








There have been various interpretations given to the Marrow contro­
versy, some of which we mention here in an effort to highlight the issues
which were involved.

Some have maintained that the Marrow Men were concerned with
various evils which were present in the church. Among these evils was the
evil of legalism which really taught a salvation on the basis of the works
of the law. Also among these evils was the error of a conditional grace.
Christ, so it is said, was being separated from His benefits in the preaching.
The church could not offer the benefits of Christ to all because they had
to know who the elect were before these benefits could be offered to
them. But those who were elect could be known as elect only by the
manifestation of election in their lives. Thus Christ's benefits hinged upon
this manifestation of election in a holy and sanctified life. Hence, the
offer was made conditional. One receives salvation only if he is elect, Le.,
if he manifests election in his life and if he is assured of his election.
Hence all the preaching was made conditional - conditional upon the
works of sanctification, which works were the manifestation of election.

The Marrow Men, on the other hand, were interested in grace. They
taught that God, moved by love to all, made a deed of gift and grant to
all that whoever believed might have eternal life. This, so it was said, was
the offer. This was not Anninian or Amyrauldian, but a gospel of free
grace, offered freely to all, a grace which was, therefore, not conditional.
The defenders of the offer were, therefore, to be considered the orthodox,
while the General Assembly and the church (which had rejected the offer)
were given over to the legalism of salvation dependent upon the condition
of holiness.

This interpretation of the Marrow controversy is, therefore, an attempt
to turn the tables: an attempt to charge those who repudiated the offer as
being proponents of a conditional salvation, while the defenders of the
offer were the ones who taught sovereign and free grace.

This interpretation (and defense) of the Marrow Men is false. While it
is a rather interesting (though complicated) attempt to defend the Marrow

8 There is here an interesting historical note. It has been pointed out that
the General Assembly of the Church of Scotland has officially condemned
the idea of the free offer of the gospel, and that, therefore, all the Scottish
Presbyterian Churches which trace their origin to the Church of Scotland
are bound by that decision. Some, in the interests of maintaining the free
offer, have denied this; but the evidence nevertheless supports this conten­
tion. That decision of 1720, reaffirmed in 1722, has never been retracted.
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Men and in this way to defend the offer, it cannot be supported by the
evidence. This is true, first of all, because the General Assembly did not
teach a legalism, but specifically and concretely warned against it. Who
can tell whether there were those in the church who were teaching such
views? But if there were, the fact remains that the General Assembly (the
same one which condemned the offer) refused to uphold this position and
warned against it.

In the second place, this view is wrong because the General Assembly
was never guilty of teaching a conditional salvation. This is simply a mis­
interpretation of their position. The orthodox did indeed insist that the
promises of the gospel were for the elect alone, though they were to be
publicly and universally proclaimed along with the command to repent
and believe. They maintained a general proclamation of a particular
promise, in the same sense as was maintained by the Dort divines.9

This has always been Biblical and Reformed. But this is by no means a
conditional promise. It is certainly true that the promise of the gospel is
for the elect alone. It is also true that a holy and sanctified life is the fruit
of election as God works His sanctifying power in the hearts of His people
through the Spirit of Christ. We may even go so far as to say that it is only
in the way of a sanctified walk that the elect child of God lives in the assur­
ance of His election in Christ. No one certainly would ever dare to say that
a person can walk in sin, refuse to confess it, but nevertheless experience
the electing grace of God in Christ. But t~is by no means implies a con­
ditional salvation. On the contrary, it was the Marrow Men who taught a
conditional salvation. For if salvation merited in the work of Christ on the
cross was publicly proclaimed as being for all, the question naturally
arises: How is it to be explained that not all receive it? The only answer
which can possibly be given, the answer that was given by the Marrow
Men, is that this salvation comes to an individual upon the condition of
faith. Only those who receive it by faith become the heirs of salvation.

In the third place, the Marrow men very clearly taught, in defense of a
free offer, that the atonement of Christ, upon which the offer rests, is
universal in some sense of the word. Thus the offer expresses God's uni­
versal love for all and His desire to save all. The salvation which men re­
ceive, therefore, is a salvation dependent upon man's act of faith.

McLeod10 and C.M. M'Crie ll take a slightly different position. They

9 Cf., e.g., Canons II, 5.
10John McLeod, Scottish Theology (Banner of Truth Trust, 1974), pp.
13 3-8, 143-68, 175-80.
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maintain that a certain hyper-Calvinism had come into the Church of Scot­
land from the Netherlands. This hyper-Calvinism had as its chief char­
acteristic that the call of the gospel and its promises were for the elect
only. The gospel does not come to a man who will not receive it because
responsibility is limited to and by ability. This, according to McLeod, is
essentially an Arminian position, except that the Arminians broadened the
concept of ability far more than the hyper-Calvinists in the church.
Hence, in opposition to this, the Marrow Men taught a universal love of
God and a universal offer of the gospel. Christ belongs, therefore, to all,
not in possession, but in the free offer. 12

This interpretation. while presenting the position of the Marrow Men in
an essentially correct way, misinterprets the history and occasion for the
controversy. There are especially two errors which are made in this inter­
pretation. In the first place, simply without any proof the idea that the
promises of the gospel are limited to the elect only is branded as hyper­
Calvinism. This simply is not true. And it is not true because this view is
the traditional view of those theologians from the time of Calvin on who
have maintained the particular character of salvation and grace. If this is
hyper-Calvinism, aU the fathers at Dort were hyper-Calvinists!

In the second place, it is not true that the orthodox in the Church of
Scotland (or at any other time) denied that the gospel comes to all men
because it does not come to a man who will not receive it because respon­
sibility is limited to and by ability. The Reformed have always maintained
that all men are responsible before God for their sin. This responsibility
has nothing to do with ability at aU. And it is exactly because of this
that the command of the gospel confronts all with their obligations to
forsake sin and repent at the foot of the cross. The Heidelberg Catechism
addresses itself exactly to this question in Question and Answer 9. It has
just made a statement concerning the total depravity of man and insisted
that man is so corrupt that he is incapable of doing any good, and inclined
to all wickedness, except he is regenerated by the Spirit of God. The
Catechism then asks: "Doth not God then do injustice to man, by re­
quiring from him in his law, that which he cannot perform?" And the
answer is: "Not at all; for God made man capable of performing it; but
man. by the instigation of the devil, and his own wilful disobedience, de­
prived himself and all his posterity of those divine gifts."

11 Introduction to the 1920 edition of The Marrow ofModern Divinity.
12 This is also essentially the position of E.F. Kevan in his book, The
Grace of Law, (Baker Book House, 1965). Cf. footnote 84.
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A third interpretation, which is also the correct one, is presented by
the Evangelical Presbyterian Church of Australia in its pamphlet, Uni­
versalism and the Reformed Churches. This pamphlet (unfortunately out
of print) maintains that the Marrow controversy was a direct result of the
Davenant view of the atonement and the offer, which view continued to
be taught in the churches in Britain because the Westminster Assembly did
not specifically condemn it.13 This weakness of the Westminster Con­
fession was corrected by the Church of Scotland in its condemnation of
the Marrow Men in 1720 and 1721. The Marrow Men taught, according
to this pamphlet, a modified Calvinism, which has been the scourge of
the church to the present.

The point in the Marrow controversy which particularly concerns us
has to do with the nature of the preaching of the gospel. We must under­
stand that the controversy arose in connection with a view of preaching
which was fairly common in Britain especially among some of the
Puritans. Already in the latter half of the sixteenth century, the Puritans
opposed the partial reformation and worldliness in the State churches. In
their opposition to these weaknesses, they tended to stress strongly the
subjective elements in the Christian life, and the stress on these subjective
elements led to a certain view of preaching which was found in many
pulpits.

The following elements especially were included in that view:
In the first place, the Puritans stressed that it was important to preach

the law, for this was a means which God used to prepare men for true
conversion. While the Puritans themselves did not completely agree on
this and there was a certain development among the Puritans on this
matter, some of the later Puritans especially taught that the preaching of
the law was accompanied by certain gracious influences of God in the
hearts of the unregenerate which God used to bring men to know their
sins and recognize themselves as sinners. The preaching of the law was,
therefore, accompanied by a certain preparatory grace which was to be
sharply distinguished from saving grace. This preparatory grace was given
to all who heard the preaching, but did not in itself save. It was necessary
to salvation, but did not in itself guarantee salvation. It wrought in the
hearer a certain conviction of sin under which a person could labor for a
long time, burdened with sin and guilt, troubled by a conscience which
plagued him incessantly, and which moved him to seek relief from the
grief which his sins brought about. 14

13 For a detailed discussion ofthis point, see ourlast article in the Journal.
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Boston, e.g., in his book, Human Nature in its Fourfold State, dis­
tinguished between an awakening grace and a converting grace. Sometimes
these people who labored under the conviction of sin were called "seek­
ers" to emphasize that they were earnestly seeking relief from their
anguished grief over sin and looking for that which would bring peace to
their hearts. In this state they were enabled to pray - even for regenera­
tion and conversion; they were able to go to church to hear the gospel as
it presented Christ Who had come to save from sin. But, although this
seeking could go on for years, yet it could ultimately result in nothing so
that the seeker himself would go lost. 15

The Canons of Dort have something to say about this matter in III &
IV, B, 4:

...the Synod rejects the errors of those who teach: that the unregener­
ate man is not really nor utterly dead in sin, nor destitute of all powers
unto spiritual good, but that he can yet hunger and thirst after
righteousness and life, and offer the sacrifice of a contrite and broken
spirit, which is pleasing to God. For these are contrary to the express
testimony of Scripture. "Ye were dead through trespasses and sins,"
Eph. 2: I, 5; and: "Every imagination of the thought of his heart arc
only evil continually," Gen. 6:5,8:21.

Moreover, to hunger and thirst after deliverance from misery, and
after life, and to offer unto God the sacrifice of a broken spirit, is
peculiar to the regenerate and those that are called blessed, 1)5. 51: 10,
19jMatt.5:6.

While the Dort theologians were addressing the Arminian error, which was
slightly different from the error described above, nevertheless, it is striking
that there is certainly clear similarity. Both the Puritans and the
Arminians ascribed these actions which the article mentions to the un­
regenerate; and both the Arminians and the Puritans explained these
actions by a certain grace of God which was given to all who hear the
gospel. Basically, therefore, this view of the Puritans stands condemned
by the Canons of Dort.

In the second place, it was to this spiritual state of many that the

14 Paul Helm has a detailed discussion of this aspect of Puritan preaching
in his book, Calvin and the Calvinists, (Banner of Truth Trust, Edinburgh,
1982). See especially pp. 61ff.

15 An interesting and instructive description of this kind of preaching and
the effects of it are to be found in Diary of Kenneth MaCrae, edited with
additional material by [ani H. Murray, (Banner of Truth Trust, Edinburgh,
1980).
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preaching was addressed. Some have called the Puritans the world's
greatest psychologists, and there is a certain element of truth to this. The
preaching was often described in terms of an offer in order to encourage
those who were under the conviction of sin to embrace the gospel.
Through the preaching, God's mercy was portrayed with the intention of
disarming the most alienated mind of his suspicions and to relieve the most
troubled spirit of his fears. It was intended to assure the hearers that no
sinner had sunk beyond the reach of mercy and no sins were so great that
they were beyond forgiveness. Thus earnest entreaties and tender re­
monstrances were necessary to bring the sinner to Christ.16

This idea led in turn to various distinctions. On the one hand, dis­
tinctions arose between various degrees of "seeking." There were those
who had a felt need, who hungered and thirsted, who were weary and
heavy laden, etc. i and there were those who had not even progressed this
far. The first were under far more serious obligations than the second.
There were also various degrees in the conviction of sin. The question
often arose whether a sinner was truly and sufficiently under the con­
viction of sin, or whether his conviction was only apparent and not a
genuine matter of the heart. On the other hand, there were distinctions
made between the assurance of faith. A sinner might, e.g., neither pre­
sume to be an elect, nor might he conclude that he was not. And the
assurance that he was an elect went through various stages until he stood
in the full assurance of his salvation in Christ.1 7

What did all this have to do with the idea of the offer?
The word' "offer" had been used frequently prior to the Marrow con­

troversy. It is found, as we noticed, in the Westminster Confession i it
was used by John Owen and other Puritan divines. But usually it meant
the setting forth of Christ as the One Who had come as the Savior from
sin. But as the need for pressing home upon the sinner convicted of sin
the sufficiency of the cross of Christ, the idea shifted to that proposed by
the Marrow Men. And so they began to teach that no man need doubt
this warrant to receive the Savior's blessings. Everyone who hears the
preaching has a warrant to receive and embrace the gospel. No man living
has a warrant to refuse. God expressed in the gospel His desire to save all.

16 See, Thomas J. Crawford, The Doctrine of the Atonement (Baker
Book House, 1956), pp. 141ff.
17 It is important to keep these ideas in mind, for we shall have to return
again to them when we discuss the idea of the offer as it developed in the
Netherlands under the influence of the Nadere Reformatic.
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And, it was believed, this was the only way in which the gospel could be
pressed home upon the sinner convicted of sin.

This was somewhat understandable. The unregenerate sinner, who,
under the preaching of the law, had been convicted of sin, who cried out
for relief from the oppression of sin and guilt, had to be assured that
Christ wanted his salvation and that the gospel, which presented Christ
crucified, was indeed directed to him.

It was precisely this emphasis which led to a certain universality of the
atonement.

The original passages in the Marrow of Modern Divinity which had
come under the scrutiny of the General Assembly read as follows:

God their Father, as He is in His Son Jesus Christ, moved with nothing
but His free love to mankind lost, hath made a deed of gift and grant unto
them all, that whosoever of them all shall believe in this His Son shall not
perish, but have eternal life.

Go and tell every man without exception that here are good news for
him; Christ is dead for him, and if he will take Him and accept f-lis
righteousness he shall have Him,18

C.G. M'Crie says that the Marrow maintained that "Gospel giving is not
giving into possession, but giving by way of offer. ,,19 M'Crie also says
that in 1742 these men expressed themselves in these words: IlThere is a
revelation of the Divine will in the Word, affording a warrant to offer
Christ unto all mankind without exception, and a warrant to all freely to
receive Him, however great sinners they are or have been.,,20

A.A. Hodge defines the issues in the Marrow controversy very clearly.
He says that the Marrow Men spoke of a double reference of the atone­
ment. Their desire was to establish "the warrant of faith." The atone­
ment thus had a designed general reference to all sinners of mankind as
such. Christ did not die for all so as to save all, but he is dead for all, Le.,
available for all if they will receive him. Thus God, out of general phil­
anthropy for all sinners made a deed of gift of Christ and of the benefits
of His redemption to all indifferently to be claimed upon the condition of
faith. This is God's giving love in distinction from His electing love. Thus
the Marrow Men held to a general and a particular love.

Hodge further explains the views of the Marrow Men as including the

18 M'Crie, editor, (David Bryce & Son, Glasgow, 1902).

19 Tbe Confessions of tbe Church of Scotland (Macrieven & Wallace,
1907), p. 125.

20 Ibid.
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idea that the deed of gift or grant of Christ is not itself the general offer,
but is the foundation of the general offer upon which the offer rests. This
grant is real, universal, an expression of love, conditioned by faith. The
warrant upon which the faith of every believer rests and by which faith
is justified is this deed of gift. 21

W. Cunningham defines the preaching which characterized the Marrow
Men in the following words:

(It proclaims) the glad tidings of salvation to all men indiscriminate­
ly. without any distinction, setting forth without hesitation or quali­
fication, the fulness and freeness of the gospel offers and invitations ­
of inviting, encouraging and requiring every descendant of Adam with
whom they come into contact, to come to Christ and lay hold of Him,
with the assurance that those who come to Him He will in no wise
reject. 22

Guthrie says of the Marrow:

That though none cordially close with God in Christ Jesus, and ac­
quiesces in that ransom found out by God, except such only as are
elected, and whose heart the Lord doth sovereignly determine to that
blessed choice, yet the Lord has left it as a duty upon people who hear
His Gospel to close with the offer of salvation, as if it were in their
power to do it. 23

From all this, the central issues in the Marrow controversy are clear.
In the first place, the idea of preaching as generally taught involved a

conception of conversion and faith different from historical Reformed
Theology. Conversion in the line of the covenant is essentially no differ­
ent from conversion when it is effected among the unchurched. It took
place later in life and not in infancy, and it was preceded by a conviction
of sin which was not the work of saving grace, but resulted from the
preaching and an accompanying preparatory grace. It brought a man into
a state of conviction in which he hungered and thirsted for righteousness
and sought escape from the burden of sin and guilt which afflicted his
tortured conscience.

By this view of preparatory grace, a certain common grace was intro­
duced into the thinking of the church and was made responsible for acts

21 A.A. Hodge, The Atonement (Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1953.
Grand Rapids), pp. 380ff.

22 William Cunningham, The Reformers and the Theology of the Reforma­
tion (The Banner of Truth Trust, Edinburgh, 1979).

23 Quoted by McLeod, op. cit.
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in the unregenerate which Scripture assigns only to the regenerate child
of God.

In the second place, the Marrow Men spoke of the offer as necessary
to the troubled sinner that he could have no reason why he should not
come to Christ. The offer was not merely the proclamation of the gospel
which set forth Christ as the God-ordained way of salvation. The offer
was a "warrant" to believe in Christ. The Marrow Men wanted to press
home the demands of faith not only, but to do this by giving to everyone
the right to believe in Christ. Everyone had not only the obligation to
believe, but also the right. In this way they thought to urge upon sinners
the blessedness of finding salvation from sin in Christ. Thus the offer
expressed God's earnest desire to save all. It revealed God's intention to
make all partakers of Christ. It spoke of God's love which extended to all.

In the third place, this necessarily involved a conception of the atone­
ment. By their distinction between the statements, UChrist died for all"
and "Christ is dead for all," they gave a certain universality to the atone­
ment; for though they denied the former statement, they maintained the
latter. The atonement was not only sufficient for all, but it was intended
for all by God, for it was a manifestation of a universal love of God for
all. It thus established the warrant for all to believe; and in this way it was
also made available for all.

In the fourth place, this all involved a certain view of predestination
which was essentially Amyrauldian. The counsel of God with respect to

predestination contained a determinative decree and a hypothetical decree.
The former belonged to God's secret will and the latter to God's revealed
will. It was especially the latter which was proclaimed through the
preaching. But the revealed will of God expressed God's will as desiring
the salvation of all who hear the gospel.

Finally, all this in turn introduced a conditional salvation into the work
of God. The Marrow Men claimed that by making this salvation con­
ditioned upon faith, they in fact made the work of salvation particular
because only the elect actually came to faith. But the fact is that the
whole work of salvation was made dependent upon man's work of faith
(even though the Marrow Men denied this), because one had to explain
how only some were saved when in fact God desired the salvation of all,
earnesdy urged all to come to Christ, and provided an atonement which
was sufficient for all, intended for all and available to all. In fact, this
atonement was the warrant for a man to believe and gave him the right to
come unhesitatingly to Christ. Why then do not all come? They do not
all come because they do not all exercise saving faith.

It is true that the Marrow Men taught that saving faith was worked in
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the hearts of the elect by God. And it was in this way that they hoped
to escape the charge of Arminianism. But this will not work. And it will
not work for two reasons. In the first place, how is it to be explained that
God on the one hand desires to save all and expresses this desire in the
preaching of the gospel; and on the other hand actually gives faith and
saves only a select few? The Marrow Men, as the Amyrauldians before
them, resorted to a distinction in the will of God to make this plain. But
such a distinction sets God in opposition to Himself - as being One Who
on the one hand desires to save all, and on the other hand, desires to save
only some. In the second place, by making faith the condition of salva­
tion, faith is set outside the work of salvation. If it is true that God desires
to save all, but that only such are saved who actually believe, then it is
also true that the blessings of salvation are dependent upon faith. Then
faith is not one of the blessings of salvation, but is a condition to salva­
tion. One cannot have it both ways. Faith is either the one or the other.
It is either part of salvation or a condition to salvation; but both it cannot
be. In separating faith from the benefits of salvation, as they had neces­
sarily to do, the Marrow Men made faith the work of man. No pious talk
of faith as the work of God would alter this fundamental truth.

The Evangelical Presbyterian Church of Australia is correct, therefore,
when it finds these "ambiguities" in Marrow thought:

1. "Christ has taken upon Him the sins of all men" and being a "deed
of gift and grant unto all mankind" is not a universal purchase of the
death of Christ, therefore it logically follows that -
2. the saving deed of gift and grant of Christ to all mankind is effective:
only to the elect, i.e., an infallible redemption gifted to all secures only
a portion of its objects.
3. "A deed of gift and grant to all is only an offer." In other words
Christ is gifted to all, without that He died for them.
4. Since the gift of Christ to all is not a benefit purchased by the
atonement, the substance of the free offer of the gospel does not con­
sist of Christ as redeemer, but only as a Friend.24

The Marrow Men were rightly condemned by the General Assemblies
of the Scottish churches. They had attempted to introduce into the
church ideas which were foreign to the historic faith of Calvinism and had
attempted to bring the church into an Amyrauldian theological position.
That the Marrow Men could have had such influence on subsequent
Presbyterian thought is hard to understand, especially in the light of the

24 Quoted from a mimeographed paper published by this denomination,
referred to earlier in this anicle.
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fact that their views stand condemned by the church. Those Presbyterians
who have their roots in the Scottish churches ought to take note of the
fact that, insofar as they teach the offer as maintained by the Marrow
Men, they run contrary to their own adopted theological position.
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