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LESSONS  FROM  HISTORY
“ P L U S  Ç A  C H A N G E ,  P L U S  C ’ E S T  L A  M Ê M E 
C HO S E .”

THE  FIRST  ANTINOMIANS
Adam was the first antinomian (Rom. 5). In the garden, he was 

against (anti) God’s law (nomos) when he transgressed by failing to guard 
the garden and to forbid his wife to eat from the tree of the knowledge 
of good and evil. Eve’s own doctrinal antinomianism (Gen. 3:2–3) led to 
practical antinomianism (3:6). Thus, antinomianism was birthed by our 
original parents. Interestingly, though, their antinomianism was in response 
to Satan’s legalism, for it was he who had (willfully) misconstrued God’s 
gracious loving-kindness to Adam and Eve and made God out to be a 
legalist, reflecting his own heart (3:1–5).

The Scottish theologian John “Rabbi” Duncan (1796–1870) has rightly 
argued that “there is only one heresy, and that is Antinomianism,” for all 
sin, including heresy, is against God’s law.1 The apostle John essentially 
makes this point when he says that sin is lawlessness (anomia) (1!John 3:4). 
A history of antinomianism, when defined this way, could easily be derived 
from the Bible. Similarly, antinomianism, viewed either as breaking or 
opposing God’s law, is the picture of society at large and regrettably even 
the church. Nonetheless, the theological concept of antinomianism is a 

1. John Duncan, Colloquia Peripatetica (Edinburgh: Edmonston & Douglas, 1873), 70.

Jones_Antinomianism.indd   1 10/11/13   10:04 AM



2

L E SSONS  FROM  H IS TORY

lot more complex than simply being against God’s law, either doctrinally 
or practically.2

Most people assume that the Pharisees were the preeminent legal-
ists—that is, those who are generally considered to be the opposite of 
antinomians—trusting in their own obedience more than God’s grace. 
Some modern scholars, however, have tried to play down the legalistic 
elements in Second Temple Judaism. In their view, Paul was not con-
cerned so much with self-righteousness as with Jewish nationalism in 
the form of certain boundary markers (e.g., circumcision, dietary laws, 
and the Sabbath). While there is some truth in these reassessments, the 
fundamental problem was still self-righteousness and legalism. Those 
boundary markers were symptoms of a larger problem: a legalistic heart. 
But the problem was at the same time antinomianism. Christ makes this 
clear in Matthew 23:23, “Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! 
For you tithe mint and dill and cumin, and have neglected the weightier 
matters of the law: justice and mercy and faithfulness. These you ought to 
have done, without neglecting the others.” The Pharisees did not actually 
keep the law (Mark 7:8); their Talmudic legalism actually made them 
practical antinomians insofar as they “neglected the weightier matters 
of the law: justice and mercy and faithfulness.” They loved the praise of 
men more than the praise of God (John 12:43); they were self-seeking, 
dishonest, murderous hypocrites (Matt. 23). Far from keeping the law, 
they were lawbreakers, and this culminated in what would be the greatest 
crime in history, the killing of the only completely innocent man ever to 
live—Jesus of Nazareth (Acts 2:23).

In reality, legalists are not much different from antinomians, if indeed 
they are different at all. Pharisaic selective obedience is disobedience. Oli-
ver O’Donovan perceptively notes that legalism and antinomianism are in 
fact two sides of the same coin because they are “f leshly” ways of living 
life. Christian ethics is not a matter of finding a middle ground between 

2. As the Particular Baptist theologian Andrew Fuller remarked in his work against Antinomi-
anism: “The name signifies that which is contrary to the law; because those who are denominated 
Antinomians profess to renounce the moral law as a rule of conduct, and maintain that as believers 
in Christ they are delivered from it. This appellation, so far as it goes, seems to be appropriate; but 
it is far from expressing all the distinguishing opinions of which the system is composed.” Andrew 
Fuller, Antinomianism Contrasted With the Religion Taught and Exemplified in the Holy Scriptures in 
The Works of Andrew Fuller (Edinburgh: Banner of Truth Trust, 2007), 338.
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legalism and license. Rather, as O’Donovan notes, “such an approach could 
end up by being only what it was from the start, an oscillation between two 
sub-Christian forms of life. A consistent Christianity must take a different 
path altogether, the path of an integrally evangelical ethics which rejoices 
the heart and gives light to the eyes because it springs from God’s gift to 
mankind in Jesus Christ.”3 According to O’Donovan, then, not only are 
legalism and antinomianism “fleshly” ways of approaching ethics, but also 
there can be no middle ground between these two realms since they are 
fundamentally the same error, albeit dressed up differently from case to 
case.4 The grace of God in the person of Jesus Christ, properly understood, 
is the only solution to these twin heresies. In essence, the mistakes of legal-
ism and antinomianism are Christological errors.

The following will be a brief survey of antinomian debates in the 
Reformation and post-Reformation eras, ending with the Marrow Con-
troversy in the early eighteenth century. Many of the theological issues 
debated in these centuries are only given a cursory glance in this chapter. 
Subsequent chapters will give more detailed consideration to various 
questions that arise here. This chapter merely sets the stage for the rest 
of the book.

LUTHER  AND  THE  LUTHERANS

During the Reformation, the doctrine of justification by faith alone 
was rediscovered. With its rediscovery, Protestantism emerged. Refor-
mation and post-Reformation theologians held that there could never 
be union with Rome so long as she insisted, as she still does today, that 
justification is not by faith alone. Historically, when a glorious truth is 
discovered, or even rediscovered, a number of half-truths or complete 
untruths are also birthed along with it. Not long after Martin Luther’s 
(1483–1546) teaching on justification by faith alone had become public, 
one of his zealous disciples, Johann Agricola (c. 1494–1566), began to 
quarrel during the late 1520s with another one of Luther’s disciples, the 

3. Oliver O’Donovan, Resurrection and Moral Order: An Outline for Evangelical Ethics (Leicester: 
Apollos, 1996), 12.

4. Again, Fuller remarks: “It has been said that every unregenerate sinner has the heart of a Pharisee. 
This is true; and it is equally true that every unregenerate sinner has the heart of an Antinomian.!.!.!. 
The quarrels between Antinomianism and Pharisaism arise, I think, more from misunderstanding 
than from any real antipathy between them.” Fuller, Antinomianism, 338.
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learned Philip Melanchthon (1497–1560), over questions relating to the 
law and the gospel.5 At first, the principal issue between Melanchthon 
and Agricola was whether the preaching of the law was required for 
repentance and salvation. Agricola believed that the preaching of the 
gospel (and not the law) produced repentance, and that Melanchthon 
held an essentially Roman Catholic view. Luther would himself become 
embroiled in the controversy with Agricola, which resulted in Luther 
writing Against the Antinomians (1539).6

Luther was a colorful figure and had a penchant for hyperbole. His 
rhetoric is something to be admired, but not necessarily copied. He lived in 
remarkable times, when the theological landscape was constantly changing. 
So while his early enemies were the “papists,” and they would remain so 
until he died, later he had to contend with the “false brethren” and various 
radical Protestants, including Agricola. His disputations with the latter 
caused him some grief, but Luther was never one to allow friendship to 
supersede the truth of God’s Word. He coined the term “antinomian” in 
response to the excessive rhetoric against the law coming from those who 
supposedly belonged in his camp. Of course, the “softly singing Antinomi-
ans” (to use Luther’s words) were a little bemused by his response to them. 
After all, Luther could be guilty of antinomian-sounding rhetoric himself. 
In fact, the hero of the English antinomian theologians in the seventeenth 
century was not Calvin, though he was cited by them (not infrequently 
out of context), but Luther. The seventeenth-century Scottish theologian 
Samuel Rutherford noted “how vainly Antinomians of our time boast that 
Luther is for them.”7

David Como makes a telling statement in connection with this: 
“Luther confessed that some of his early writings had indeed stressed 
the notion that believers were free from the Law, but claimed that such 
excessive rhetoric had been necessary to deliver men from the bondage 
of papal works righteousness. ‘Now, however, when the times are very 
dissimilar from those under the pope,’ such rhetoric was no longer neces-
sary, and if misunderstood, could lead men to an amoral, f leshly security 

5. See Timothy J. Wengert, Law and Gospel: Philip Melanchthon’s Debate with John Agricola of 
Eisleben over Poenitentia (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 1997).

6. On Luther’s debate with Agricola, see Mark!U. Edwards, Luther and the False Brethren (Stanford: 
Stanford University Press, 1975), 156–79.

7. Samuel Rutherford, A survey of the spirituall antichrist (London, 1647), 1:69.
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that threatened .!.!. moral and social order.”8 Luther was not only a man 
of his times, but a man who understood his times. Just as Paul’s negative 
statements on the law typically arose from his conf lict with Judaizers, so 
Luther’s negative statements on the law must be understood in relation 
to his sixteenth-century opponents. His writings, even more so perhaps 
than the writings of any other figure in church history, must be histori-
cally located.9 Context, in the case of statements made by Luther, is half 
the interpretation!

Interestingly, it seems that Luther would not have been surprised 
by his heroic status among later antinomian theologians. In his treatise 
Against the Antinomians, Luther comments that if he had died at Smalcald, 
he would have “forever been called the patron saint of such spirits [i.e., 
the antinomians], since they appeal to my books.”10 But Luther was no 
“antinomian”; that is, he was not against God’s law—specifically, the Ten 
Commandments. Luther expounded the Ten Commandments in various 
places, sang them, and prayed them as well. In fact, he writes: “I know of 
no manner in which we do not use them, unless it be that we unfortunately 
do not practice and paint them with our deeds and our life as we should. 
I myself, as old and as learned as I am, recite the commandments daily 
word for word like a child.”11 As David Steinmetz acutely observes, Luther 
“does not reject good works except as the basis for justification. On the 
contrary, Luther wishes to stress as much as possible the importance of 
good works in the life of faith.”12 Likewise, Mark Edwards captures well 
Luther’s objection to the antinomian preachers of his day, who were “fine 
Easter preachers but disgraceful Pentecost preachers, for they taught only 
redemption through Christ and not the sanctification through the Holy 
Spirit.”13 This particular criticism would resurface again, roughly a century 
later in Puritan England.

8. David Como, Blown by the Spirit: Puritanism and the Emergence of an Antinomian Underground 
in Pre-Civil-War England (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2004), 113.

9. In his work on the moral law against the antinomians, the Puritan theologian Anthony Bur-
gess showed that the emphases in Luther’s earlier works were different from those in his later works. 
See Burgess, Vindiciae legis: or, A vindication of the morall law and the covenants, from the Errours of 
Papists, Arminians, Socinians, and more especially Antinomians (London: T. Underhill, 1646), 19–20.

10. Martin Luther, Luther’s Works, ed. Jaroslav Pelikan and Helmut T. Lehmann, American 
Edition (Philadelphia: Muehlenberg and Fortress, and St. Louis: Concordia, 1955–86), 47:108.

11. Ibid., 47:109.
12. David C. Steinmetz, Luther in Context, 2nd ed. (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2002), 119.
13. Edwards, Luther and the False Brethren, 170.
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Antinomian debates among Lutheran theologians did not end with 
Luther’s death in 1546. During the latter half of the sixteenth century, 
there were a number of tensions among Lutheran theologians relating 
to the law and the gospel.14 Melanchthon, in fact, changed his view on 
repentance and agreed that the gospel was alone able to produce evangelical 
repentance. Perhaps even more controversially, he held to a “Reformed” 
view of the gospel, which included the whole doctrine of Christ, including 
repentance. The Gnesio-Lutherans disagreed with Melanchthon’s view (i.e., 
the Philippist position) and defined the gospel narrowly as pure promise, 
which excluded repentance from consideration. Because he supposedly 
confused the law with the gospel, and argued that the gospel produced 
repentance, Melanchthon was accused of antinomianism. These debates 
show that among Lutheran theologians there were competing views on the 
law and the gospel, particularly in relation to the doctrine of repentance. 
And, in the midst of these debates, including the Majoristic Controversy, 
charges of antinomianism and popery were not infrequently used in order 
to get the upper hand.

ANTINOMIANISM  IN  PURITAN  ENGLAND

The antinomian movement in England during the seventeenth cen-
tury was in part a rebellion against Puritan piety and practice. It was 
also a theological movement that lacked the sophistication found in the 
writings of the best Reformed theologians. This lack of sophistication 
was a great cause of consternation among some Reformed divines, who 
frequently had to defend themselves against the charge of antinomian-
ism from their Roman Catholic opponents. A further complication was 
the rising Arminian movement within Protestantism. The antinomians 
may have lacked the precision required to stay clear of various errors, 
while maintaining historic Reformed truths about sola gratia, but they 
were experts with their rhetoric—for they were the true defenders of free 
grace, or so they believed!15

14. On this, see Martin Foord, “ ‘A New Embassy’: John Calvin’s Gospel,” in Aspects of Reform-
ing: Theology and Practice in Sixteenth Century Europe, ed. Michael Parsons (Milton Keynes, UK: 
Paternoster, 2013), chap. 10. Incidentally, in this chapter Foord provides an excellent essay on Calvin’s 
view of the law-gospel distinction.

15. See John Saltmarsh, Free Grace (London, 1645), and Robert Towne, The Assertion of Grace 
(London, 1645).

Jones_Antinomianism.indd   6 10/11/13   10:04 AM



7

L E SSONS  FROM  H IS TORY

Studies of antinomianism in England during the seventeenth cen-
tury have not always been kind to Puritan Reformed theologians. Como’s 
impressively detailed study of antinomianism during this period suffers 
from some basic misunderstandings of Reformed theology and indeed the 
Bible itself, which is fairly common among social historians who make 
theological assessments. For example, he suggests that Puritanism “was a 
movement that attempted to preserve and reconcile the antinomian and the 
moralizing elements of the Pauline epistles.”16 John Coffey and Paul C.!H. 
Lim make a valid claim about Puritan theology in relation to Luther’s law-
gospel schema, but they incorrectly accuse the Puritans of legalism: “And 
like the Reformed, they typically qualified Luther’s antithesis between 
law and gospel, emphasising the role of God’s law within the Christian 
life and the local community, and trying .!.!.!to recreate godly Genevas in 
England and America. This legalism provoked an ‘antinomian backlash’ 
from within, but even when radical Puritans rejected orthodox Reformed 
ideas about the moral law or predestination or infant baptism, they still 
defined themselves in relation to the Reformed tradition.”17 Incidentally, 
noteworthy is the claim that the antinomians often viewed themselves as 
part of the Reformed theological tradition, not in opposition to it.

Scholars today who accuse the Puritans of legalism are simply echoing 
a pattern well established in the seventeenth century by antinomian theo-
logians, who hurled the “legalist” epithet—as well as “crypto-papist” and 
the like—at those who were thoroughly Reformed in their theology. This 
was often a reaction against Reformed theologians who had described the 
theology of men like John Eaton (1574/5–1630/31), Tobias Crisp (1600–
1643), John Saltmarsh (d. 1647), John Traske (c. 1585–1636), and Robert 
Towne (1592/3?–1664) as “antinomian.” These theologians had different 
emphases and did not entirely agree with each other.

Therefore, the “antinomians” were not a monolithic group of theolo-
gians, but a group of theologians who were in error—sometimes serious—
according to many orthodox divines.18 Of course, the antinomian divines 

16. Como, Blown by the Spirit, 130. Como’s comments in the first paragraph of page 109, where 
he accuses Paul of contradicting himself, are similarly alarming.

17. John Coffey and Paul Chang-Ha Lim, eds., The Cambridge Companion to Puritanism (Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008), 3.

18. There are typically problems when -ism is attached to a word, even in the case of “Puritanism.” 
The Puritans were not a monolithic movement in terms of their theology. There were a number of 
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rejected the label that was imposed upon them. John Saltmarsh, for example, 
makes use of what was typically powerful rhetoric in the debate: “Can the 
Free-grace of Jesus Christ tempt any one to sin of itself? Can a good tree 
bring forth evil fruit? And shall we call every one Antinomian that speaks 
Free-grace, or a little more freely than we do?”19 In other words, Saltmarsh 
and his friends essentially claimed that if to speak of “free grace” made 
them “antinomian,” then they were guilty as charged. If the antinomian 
theologians evinced clever rhetoric in justifying themselves, the orthodox 
Reformed divines had a few tricks up their own sleeves too. Anthony Burgess 
(d. 1664), a prominent Puritan theologian, strongly asserted that the law 
cannot justify, which means that “we are all Antinomians in this sense.”20 
But that was the only sense in which the orthodox could be “antinomian.”

Those who criticized the antinomians were not fringe theologians 
who had been seduced by Arminian or Roman Catholic theology. No, 
they included the Westminster divines. A close reading of the Westminster 
documents reveals how opposed to antinomianism they were. Roman 
Catholicism, Arminianism, and Socinianism were major theological threats 
in England during the 1640s. But so too was antinomianism. Perhaps this 
was the case because of what antinomian theology might lead to, rather 
than what in fact it was. Even so, stalwart Reformed theologians such as 
Thomas Goodwin (1600–1680), Thomas Gataker (1574–1654), Samuel 
Rutherford (c. 1600–1661), Thomas Shepard (1605–49), and John Flavel 
(bap. 1630, d. 1691), some of whom had international reputations, wrote 
copiously on the errors of antinomians. Their polemical works on the subject 
reveal that the debate was more complicated than the question whether the 
moral law is still binding for Christians in the new covenant. The various 
debates involved the following questions:

 1. Are there any conditions for salvation?
 2. Is the moral law still binding for Christians?
Puritans who were not Reformed, for example. Equally, one has to affirm “shared characteristics” (see 
Como, Blown by the Spirit, 33–38) in order to speak of “antinomianism.” But while there are dangers 
involved in this approach, lumping (as opposed to splitting) does have its advantages. Scholars have 
described the theology of certain individuals in England and New England during the seventeenth 
century as “antinomian,” and so I will do likewise, even though there can be problems with such 
an approach.

19. Saltmarsh, Free Grace, “An Occasional Word.”
20. Burgess, Vindiciae legis, 151.
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 3. What is the precise nature of, and relationship between, the law 
and the gospel?

 4. Are good works necessary for salvation?
 5. Does God love all Christians the same, irrespective of their obedi-

ence or lack thereof?
 6. Who is the subject of spiritual activity, the believer or Christ?
 7. May our assurance of justification be discerned by our sanctification?
 8. Does God see sin in believers?
 9. Is a person justified at birth or upon believing?21

These are some of the issues that were debated during the seventeenth cen-
tury in England. The question of the abiding nature of the moral law was 
indeed central to the debate, but the other questions listed above were all 
related to that question. Debates on these issues were not taking place only 
in England. New England had to contend with many of the same questions.

ANTINOMIANISM  IN  NEW  ENGLAND

While antinomian debates were raging in England from the 1630s to 
the 1650s, another antinomian controversy was taking place in New En-
gland. It involved (among others) a theologian (John Cotton), a politician 
(Henry Vane), and a laywoman (Anne Hutchinson). Michael P. Winship 
has shown that John Cotton (1585–1652) affirmed that “the dispute revolved 
around how to best magnify the free grace of God.”22 This dispute, which 
took place in the Massachusetts Bay Colony from 1636 to 1638, could be 
called the “free grace controversy,” because it “seems both descriptively 
accurate and prejudicial to none of the actors.”23 This is a useful name, 
because antinomian debates have invariably been driven by the question of 
what it means to preach and teach the “free grace” of God.

Anne Hutchinson (bap. 1591, d. 1643) eventually came to the conclu-
sion that only a few ministers were gospel preachers. The others, such as 

21. This is my own list. Readers of Dutch may consult the sketch provided by G.!A. van den 
Brink in Herman Witsius en het antinomianisme: Met tekst en vertaling van de Animadversiones Irenicae 
(Apledoorn: Instituut voor Reformatieonderzoek, 2008), 51n12.

22. Michael P. Winship, Making Heretics: Militant Protestantism and Free Grace in Massachusetts, 
1636–1641 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2002), 1.

23. Ibid.
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Thomas Shepard and Thomas Hooker (1586?–1647), she thought, were 
basically legalists. One minister of whom Hutchinson approved was the 
well-known Congregationalist, John Cotton. Hutchinson’s approval of 
Cotton only complicated matters for him. But, as Theodore Bozeman has 
noted, without Cotton’s participation the “famed Antinomian Contro-
versy of 1636–38 is difficult to imagine.”24 In fact, the controversy involved 
theologians from across the Atlantic as well. Cotton ended up writing a 
response to one of the Scottish commissioners at the Westminster Assembly, 
Robert Baillie (1602–62), who had accused him, among other things, of 
being antinomian.25 Cotton staunchly denied the charge, but Hutchin-
son’s approval of his ministry was enough evidence for those who were 
already suspicious of his theology. In his response to Baillie, the questions 
he answered, particularly on the relation of faith to union with Christ and 
justification, reveal the complexity of the debate. Cotton’s view on the 
relation of faith to justification and union with Christ is highly technical. 
In short, he claimed that union with Christ takes place before the act of 
faith. Regeneration and union are roughly synonymous in his schema. As 
a result, because union precedes faith, so too does justification. But this is 
essentially an antinomian view, not the typical Reformed view that faith 
precedes justification.26 Cotton, however, was fully aware of what he was 
doing when he departed from orthodox Reformed views, such as when he 
rejected faith as the instrumental cause of justification.

These questions were related to other theological issues that were 
being discussed at the time. With a clear eye on antinomian theology, the 
Synod of Elders, when Cotton was present, declared in 1637 that certain 
theological views were “unsafe.” The “unsafe” propositions included the 
following statements from antinomian theologians:

 1. To say we are justified by faith is an unsafe speech; we must say 
we are justified by Christ.

 2. To evidence justification by sanctification or graces savours of Rome.
24. Theodore Dwight Bozeman, The Precisianist Strain: Disciplinary Religion and Antinomian 

Backlash in Puritanism to 1638 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2004), 241.
25. John Cotton, The way of Congregational churches cleared (London, 1648).
26. Cotton supposedly retracted his “antinomian” position after debate with the New England 

elders. See David D. Hall, The Antinomian Controversy, 1636–1638: A Documentary History (Durham, 
NC: Duke University Press, 1990), 411.
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 3. If I be holy, I am never the better accepted by God; if I be unholy, 
I am never the worse.

 4. If Christ will let me sin, let him look to it; upon his honour be it.
 5. Here is a great stir about graces and looking to hearts; but give 

me Christ; I seek not for graces, but for Christ .!.!. I seek not for 
sanctification, but for Christ; tell me not of meditation and duties, 
but tell me of Christ.

 6. I may know I am Christ’s, not because I do crucify the lusts of the 
f lesh, but because I do not crucify them, but believe in Christ that 
crucified my lusts for me.

 7. If Christ be my sanctification, what need I look to anything in 
myself, to evidence my justification?27

These statements get to the heart of the issues involved in the antinomian 
debates during the 1630s in New England—and indeed in England. They 
reveal that a century after Agricola’s debates with Melanchthon and Luther, 
“antinomian” had taken on a new meaning.

NONCONFORMING  ENGLAND

Even after the restoration of the monarchy in 1660, after the Civil 
War, the antinomian debates did not go away in England. In the 1690s, the 
controversy erupted between Presbyterians and Congregationalists. The 
highly respected Dutch theologian, Herman Witsius (1636–1708), played 
a role in this English nonconformist debate.28 One of the things that set off 
the debate was the reprinting of Tobias Crisp’s controversial sermons, Christ 
Alone Exalted. In the early 1640s, these sermons had caused a firestorm of 
controversy, and they did so again decades later by bringing Richard Bax-
ter into the debate. Baxter’s involvement was a little unfortunate for those 
who claimed to be orthodox, because his doctrine of justification was not 
orthodox. In fact, during these debates the term “neonomian” was coined 
by Isaac Chauncy (1632–1712) to describe Baxter. It appears that with a 

27. Joseph B. Felt, The Ecclesiastical History of New England (Boston: Congregational Library 
Association, 1855–62), 1:318 (“Detrimental Speeches”).

28. See Herman Witsius, Conciliatory, or Irenical Animadversions, on the Controversies Agitated 
in Britain, under the unhappy names of Antinomians and Neonomians, trans. Thomas Bell (Glasgow: 
W. Lang, 1807).
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friend like Baxter on your side, enemies were unnecessary. Nonetheless, after 
Baxter died in 1691, his friend Daniel Williams (c. 1643–1716) became the 
leading spokesman against antinomian theology. Scholars have generally 
not been kind to Williams, but their negative assessments of his theology 
pale in comparison to the rhetoric that f lowed from Isaac Chauncy’s pen. 
Chauncy repeatedly referred to Williams as a “neonomian” because he spoke 
of the duties of the gospel as well as conditions for salvation. The specific 
point about “conditions” for salvation shows how complex the debates in 
the seventeenth century were.

As noted above, Baxter’s involvement in the debate was not entirely 
helpful, because his peculiar theological beliefs—he was sui generis—
meant he was also opposed by a perfectly orthodox theologian named 
John Owen (1616–83). Like Baxter and Williams, Owen was opposed 
to antinomianism, but, unlike Baxter, he was not a neonomian. Owen 
affirmed that there were conditions for salvation, which was what got 
Williams into trouble with Chauncy. But Owen was able to explain 
what he meant by conditions for salvation in a manner that was more 
precise and theologically sophisticated than the explanations of Wil-
liams.29 Thus, the antinomian debates in the latter part of the seven-
teenth century revealed that just as there is a spectrum of antinomian 
theology (Saltmarsh vs. Crisp), so also is there a spectrum of neonomian 
theology (Baxter vs. Williams), as well as slight disagreement among 
orthodox theologians in expressing certain points of Reformed theology 
(Goodwin vs. Owen). It is far too simplistic and historically naïve to 
suggest that someone is antinomian only if he denies that the moral 
law has a place in the life of a believer. And it is likewise wrongheaded 
to suggest that “neonomians” are those who speak only of imperatives 
without the indicatives. In the seventeenth century, both antinomians 
and neonomians were typically reactionary theologians. Their reactions 
to the perceived excesses of certain groups were not always helpful or 
clearly articulated. For every John Owen or Thomas Manton, there was 
a Richard Baxter or a Tobias Crisp. The application for us today is really 
no different. In our zeal against errors and heresies, we are perhaps the 

29. On Owen’s opposition to antinomianism and his scholastic distinctions used in the debate, 
see Gert van den Brink, “Impetration and Application and John Owen’s Theology,” in The Ashgate 
Research Companion to John Owen’s Theology, ed. Kelly M. Kapic and Mark Jones (Farnham, UK: 
Ashgate Publishing, 2012).
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ones most vulnerable to infelicitous statements and hyperbolic rhetoric 
that often creates more heat than light.

THE  MARROW

The sixteenth and seventeenth centuries were not the beginning and 
end of antinomian debates. In fact, perhaps the debate best known to 
present-day Christians on the topics of antinomianism and neonomianism 
(i.e., legalism) is the Marrow Controversy in the Church of Scotland from 
1718 to 1726. Because of its close proximity to England, and because of 
the relatively short period of time between the English antinomian debates 
and the Marrow Controversy, as well as the fact that a certain book from 
England played such a significant role in the debate, the importance of the 
English context for the Scottish one cannot be overstated.

In 1645, a tract entitled The Marrow of Modern Divinity was published 
by Edward Fisher (b. 1611/12, d. 1656 or later), though only “E.!F.” appeared 
on the title page. Como records that The Marrow was a “minor bestseller,” 
going through seven editions by 1650, but lost its public notoriety after the 
Restoration. However, seventy-three years after it was first published, “a 
Scotsman named Hog dusted off The Marrow and reissued it, occasioning 
a heated controversy that threatened to tear the Scottish Church in two. 
Defenders of the volume—so called ‘Marrow Men’—claimed that the 
book represented a powerful practical exposition of the doctrine of grace. 
Its detractors saw it as a deceptive threat to the orthodoxy of the Church, 
a work of disguised antinomianism.”30

Fisher’s work was written as an attempted via media between the errors 
of antinomianism and legalism. Interestingly, however, Fisher’s claims to 
be charting a middle ground did not impress his critics, either in the sev-
enteenth or in the eighteenth centuries. Critics claimed that, if anything, 
The Marrow revealed Fisher’s antinomian sympathies. The Presbyterian 
John Trapp (1601–69) actually called Fisher a “sly antinomian.”31 A number 
of scholars today tend to agree with that assessment, partly because Fisher 

30. Como, Blown by the Spirit, 1.
31. See ibid., 4. James Buchanan remarks: “In regard to this question of fact, in the case of the 

‘Marrow,’ we shall only say, that a book which is held even by its admirers to require explanatory or 
apologetic notes, may be fairly presumed to contain some unguarded expressions, which might be 
understood in a sense dangerous to some part of the scheme of divine truth; and that this remark 
applies equally to Fisher’s ‘Marrow of Modern Divinity,’ which was annotated by Thomas Boston, 

Jones_Antinomianism.indd   13 10/11/13   10:04 AM



14

L E SSONS  FROM  H IS TORY

associated with antinomian ministers in the 1630s. Winship, for example, 
speaks of the “London barber who wrote the controversial antinomian-
tinged Marrow of Modern Divinity.”32 In Scotland during the early eigh-
teenth century, The Marrow would fall under similar condemnation by the 
Church of Scotland.

The controversy in Scotland involved many of the same issues 
that emerged in England and New England during the seventeenth 
century, but there were also new questions arising that previously had 
not been vigorously debated. The new issue that began the Marrow 
Controversy arose in 1717, when the Presbytery of Auchterarder required 
licentiates and ordinands to sign a series of propositions, one of which 
was: “I believe that it is not sound and orthodox to teach, that we must 
forsake sin in order to our coming to Christ, and instating us in cov-
enant with God.” According to the General Assembly, the Presbytery of 
Auchterarder had grievously erred, and a commission of the Assembly 
similarly disagreed with the proposition. As David Lachman notes, 
“it was in this context that The Marrow was republished and, on being 
attacked by Principal Hadow and defended by James Hog, became the 
occasion of controversy.”33

The abovementioned proposition should never have been con-
demned by the General Assembly, but their condemnation and the 
resulting conf lict show that legalism, f lowering in the form of “hyper-
Calvinism,” was firmly entrenched in the Church of Scotland. As so 
often is the case, when one falls into error on one point of theology, 
other points necessarily follow. But those in the Church of Scotland 
who condemned the teachings of The Marrow f irmly believed they 
were upholding Reformed orthodoxy against the incipient universalism 
of Edward Fisher. In other words, the Westminster Confession was 
(supposedly) defended by the opponents of The Marrow. One of the 
major points of contention in the debate was the phrase found in The 
Marrow, “Christ is dead for him.” Interestingly, this phrase originally 
came from John Preston (1587–1628), who was an English hypothetical 
and to Dr. Crisp’s ‘Sermons,’ which were annotated by Dr. Gill.” The Doctrine of Justification (Edin-
burgh: T&T Clark, 1867), 183.

32. Winship, Making Heretics, 57.
33. David C. Lachman, The Marrow Controversy, 1718–1723: An Historical and Theological Analysis 

(Edinburgh: Rutherford House, 1988), 7.

Jones_Antinomianism.indd   14 10/11/13   10:04 AM



15

L E SSONS  FROM  H IS TORY

universalist.34 Commenting on Preston’s well-known phrase, Jonathan 
Moore suggests that Preston, “in common with all hypothetical uni-
versalists, explicitly grounded the universal call of the gospel, at least 
in part, in a universal aspect to Christ’s satisfaction.! .! .! . This is the 
language of hypothetical universalism and was identified as an error 
by some in Preston’s circles, including the particular redemptionist 
Thomas Goodwin.”35 Thomas Boston (1676–1732) actually defended 
Preston’s understanding of the Great Commission, but wrongly claimed 
that Preston held to particular redemption. Scholars such as Lachman 
have also adopted Boston’s position that Preston was not a hypotheti-
cal universalist. Typically, particularist theologians wishing to defend 
Preston and Boston have tried to distinguish between “Christ died for 
you” and “Christ is dead for you.” But, as Moore shows, Preston viewed 
these statements as roughly synonymous.36

Reformed theologians since John Calvin (1509–64) have actually 
disagreed on the nature of the free offer of the gospel.37 Thomas Manton 
(bap. 1620, d. 1677) did not hold to the same position as John Owen, and 
John Preston’s hypothetical universalism meant that his own view on the 
free offer of the gospel was also different from the positions of Owen and 
Manton. Opponents of the phrase “Christ is dead for him” were not wrong 
to pick up on the “universalism” of the statement, even if Fisher and Bos-
ton were thoroughgoing particularists. However, in reacting against that 
somewhat infelicitous phrase, the Scottish Assembly moved in the direction 
of hyper-Calvinism and legalism. As Boston and Hog correctly argued, 
the free offer of the gospel is not contingent upon the hearers meeting 
certain degrees of conviction. The Auchterarder Presbytery was correct to 
deny that Christians must forsake sin in order to come to Christ. After all, 
apart from Christ we can do nothing (John 15:5). But opponents of The 
Marrow believed that the elect are those who forsake sin, and therefore 
that grace is given to those people alone. In their view, one must forsake 

34. See Jonathan D. Moore, English Hypothetical Universalism: John Preston and the Softening of 
Reformed Theology (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2007).

35. Ibid., 117.
36. Ibid., 121.
37. See Martin Foord, “John Owen’s Gospel Offer: Well-Meant or Not?” in The Ashgate Research 

Companion to John Owen’s Theology, ed. Kapic and Jones. Foord claims that Owen holds essentially 
to a hyper-Calvinistic position on the gospel offer, as opposed to Thomas Manton.
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sin in order to come to Christ.38 In the preaching of the gospel, then, the 
benefits of Christ should only be offered to those for whom Christ died 
(i.e., the elect). But how do we know, in the preaching of the gospel, who 
it is for whom Christ died? The answer, according to the majority in the 
Church of Scotland: those who show enough contrition to receive Christ. 
The free offer became a conditional offer; Christ was divorced from his 
benefits; therefore, one could argue that this position was a Christological 
error more than anything else.

This specific debate during the Marrow Controversy sheds light on 
the nature of theological debates in which accusations of antinomianism and 
neonomianism are being made. First, unguarded phrases, either wrongly 
worded or wrongly understood, often lead to further unguarded ways of 
theologizing. Second, Boston was called an antinomian by legalists.39 But 
just as Luther was no antinomian, so Boston was not one either. If Boston 
was guilty of anything, it was poor historical theology. All of this is to 
suggest that this brief historical survey reveals that hostile appellations in 
the context of theological debate are sometimes misplaced. But sometimes 
they are not. Just as there have been genuine legalists over the course of his-
tory, so too have there been genuine antinomians. But questions of who are 
genuine “antinomians” can only be answered by asking the right questions! 
By the end of this book, we hope to be able to set out the characteristics 
that justify someone being labeled an antinomian.

CONCLUSION

History has not always been kind to certain individuals. Nestorius 
(b. after 351; d. after 451) seems to have been one such figure, who lost the 
political battle and thus his claim to theological credibility. However, his 
archrival, Cyril of Alexandria (d. 444), had his f laws too. Centuries later, 
Martin Luther’s discovery of the doctrine of justification by faith alone in 
the context of Roman Catholic legalism led him to speak about the law 
in ways that might raise a few eyebrows. There must be a reason, after all, 

38. However, this is something that even Herman Witsius says, albeit he is speaking about the 
experience of the believer, which is not always how the ordo salutis is conceived. See Conciliatory, or 
Irenical Animadversions, 119–20.

39. See William VanDoodewaard’s introductory essay in the modern reprint of Edward Fisher, 
The Marrow of Modern Divinity (Fearn, UK: Christian Focus Publications, 2009), 28–29.
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why the English antinomians loved Luther so much. But whatever exces-
sive language Luther may have used in some of the unguarded statements 
in his pre-1925 writings, he was not an antinomian in the sense of being 
against God’s law. Likewise, John Cotton wrote and said things that were 
infelicitous, and he even constructed his view of union with Christ, justi-
fication, and faith in a way that was representative of antinomian thought. 
In general, however, Cotton was sound, but that did not mean he did not 
occasionally confuse others.

In seventeenth-century England, several prominent antinomian theo-
logians were fiercely criticized. But one of them, Tobias Crisp, was defended 
by sound Reformed theologians, even centuries after his death. Likewise, 
Edward Fisher had his critics and his defenders, even among orthodox 
Reformed theologians. Indeed, he was not a theologian in the sense that 
John Owen and Francis Turretin were. They were far more sophisticated 
than Fisher, who had a sort of “Bunyan-esque” way about him. This might 
explain why The Marrow, while fitting within the bounds of Reformed 
orthodoxy, was nevertheless controversial. Also, despite the iconic status of 
the Marrow Men in Reformed circles, they were not guiltless in the debate 
that caused a firestorm of activity in the eighteenth century, even though 
they were heroic in the cause of truth. In other words, this short survey of 
debates over a few centuries has revealed that history is messy.

What hope is there, then, in coming to measured, sustainable conclu-
sions about antinomianism? The answer depends on several factors. First, the 
right questions need to be asked. In contemporary Reformed circles, simply 
acknowledging and even affirming the “indicative-imperative” model will 
not suffice for guarding against legalism and antinomianism.40 However 
important that model is—and I would say it is fundamental to the Christian 
faith—more specific questions need to be addressed, which will be a central 
focus of later chapters in this book. Second, Christology will always prove 
to be decisive in debates on antinomianism. In relation to the questions 
that are being asked, the answers must always have a Christological focus. 
A Reformed view of Christ’s person is as important as a Reformed view 
of his work in this whole issue. The general neglect and subordination of 

40. This phrase is now a theological commonplace in Reformed circles, referring to what God 
has done (indicative) and what we are commanded to do (imperative). The phrase itself would be 
anachronistic if attributed to seventeenth-century Reformed divines, but the concept is clearly pres-
ent in their writings.
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Christ’s person to his work in many circles today has, as it did in the past, 
disastrous consequences for theology. Antinomianism is fundamentally a 
Christological problem (a point I intend to defend), as much as it is a prob-
lem of the heart and mind. Third, the importance of historical theology 
to the tasks of exegetical and systematic theology cannot go unnoticed. 
A number of errors that are popular today have been addressed before, 
and with great clarity. But resurrected errors require resurrected answers 
that build on and clarify Reformed orthodoxy. There are indeed areas for 
disagreement and debate within the Reformed tradition, as I have pointed 
out elsewhere.41 But there are views that simply fall outside the bounds of 
Reformed orthodoxy. Even more importantly, they cannot be sustained by 
the Scriptures. Finally, as this chapter has shown, the term “antinomian-
ism” is a lot more complex than its etymology might suggest. The following 
chapters will reveal that acknowledging a place for the moral law in the life 
of the believer may not be sufficient if other truths are either neglected (as 
is often the case) or denied (as is sometimes the case).

41. See Michael A.!G. Haykin and Mark Jones, eds., Drawn into Controversie: Reformed Theo-
logical Diversity and Debates within Seventeenth-Century British Puritanism (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck 
& Ruprecht, 2011).
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