of
Christ is imputed to us.”37 This, of course, is an implication of his rejection of penal
substitutional atonement. But this immediately raises the question: “From where, then,
does justifying righteousness come?”
According to Limborch, the righteousness which man receives in justification is
partly based upon hi own imperfect, yet righteous, act of faith. It is partly his own
righteous act and partly a righteousness which God grants independently of the
righteousness of Christ. Faith does not contain within itself a justifying righteousness
according to the rigor of divine justice, but it does contain a righteousness which God
graciously regards as justifying. Limborch explicitly denies that this is an imputation of
Christ’s righteousness. In Limborch’s system, God is willing to declare man righteous
because of what Christ has done and because of man’s faith.
He argues that God has willed to show his mercy by two means (media): “one is
outside of us, and another is in us.”38 The external medium is the redemptive at of Christ
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on the cross and the internal medium is the act of human faith.39The redemption of
humanity depends upon the righteousness of Christ only in the sense that his blood
opened the way of salvation by the propitiation of God’s wrath. His righteousness, then,
may be considered an “external means” in that it established a new covenant between
God and us, but it is not an “internal means” in the sense that we are considered righteous
by virtue of his righteousness through our acceptance of God’s gracious offer in the
gospel.40 Rather, our own faith is the internal means of achieving righteousness. With this
structure, Limborch is able to argue that one is justified both on account of (propter)
Christ and on account of (propter) human faith. This is clear in his definition of
justification itself:
Justification is a merciful and gracious act of God by which sinners who truly
repent and believe are fully absolved from all guilt through and on account of
(propter) faith in Jesus and that same faith is graciously imputed for
righteousness.41
Consequently, the death of Christ and human faith stand on equal footing. Just as the
death of Christ earned or merited something for us, we earn or merit something for
ourselves by faith. Neither merits anything according to the rigor of divine justice, but in
God’s voluntaristic gracious accounting both have a meriting function.42
However, all that Christ did was to relax the law so that what we do God can
regard as righteousness.43 Faith becomes an act of human righteousness which meets the
demands of the relaxed law. It is accounted righteousness graciously because Christ’s
work relaxed the law, but it is true righteousness in that it does meet the actual demands
of the unrelaxed law. Yet, even the work of Christ is based upon a relaxation of the law
rather than a real fulfillment of its demands. Christ did not pay the penalty of sin
according to divine justice, but God accepted a lesser payment for the real one. Thus, the
ground of salvation is two-fold: Christ’s work and man’s faith. Though the former
precedes the latter, the faith actually earns the righteousness by which we stand in the
presence of God. This is not simply because faith is the mere instrument or receptacle by
which righteousness is received from Christ, but because it is itself a work of
righteousness and forms the foundation of God’s accounting us righteous. In other words,
we must be righteous according to the relaxed demands of the law, in at least this real
sense, before God can count us as perfectly righteous. Indeed, technically, God does not
graciously count us as righteous since by faith we are, in fact, righteous in that we have
met the actual demands of the relaxed law. It is imputed to him or counted as his only in
the sense that man needed the work of Christ to relax the law. This is the “gracious”
accounting in Limborch’s theology of grace.
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Thus, according to Limborch, we become righteous by the righteousness inherent
in faith rather than by a righteousness that is given external to faith. This is consistent
with his principle that there is no righteousness but what is personal.44 Thus, we are
righteous by the righteousness inherent in our own act of faith rather than by something
external to ourselves.
The difference between Arminius and Limborch at this point is of paramount
importance. It is the difference between an external gift of righteousness and an internal
or inherent righteousness. Limborch holds that God graciously regards our own act of
faith as righteousness itself based upon our true accomplishment of the demands of the
law. His concept of grace is rooted in God’s relaxation of the demands of the law.
Arminius holds that God counts faith as the condition for the reception of righteousness
external to personal faith. This grace is a free gift of true merit given to believers.
Limborch regards faith as containing merit (in the sense of the relaxed law) but Arminius
excludes merit from faith. Limborch denies that righteousness is extra nos, but Arminius
affirms the Reformation dogma of the imputation of Christ’s righteousness as the ground
of acceptance before God.
While Limborch and Arminius may sometimes write with similar terminology
(such as the “act of faith”), their presuppositions and framework for understanding faith
give an entirely different sense to their words. In a similar way, Limborch’s use of the
terms “propitiate,” “satisfy,” and “redeem” in reference to the work of Christ does not
imply that he meant the same thing that his contemporary opponents among the ContraRemonstrants meant. Presuppositions determine the meaning which is attached to a
particular term. This is certainly the case between Limborch and Arminius. While they
often use similar terminology, they mean very different things. It is, therefore, improper
to read Limborch’s understanding of the merit of faith into Arminius’ description of faith
as an act. Faith for Arminius is only a receptacle for the gift of righteousness. It is not a
meritorious act. But for Limborch the death of Christ and the act of faith are meritorious
in exactly the same sense, that is, God graciously accepts them as sufficient for
redemption even though neither measure up to the rigor of divine justice.
The Significance of Arminianism
The distinction between Arminius and Limborch, between evangelical
Arminianism and Remonstrantism, is significant both historically and theologically. It is
historically significant because the term “Arminian” has become synonymous with
“opposition to Calvinism.” Consequently, theological systems dubbed “Arminianism”
have ranged from Wesleyan to Socinian, from Catholicism to naturalistic Pelagianism.
“Arminian” has become a historically imprecise appellation.
The differences between the two systems demonstrate that the two cannot be
regarded as the same nor construed to be logically related by implication. Arminius’
theology constantly emphasizes grace while Limborch’s constantly emphasizes human
ability. The presuppositions from which they approach the theology of grace are radically
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different. Thus, the two systems must be distinguished in the historical categorization of
theology.
In one sense, Arminianism and Remonstrantism can be classified together. They
both adhere to certain points which give them a common heritage: universal potential of
the atonement of Christ, the election of believers in Christ, and the resistibility of grace.
These are sine qua non principles of Arminianism though one Arminian system may
interpret them differently and set them into an entirely different framework. Yet, there is
some justification for placing Arminianism and Remonstrantism into this broad category.
However, this classification does nothing more than distinguish it from pure
Augustinianism. This is merely a category of anti-Calvinism since one may place
Socinians, Pelagians, and other groups into this same broad category.
Therefore, while these common principles may mean that both Arminianism and
Remonstrantism share a common anti-Calvinist posture, they do not provide a useful
historical classification. Arminius may be called an “evangelical Arminian,” “early
Arminian,” or “low Arminian” in distinction from Remonstrantism which may be called
“liberal Arminianism,” “later Arminianism,” or “high Arminianism.”45 But these
categories are not useful since “Arminian” here simply means anti-Calvinist, and may
even presuppose some logical development from one to the other. Instead of seeking
some overarching principle which unites Arminius and Limborch against Calvinism, it is
best to view Arminianism and Remonstrantism as two separate theological systems
because even the principles they share are absorbed into the respective systems so
differently. The categories of “Arminian” and “Remonstrant” represent the historical
roots more accurately and provide a clearer theological distinction between them.
Historical theologians must, therefore, be more careful in the discussion of
Arminianism because the theological distinction is real and important. It is a distinction
between evangelical and non-evangelical theology, between evangelicalism and legalism
or moralism. As historians of theology, we owe it to those who have preceded us to
carefully understand and categorize their thought. The Arminian tradition is the historical
line of Arminius and Wesley. The Remonstrant tradition is the historical line of Grotius,
Limborch and Latitudinarianism.
Recent research bears this out in the study of nineteenth century Methodism
where there were Methodists who represented both the Arminian and Remonstrant
positions.46 The Restoration Movement of the Disciples also represented this ArminianRemonstrant tension in the nineteenth century.47 The danger of any development which
45
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leaves evangelical theology is represented in both of these historical movements. The
movement will either find a dead-end in the moralism of religious pluralism, or frustrate
itself with a legalism that subtly looks to the sinner to save himself.
The distinction between Arminianism and Remonstrantism is, more importantly,
theological significant. It is a watershed issue for evangelicalism. It is the watershed issue
of the Reformation itself. If Arminianism is to remain evangelical, it must take seriously
the importance of its doctrine of atonement and justification. From where does justifying
righteousness come—extra nos or intra nos? Is righteousness a gift wholly external to
ourselves, or is it show inherent within the act of faith?
The righteousness which is imputed, according to Arminianism, is the
righteousness which Christ merited through his obedience. The righteousness which is
imputed, according to Remonstrantism, is God’s gracious estimation of the human act of
faith. This is no mere semantical difference. It is a fundamental disagreement concerning
the ground of grace itself. It is the difference between being clothed in Christ’s perfect
righteousness and being clothed in our own partial righteousness graciously estimated by
God to be perfect. It is the difference between a real righteousness forensically imputed
to us and a fictitious righteousness voluntaristically (i.e., “graciously” in Limborch’s
terminology, but not true righteousness according to divine justice) imputed to us. It is
the difference between righteousness being wholly derived from Christ’s work or
righteousness partially derived from our own faith.
Faith is trusting in the merits of Christ. Faith is trusting only in Christ’s merits.48
Faith remains a human act, yet an act that is responsive to and enabled by God’s grace.
Faith is a human act, but it receives all its saving merit, all its saving righteousness, from
outside of itself. Faith is a receptacle for God’s gift of righteousness which Christ earned
for us in our stead. It is not a human act of merit which arises out of man’s natural ability
and meets the demands of the law of God. It is an outstretched and empty hand that looks
only to God to provide the righteousness by which redemption is secured.
This is the message of the gospel itself. The distinction that Paul draws in
Philippians 3:9 is the distinction between Arminianism and Remonstrantism. Paul yearns
to be found in Christ, “not having a righteousness of my own that come from the law, but
that which is through faith in Christ—the righteousness that comes from God and is by
faith.” Remonstrantism, as any legalism, is a righteousness that is derived from law; a
righteousness that is earned by meeting the demands of law, whether it is relaxed or not.
Arminianism seeks a righteousness from God through faith so that the ground on which
we stand before God is Jesus Christ and his righteousness rather than our own.
The theological distinction between Arminianism and Remonstrantism, then, is
rooted in the understanding of the ground of grace—in the nature of the gospel itself. In
particular, their differing views of the atonement of Christ result in differing views
concerning the nature of faith. The result is that while Arminianism receives the external
gift of righteousness by which we stand perfect in God’s sight, Remonstrantism looks to
the believer to measure up to a relaxed standard of righteousness which God accepts in
the place of actual righteousness. The latter is a fiction, but the former is the perfect
righteousness of Christ.
Conclusion
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Arminianism, as represented by Arminius and Wesley, does not contain a
substantial departure from the theology of grace in the Reformers. In particular, the
theology of Arminius is fundamentally Reformed in character.49 Arminianism holds to
the Reformation doctrines of penal substitution and extra nos righteousness.
Remonstrantism, however, involves an acceptance of certain premises which are
destructive of the theology of the Reformation. In the development of Remonstrant
thought one finds the spirit of the Enlightenment. Living in the ‘age of reason,’ the
Remonstrant leaders, and Limborch in particular, became one of the major forces in the
undermining of evangelical theology. Frederick Platt concluded that “Arminianism [i.e.,
Remonstrantism] was the medium by which the humanistic spirit of the Renaissance was
translated into the theological and exegetical sphere. Its great men—Grotius, Episcopius,
Limborch, Brant, Le Clerc—are all men of literary faculty and humanistic temper.”50
Arminianism, therefore, stands with the theology of Reformation while
Remonstrantism represents the breakdown and disintegration of that theology.
Arminianism is fundamentally evangelical while Remonstrantism is humanistic. The
difference is the difference between the Reformation and the Enlightenment. The church
was moving into a new age, and as it moved, its theology changed. This change not only
affected Dutch Arminianism but Swiss Calvinism51 and English Anglicanism.52 It was
reflective of the age in which reason dominated, and faith in Scripture was slowly being
eroded by the rise of autonomous philosophy and science.
It is even now reflective of the modern struggle of evangelical Arminianism to
find some sort of self-definition. Any definition of Arminianism will ultimately look back
to both Arminius and Wesley, and when it does not find itself there, it may discover that
it is not Arminian after all. It might be, in fact, Remonstrant.
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