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Preface

When  I  made  public  profession  of  faith,  I  was  unaware  of  the  content  of  the  Canons
(standards) of Dort. The issues in those days surrounded the disaster in the church related to baptism
and hierarchy (1944). All I knew about the Canons was that this elaborate document was about divine
election  (already clearly described in art.16 of the Belgic Confession). The Canons presented five
chapters of doctrinal statements to a total of 59, which were cumbersome and difficult to comprehend.

Later, however, and after coming into contact with Anabaptists or Mennonites, I realized that
the Canons dealt with many other false notions. Heresies about the fall, about Christ's sacrifice and
man's redemption were at the root of the election controversy.  These false notions attacked God's
sovereignty,  denied man's  total  corruption and Christ's  sacrifice,  which had plagued the Christian
church from the beginning. Signs of these notions are still present around us and in the church today,
for heresies develop within the church community.

This  paper  presents  the  Canons  of  Dort  in  an  abbreviated form along  with  introductory
comments. This will hopefully make comprehension easier and the valuable content of this important
doctrine more familiar. Let us teach this doctrine to the glory of God and our comfort “in the church
of God, for which it was particularly intended ... without inquisitively prying into the ways”,  He did
not reveal (Canons of Dort, chapter I, art.14).
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Introduction

False notions about election/pre-destination developed out of age-old heresies.  These were
then hailed in the early 1600’s as the basis, the starting point and the rudder of heretical statements
summarized in five points of contention by a group of church members who followed the teaching of
Jacobus Arminius (1560-1609, professor at the Leyden University in the Netherlands. Synod dealt
with these in the order they had been presented by those who rejected the truth as it was upheld in the
confessions of the church (Belgic Confession art. 16 etc.)

The approach in this booklet attempts to follow the order in which these false ideas developed,
for their starting point is among others, the age-old Pelagian denial of man’s corruption.

Creeds and Confessions provide a summary of the Bible. They do not attempt to interpret the
Word. The Word of God is one. It cannot contradict itself.  Therefore, the Word provides its own
interpretation; and confessions acknowledge and repeat the Word. Reformed churches have adopted
them as summarized expressions of the doctrine of salvation, the only true doctrine of the Old and
New Testament.

Creeds and Confessions serve to:

Formulate the faith and doctrine of the truth,

Preserve the faith for the future,

Defend  it against heresies and errors,

Promote the unity of faith.

By the fifth century,  the churches had adopted these three Ecumenical (universal) Creeds (p. 493,
Book of Praise):

The Apostles’ Creed A liturgical expression of the    common faith.

The Nicene Creed A similar formulation against Arianism (325 AD)

The Athanasian Creed Refuting Arianism re: the Trinity (Articles 3-28) and the 
Two Natures of Christ (Articles 29-41).

After the Great Reformation in the 16th century, the church adopted the Three Forms of Unity: (p.499
BoP)

The Heidelberg Catechism
Teaches

the whole doctrine of salvation

The Belgic Confession
Refutes

false accusations from without.

The Canons or Dort
Rejects

errors and heresies from within

The teachings or doctrine expressed in these confessions uphold the truth revealed by God in
His Holy Word. They serve the churches in maintaining the unity of the true faith among believers
locally, nationally (federation of churches) and world-wide.
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Necessity of the Canons of Dort

In a  synodical  response to  false  teachings  in the church,  the Canons of Dort  (1618/1619)
provide a “clear, simple and straightforward explanation of the orthodox doctrine with respect to the
five articles in dispute in the Netherlands” (Conclusion, Book of Praise, pages 587, 588).

On scriptural grounds they also give a “rejection of errors by which the churches have for
some time been disturbed”. Therefore, the Synod of Dort urges believers to judge the reformed faith
“from the public confessions…and the present explanation of the orthodox doctrine, confirmed by the
unanimous consent of the members of the entire Synod, one and all”.

The true doctrine was under attack  from  within the church.  Therefore,  this  Synod warned
against all slanderers who unfairly, improperly and deceitfully tried to convince the public that,

 the doctrine of predestination is unreasonable.

 it turns men away from godliness and religion.

 predestination is a satanic and addictive sedative.

 it results in a false security, despair and death.

 it blames God for sin, misery and unfair demands.

 predestination revives indifference, dualism, a disregard of authority and convention, as well
as submission to Allah.

 predestination is nothing but fatalism, and that whatever you do or don’t makes no difference.

 predestination teaches that God created most men to go to hell whether they sinned or not.

 predestination coerces the elect to believe and to do good works.

 predestination causes the reprobate to sin.

 predestination means that babies are thrown into hell  without any possibility of benefiting
from the blood of Christ or their baptism.

Synod  concluded  that  such  slander  of  the  reformed  doctrine  sows  doubt  among  believers  and
suspicion among those around them (see Canons of Dort – Conclusion, page 587/8, Book of Praise).

Prior  to  the  Synod  of  Dort,  the  churches  had  adopted  the  three  Ecumenical  Creeds,  the
Heidelberg Catechism and the Belgic Confession. These standards clearly formulate the complete,
true doctrine of salvation declared in God’s Word. How then was it  possible that the above notions
about predestination were expressed within the church community? See Article 16, Belgic Confession
and Heidelberg Catechism, Lord’s Day 21.

These false notions resulted from the teachings of Jacobus Arminius (1560-1609). He became
professor at Leyden University in 1602. He pretended to uphold the confessions of the church, but he
taught his students otherwise. His colleague,  professor Franciscus Gomarus, strongly opposed him
and the church had no control over the university.
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The Importance of the Canons today

Why bother with 400 year old church doctrines in the 21st century? How relevant are they at
the present time? The simplest answer may be that these teachings, the truth of God's revealed Word,
are continuously under  attack  by mankind from the very beginning of  history.  Therefore,  it  was
necessary to re-state these truths. Like Adam and Eve, mankind still reasons to be capable and even
entitled to decide on their own what is true and what is not. Many heresies are  attractive for the
simple reason that they allow mankind (like Eve) to contribute and participate in their own salvation.

False notions and heresies arise from within the church community. They did not only pop up
in the past, for believers  still wrestle daily with the attacks of sin, self and Satan. Well-intentioned
and educated believers in the sixteenth century claimed to only desire slight changes in expressing the
truth of their faith. They only wished to formulate Biblical teachings in their own way and have a
friendly exchange of ideas on the basis of the Bible only. You may have heard such notions these days
as well.

Reformed doctrine is  expressed in the adopted confessions,  which are in  fact  summarized
repetitions of the one Word of God. Opposition to these church confessions usually signals deviation
from the Word of God and its only authority.

The church is the result of God's choice and His redemptive work by His Word and Spirit.
Sects and false churches live by non-scriptural, man-made notions and the idea that the church is the
result of human choices and actions. Sects are, already by definition, followers (Latin – sequi) of
persons,  or  their  theories  and doctrines.  Others  often  judge the  true  church  to  be  followers  of  a
particular person, interpretation or theory. Churches are generally not viewed as a work of God, but as
human endeavours that satisfy people's need of religion.

The false  notions that  are  rejected by the Canons of Dort  existed from the early years  of
Christianity.  More  importantly,  these  heretical  notions  are  still  influential  today.  Followers  of
Pelagius, a British monk born in 354 AD, claim that death is just natural and not a consequence of sin.
Pelagians hold that people are born without blemish and that Adam was only responsible for his own
sin. Therefore, they preach that man must follow Jesus' example rather than Adam's. Consequently,
Jesus Christ's death and resurrection redeemed no one. Augustine rejected these theories, for they are
contrary to the Scriptures.

In  spite  of  the  opposition  by  Augustine,  bishop  of  Hippo,  North  Africa,  Romish  church
doctrine still maintains that Adam’s sin did not totally deprive mankind of the ability to do good deeds
or to choose good over evil. In Adam’s fall, man’s free will was only weakened (semi-pelagianism).
Moreover,  they  claim,  that  salvation  can  be  attained  either  by  reason or  revelation with  grace
administered by the church. Therefore, with the church as intermediary, Rome expects individuals to
do their own part by either cooperating with church directives and facilitating their own salvation, or
by contributing to their own salvation in some other way.

Ana-baptists  (re-baptizers)  during  the  Great  Reformation,  did  not  reform  the  church,  but
rebelled and rejected the authority of the church, the confessions, the civil government and the Bible.
They accused Luther of having replaced the Pope by a 'paper pope'. His scriptural arguments were
written off as nonspiritual intellectualism.  At present they may use the Bible, but not as the only or
final authority as God's Word and under the guidance of church officials. 

The real revelations, they may argue are  direct revelations from the Holy Spirit, in dreams,
visions or by spiritual inspiration and inclination. Rather than the Holy Word, it is the inner voice of
special, gifted 
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people whereby the Spirit speaks. The truth, they claim, is not from an infallible Pope nor from 'dead
letters in  a  book',  but  from the  spirit  speaking  through holy,  living  people  or  through their  own inner  voice.
Speaking in tongues awakens the inner emotions of others, who in amazement follow such gifted people, desiring to
also possess such gifts. At present their reasoning may be toned down somewhat. However to determine the truth,
they do not refer to God's Word, but they point out the ultimate evidence, that is man’s own good
deeds or the pious lifestyle. You may hear such arguments even in your own circles. 

Numerous groups and movements have sprouted up from these theories, such as Mennonites,
Hutterites,  the  Amish,  the  Doukhobours,  the  Baptists,  Pentecostalism,  Evangelicalism  etc.  Also
Pietism and Mysticism share similar false notions, as well as Mormonism, which places the ‘inspired’
book of Mormon above the Bible.  They follow the direct,  inner  revelations  of  the  vessel  Joseph
Smith, rather than the revealed truth of the Holy Scriptures.

Humanism, in which human reason, interest and dignity predominate, is convinced that human
beings possess the will and the capacity to change, improve or save themselves.

Liberal Christianity denies that Jesus is God, for example Jehovah Witnesses (cf. 1 John 2:22;
5:10). They follow Arius of Alexandria (AD 256-336). Jesus can be called 'son', they explain, because
he showed ‘God-like’ qualities. Among others, he is the picture of love and liberty or a model of
social justice and a superstar. It is claimed, that following Jesus as the prime example of a godly life
without sin, will result in salvation and peace on earth. However, one may ask, "Jesus who?", for they
do not follow the Christ of the Scriptures.

Secularized Christianity believes that reconciliation means the restoration of human relations.
Loving each other will bring about the ultimate salvation of the world. The truth is within oneself, for
God is  in  all  of us.  A movement  that started in  the 1960's  claims  to wake up Protestantism and
promote Christianity, but it denies that God the Creator and Redeemer is exalted above His creation.
In Europe it was called 'horizontalism', a type of evangelicalism.

The Pentecostal movement started about a century ago. It emphasizes the activity of the Holy
Spirit, holy living and speaking in tongues. This movement expanded in the 1960s from within the
established churches. Youth high on drugs could get 'high on Jesus' and all worldly troubles should
eventually disappear. That is the 'Neo', the new Pentecostalism. Romanists and Protestants find each
other again. Together they confess that after the forgiveness of sin, man himself must act and reach
perfection. What Christ is doing  for us no longer matters, but what is felt inside, experienced and
happening in us is of all importance. Sharing it in love with others is true salvation. Therefore, their
view is that dogma and doctrine only divide, but their man-made theories and activities bring unity
and  peace  (It  reminds  me  of  Genesis  11).  They  reject  God's  sovereignty  and  honour  their  own
accomplishments.

Many false notions addressed in the Canons of Dort are practised all around us. You will no
doubt recognize them. You may even tend to agree with some of them. A sprinkling of such thoughts
follows below. They are contrary to the revealed Word of God or at least in danger of misrepresenting
the only truth confessed by the churches. This then proves the more that the content of the Canons of
Dort is fitting and applicable today.
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Here are a few of such false notions:

 After the fall into sin in Paradise, it has become evident that human beings still possess the
ability to do good and show a godly lifestyle (cf. Canons of Dort chapter III/IV, Rejection of
Errors #2).

 Realistic insight and reason can lead to faith and salvation (c.f. Canons of Dort chapter III/IV,
Rejection of Errors #3 and #5).

 Those  who  desire  righteousness  please  God  by  their  humble  lifestyle,  and  faith  is  their
assurance of eternal life (c.f. Canons of Dort chapter III/IV, Rejection of Errors #4).

 Knowing  what  Jesus  would  do  (W.W.J.D.)  is  the  correct  Way (c.f.  (c.f.  Canons  of  Dort
chapter III/IV, Rejection of Errors #5).

 God does not change us, but He empowers us to believe (c.f. Canons of Dort chapter III/IV,
Rejection of Errors #6).

 Listening to God convinces man because God’s promises outweigh Satan’s (c.f. Canons of
Dort chapter III/IV, Rejection of Errors #7).

 God only helps those who help themselves (c.f. Canons of Dort chapter III/IV, Rejection of
Errors #8 and #9).

 The new covenant of grace in Christ no longer demands obedience of the law, but faith with its
consequent practices (c.f. Canons of Dort chapter II, Rejection of Errors #4).

 Each person is free to believe or not (c.f. Canons of Dort chapter II, Rejection of Errors #5).

 God elected to eternal life all those whom He foreknew would believe and live a godly life
(c.f. Canons of Dort chapter I, Rejection of Errors #1 and #2).

 God grants power to persevere as long as we maintain our faith (c.f. Canons of Dort chapter V,
Rejection of Errors #2).

 Even true believers are in danger of giving up their faith and so forfeit eternal life (c.f. Canons
of Dort chapter V, Rejection of Errors #1-8).
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Basic Background

Throughout history,  God revealed Himself  in Word and Deed for the dual  purpose of the
glorification of His Name and the salvation of man. The church needed to defend the truth since the
beginning of Christianity (the Nicene Creed and the Athanasian Creed of the fourth century).

Since the 5th century followers of Pelagius reject man’s corruption and declare that  man is
healthy. Therefore, man should just imitate Christ and not follow sinful examples. Augustine strongly
opposed Pelagianism.

It can be summarized that Roman Catholicism or Semi-pelagianism (15th century) teaches that
man is only sick or hurt from his fall. He needs a doctor (the church) to give him medicine (grace),
and he must exercise (do good works). Luther strongly opposed this heresy.

Humanism (since the 16th century) claims that man is basically good, so he can freely make his
own choices and choose God when he wishes.

Generally, all heresies and errors either add or subtract from the Word of God. They will not
accept  God's  Word as  it  is  delivered  to  man  as  the  only  truth.  The lack  of  trust  and the  sin  of
disobedience are the root causes to always serve the SELF and to deny the complete ownership of
man by their Maker (Heidelberg Catechism, Q&A 1&2). It is the believer who proclaims errors. That
is how Satan attacks the church. For believers can still be me- focused and self-pleasing. They do not
always willingly live in full dependence on God. The good news is that believers are liberated from
the slavery of sin. However, they need constant reminders to live a life of trusting thankfulness in
love, joy and delight according to the will of their Liberator (see Heidelberg Catechism, Q&A 90).
How wonderful it is to have the Word proclaimed ever Sunday.

The Law reminds us to LOVE:

1.God’s person and not self-created substitutes.

2. God’s service and not self-willed worship.

3. God’s name and not self-glorification.

4. God’s Sabbath and not self-pleasing activities.

5. God’s authority and not self-righteousness.

6. The neighbour’s life and not self-superiority.

7. The neighbour’s wife and not self-gratification.

8. The neighbour’s possessions and not self-enrichment.

9. The neighbour’s reputation and not self-promotion.

10. The neighbours rights and not self-fulfilment.

To love means to show unselfish kindness, respect and honour from the heart with your whole being
(Heidelberg Catechism, Q&A 92, 93).
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Arminianism

Followers of Jacobus Arminius in the early 17th century deviated from the scriptural truth
expressed in the confessions of the Reformed Churches. They adhered to the error of earlier heresies.
For example, Pelagius rejected man's total depravity in Adam. The denial of man's total corruption is
basic to all the unscriptural and man-centered notions of the Arminians. Denial of man's true state of
'sin and misery' is also a denial of God's grace, our total dependence on God and the deliverance in
Christ alone. In the confessions, the churches repeat the scriptural truth of our full dependence on God
(Heidelberg Catechism, Q&A 1) and our total corruption and guilt in Adam (Belgic Confession article
15; Romans 3:19).

Therefore, the Canons of Dort reject these errors. With the denial of man’s total depravity, the
Arminians,

a) emphasize man’s free will and his ability to choose good or bad.

b) stress the merit of good works, the importance of one’s state of conversion and the acceptance
of Christ as an example, rather than the redeeming sacrifice.

c) argue that perseverance in faith is not a gift and a fruit of election, but a  condition to earn
eternal life.

d) deny the  eternal  and  sovereign  decree  of  predestination  which  includes  election  and
reprobation.

In brief, Arminians teach that salvation is brought about by both God and man. God starts the
process and man, if willing, does the rest. Man decides to accept God’s offer, follow Christ’s example
and ‘do good works’. Arminians do not accept man’s total  corruption.  They do not accept God’s
sovereign  decree  and promise  of  reconciliation.  So they  reject  Christ’s  atoning sacrifice  and our
redemption, as well as the sanctifying work of Word and Spirit.

The core of errors

 is always the notion

 that man contributes 

in one way or another

to his own salvation.
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Arminian Errors

a) The Arminian errors grew up out of the rejection of man’s total corruption in sin. With
respect to  man’s will,  depravity and conversion,  we believe and confess that in Adam the entire
human race became corrupt, guilty and ungodly. In accordance with Scripture, the church confesses
man’s  depraved will  and culpable incapability.  Man is guilty and unable to do any good (Belgic
Confession, article 14). We also believe and confess that God initiated His rescue in paradise and
promised eternal delivery (art.17), for only He is able and willing (Lord’s Day 9) to do that in Christ,
our only Saviour (LD 11). Contrary to Scripture and Confession, the Arminians teach man’s free will
and ability to convert.

This is a summary of heretical statements made by the Arminian Remonstrants and rejected by
the Canons of Dort III/IV, see   Rejection of Errors #1-9, Book of Praise page 573.

Arminians claim that, Scripture teaches that,

1. Original sin is Adam’s first sin and insufficient 
to condemn a whole race.

– “All have sinned and fall short of the glory of 
God” (Romans 3:23).

2. Man’s will was created without the spiritual 
gifts of holiness and goodness.

– man is created “in true righteousness and 
holiness” (Ephesians 4:24).

3. Man’s will was not ruined but only set back by 
lack of insight.

– “…the heart is deceitful above all things and 
beyond cure” (Jeremiah 17:9).

4. Fallen man is not completely dead in sins, but 
he is still partly able to please God.

– “…we were dead in transgressions” 
(Ephesians 2:5)

5. On his own volition, natural man can use the 
light of nature to repent, to do good works and to 
follow Christ.

– Only Israel and no other nation knows Him 
(Psalm 147:19, 20). The Spirit of Jesus directs 'light'
(Act 16:6,7).

6. Believers convert by their own free will and not 
by God changing their will.

– “I will put my law in their minds” and on their 
hearts (Jeremiah 31:33).

7. God’s grace only advises and so convinces man 
to convert, and live a moral, spiritual life.

– “I will give you a new heart and put a new spirit 
in you” (Ezekiel 36:26).

8. God’s powers cannot turn man to believe and 
convert, for   man can resist God and change on 
his own as he wishes.

– “His divine power has given us everything we 
need for life and godliness” (2 Peter 1:3).

9. Only after man decides to convert can grace be 
beneficial.

– “It does not, therefore, depend on man’s desire or 
effort but on God’s mercy” (Romans 9:16).

For further details see Canons of Dort, chapter III/IV, Rejection of Errors. Book of Praise, page 580
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Arminian Errors

b) With respect to man’s redemption through Christ’s sacrifice on the cross, we believe and
confess that reconciliation is only possible by the promised Messiah, the incarnate Son of God, whose
two natures are not mixed, unchanged, unseparated and undivided (Belgic Confession articles 18 &
19). His one sacrifice of death stilled God’s wrath, secured peace and satisfied His justice ( art. 20 &
21). Thus justified and sanctified, a renewed life cannot but show true fruits of good works (art. 22 &
23, Heidelberg Catechism Lord’s Day 33). 

Arminians teach that Christ's death did not fulfil the covenant promise, but that His death only
allowed an offer of a new covenant.

Arminians claim that, Scripture teaches that,

1. although God needed Christ’s death, the 
acquired redemption was never applied to any 
one person.

– “…I lay down my life for the sheep” (John 
10:15). “... I have reserved for myself 7000 men 
who have not bowed the knee to Baal” (Rom. 
11:4)

2. Christ’s death only authorized God to 
establish a new covenant. It did not fulfil a 
covenant promise.

 -“ …who set free from the sins committed under
the first covenant” (Hebrews 9:15).

3. Christ’s death did not save anyone. It allowed
God to again deal with man if man is willing.

- This is contemptuous grand-standing and self-
glorification.

4. we are not justified and saved by faith, but 
through the new covenant of grace God no 
longer demands obedience, but faith in itself is 
our obedience and worthy of eternal life.

– justified by grace God presented Christ “as a 
sacrifice of atonement, through faith in his 
blood” (Romans 3:24, 25).

5. all men are free from ‘original sin’ and 
acceptable into the state of reconciliation when 
desired.

– all men are “by nature objects of wrath” 
(Ephesians 2:3).

6. forgiveness of sin and eternal life is open to 
anyone who wants to accept the offer.

“…no one seeks God…no one is righteous” 
(Romans 3:11, 10).

7. those loved by God do not need Christ’s 
death, for they are elected to eternal life if they 
persevere.

– the Son of God “loved me and gave himself for
me” (Gal 2:20) “... I lay down my life for the 
sheep (John 10:15).

For further details see Canons of Dort, chapter II, Rejection of Errors, Book of Praise, page 574.
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Arminian Errors c.With  respect  to  the perseverance of faith,  we  believe  and  confess  that
regeneration and faith are worked into our hearts by Word and Spirit to a renewed life in obedience,
free from slavery to sin and worked once for all, for the Holy Spirit will remain with me forever
(Heidelberg Catechism, Lord’s Day 20; John 14:16; Belgic Confession article 24). Summarizing the
Rejection of Errors, Chapter V of the Canons of Dort, we see that,

Arminians claim that, Scripture teaches that,

1. perseverance of faith is not a gift of Christ or a 
fruit of election, but a condition to earn eternal life.

– “It is God who justifies” and Christ who 
intercedes for us (Romans 8:32-35).

2. God may give strength to persevere, but it still 
depends on man’s decisive will to persevere or not.

– God “will keep you strong to the end”. He called 
you and is faithful (I Corinthians 1:8, 9).

3. believers may and often do fall from grace and 
end up lost forever.

 “…no one can snatch” my sheep from me or 
my Father’s hand (John 10:28, 29).

4. believers can still commit the unforgivable sin 
against the Holy Spirit.

– Anyone born of God “the evil cannot harm him” (I
John 5:18).

5. in this life we are never sure unless we receive a 
special revelation.

– “Those who obey live in him and he in them” 
They know by the Spirit he gave them (I John 3:24).

6. it is praiseworthy to doubt for this prevents a 
false security and promotes good works, godliness 
and prayers.

– “…we shall see him as he is”, this hope purifies 
God’s children (1 John 3:2,3).

7. faith between temporary or one-time and true 
believers differs only in duration.

– They are without root and fruit or firmly rooted 
and abundantly fruitful (Matthew 13:20-23).

8. one can more than once be again born anew. – “you have been born again” of imperishable seed 
(1 Peter 1:23).

9. Christ never prayed for the faith of believers. – Jesus prayed “that your faith may not fail” 
(Luke 22:32).

For further details see Canons of Dort, chapter V, Rejection of Errors. Book of Praise, page 585.
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Arminian Errors

d) With respect to  election and reprobation, we believe and confess that by His providence God
maintains, governs and directs all things he created (Belgic Confession article 13). In his sovereign
goodness, He also predestined to rescue some and leave others in their well-deserved perdition (art.
16).  He  revealed  this  mercy  and justice  to  believers  to  assure,  encourage  and  comfort  them.  In
summary,

Arminians claim that, Scripture teaches that,

1. God’s Word only tells us that He elected 
those whom He knew would convert and live a 
holy life.

– “All who were appointed for eternal life 
believed” (Acts 13:48) who were chosen “to be 
holy in his sight” (Eph 1:4).

2. there are all kinds of elections to eternal life:
general or particular, certain or unsure, 
complete or partial, and  there is election to 
faith, to office or to salvation, etc.

– “Those he predestined, he also called; those he 
called, he also justified; those he justified, he also
glorified” (Romans 8:30), in accordance with his 
pleasure and will (Eph 1:5).

3. God did not choose certain people over 
others, but he chose the obedience of faith as a 
condition of salvation and a reward of eternal 
life.

– God “saved us and called us … because of his 
own purpose and grace” (2 Timothy 1:9).

4. only man’s decision and his good works earn
him election to faith.

– God “works out everything in conformity with 
the purpose of his will” (Ephesians 1:11).

5. incomplete and non-decisive election 
depends on foreseen faith. Complete and 
decisive election occurs because of foreseen 
perseverance .

– “Chosen by grace … not by works but by him 
who calls” (Romans 9:12). If it were by works, 
grace would not be grace (Rom 11:6).

6. election to salvation can change and is 
uncertain.

– “Those he justified, he also glorified” (Romans 
8:30).

7. ‘awareness of election’ is an uncertain 
certainty.

– “Rejoice that your names are written in heaven”
(Luke 10:20).

8. it was not an act of God that left anyone in 
sin or without grace.

– Not man’s desire but God, who has mercy or 
hardens those He chooses (Romans 9:16-18).

9. the gospel is preached to a people worthy of 
it and not because of God’s own good pleasure.

– Tyre and Sidon would repent if they had been 
given the gospel (Matthew 11:21).

For further details see Canons of Dort, chapter I, Rejection of Errors. Book of Praise, page 569
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The Act of Remonstrance

Three  months  after  the death  of  Arminius,  his  followers  came together  to  formulate  their
opposition against the reformed confessions. On Jan.14, 1610, at Gouda, they drafted what was called
an  “Act  of  Remonstrance”  or  protest.  This  declaration  of  their  opinion  was  discussed  with  the
'Calvinists', also known as the Contra-Remonstrants, in a conference at The Hague on Mar.10, 1611.
This only resulted in a written ‘statement of difference’. 

The Arminian Remonstrants rejected the authority of the confessions and the church. They
viewed the civil government as the ultimate decision makers. They only wanted friendly discussions
and  no  binding  by  synodical  decisions.  Even  when  they  could  politically  no  longer  stop  the
government  from calling  a synod in 1618, they addressed the gathering of church delegates  as a
conference, but  the  chairman  set  them straight.  However,  they  refused  to  cooperate  and  answer
questions. They remained silent when asked if they agreed with the 1611 ‘statement of difference’. 

Repeated  attempts  to  convince  them to  cooperate  failed.  Therefore,  three  months  after  its
constitution,  Synod  concluded  to  expel  them.  Once  more  they  had  been  asked  on behalf  of  the
government to  recognize  this  synod’s  authority  to  make  decisions  and  to  judge  heresies.  They
answered  Synod's  questions  by  submitting  a  written  statement,  stating  that  they  refused  to
unconditionally submit to synod. The chairman concluded his address with the words “Dimittimini!
Exite!” (depart and get out).

The Synod of Dort then dealt with the heresies as they were known. In their writings, the
Remonstrants had explained their opinions and summarized them in five carefully formulated articles.
Guided  by God’s  Word  and  Spirit,  Synod  was  careful  not  to  go  beyond  what  Scripture  clearly
revealed. 

The order and division by the Remonstants of their five points were maintained by Synod. So
the initial statement about God’s election is their starting point, basis and core of their heresies. It
shows that the decree of our sovereign God is dependent on man’s act of faith and perseverance or
man's disbelief and rejection, because they deny man’s total corruption. 

It is significant to notice that Synod’s refutation first addresses the very root of this heresy in
chapter I, articles 1 through 5, namely  man’s total depravity (their point III/IV) and the gospel of
God’s  mercy and justice  (B.C.  Art.16).  Note  also that  this  doctrine  is  to  be  discretely taught to
believers in the church and to the glory of God and comfort of His people (Chapter I, art.14). “Do not
go beyond what is written” (1 Cor.4:6).
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The Defence of the True Doctrine

The Synod of Dort dealt with the many interrelated errors of the Arminians. In addition to the
Dutch delegates, there were also 27 representatives present from foreign churches, giving this synod
an international flavour. They met in the building of the Militia pictured on the front cover. In reply to
the five major objections against the confessions, the churches drafted pronouncements or five heads
of doctrine, that show scriptural explanations of the Reformed faith that are called the Five Articles
against the Remonstrants.

These articles or standards are known as the Canons of Dort.

First Head of Doctrine has 18 articles: - Divine Election and Reprobation

Second Head of Doctrine is contained in 9 articles: - Christ’s Death and Man’s 
   Redemption

Third and Fourth Head of Doctrine has 17 articles:       - The Corruption of Man, His Conversion 
        to God and the Manner in which it occurs

Fifth Head of Doctrine is made up of 15 articles: - Perseverance of the Saints 

Believers  in  English  speaking  countries  adopted  a  different  order  by  using  a  mnemonic
(memory aid). The acronym TULIP helps to remember what is often referred to as the Five Points of
Calvinism (Total  depravity,  Unconditional  election,  Limited  atonement,  Irresistible  grace,
Perseverance of the saints).

The terms ‘limited’ and ‘irresistible’ can, however, easily be misunderstood and need to be
properly defined, for atonement is complete, full and not lacking, while ‘irresistible’ may awaken the
notion of force and coercion. More importantly,  we do not follow an ‘ism’, for ‘isms’ relate to a
person or a defined theory. Reformed doctrine is what God has revealed in Scripture. It is not a set of
invented ideas.

The  title  The  Five  Points  of  Calvinism does  not  at  all  describe  Calvinism.  Predestination has
incorrectly been viewed as the most important point of Calvinism. However, if anything, the core of
Calvin’s work is the acknowledgement of the sovereignty of God. God’s sovereign will and grace had
been preached by the Apostle Paul and was emphasized by Augustine. It resurfaced in Calvin’s work
and it is again clearly shown in these ecclesiastical standards or canons. After all, they repeat the truth
of Holy Scripture.

The question in the days after the Great Reformation was if God’s decree of election was made
before or after the fall in paradise. The Canons of Dort do not directly answer that question, for they
simply defend the true doctrine as God revealed it and as the church confessed it. This doctrine rejects
evangelicalism and fundamentalism, for these ‘isms’ abide only by their own principles. However, all
scripture is inspired by God and must, therefore, by fully applicable. Scripture shows that man is not
his own and cannot contribute anything to his salvation. 

“The secret things belong to the LORD our God, but the things revealed belong to us and to our 
children forever, that we may follow all the words of this law” (Deuteronomy 29:29). Nothing

less and nothing more.
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The  false  notion  that  man  contributes  to  his  eternal  salvation  makes  many  sects  and
movements attractive, because it elevates ‘the self’. Self-pride cannot admit the true doctrine of man’s
impotence or total depravity.  Nevertheless, serving the self is the  opposite of loving God and the
neighbour. It is the root and natural cause of all sin and error. 

Contributing  to  one’s  own  salvation  is  basic  to  Arminianism,  Ana-baptism,  Pietism,
Romanism, Subjectivism, Methodism, Spiritualism, Pentecostalism and the like. These ‘isms’ abide
by theories that credit man’s desire, will and ability to gain eternal life. They all stress what is going
on IN us, not what God is doing FOR us. In His good pleasure He rescued and redeemed us. He
grants faith, comfort and eternal life. To satisfy His justice, He made all this possible by the death and
resurrection of His Son Jesus, the Christ.

The Canons of Dort  pronounce the true doctrine  in relation to those five areas in dispute
during the early 1600s. They are summarized in the following pages. These standards clearly show
God’s sovereignty in the salvation of man. 

They also denounce unwarranted notions about man’s contribution and consequent errors. 

“Not to us, O LORD, not to us. But to your name be the glory,  because of your love and  
faithfulness… Praise the LORD” (Psalm 115). 

“He made known to us the mystery of his  will  according to his  good pleasure,  which he
purposed in Christ, to be put into effect when the times will have reached their fulfilment – to bring
all things in heaven and on earth together under one head, even Christ” (Ephesians 1:9,10). 

It is Christ who gives his sheep “eternal life, and they shall never perish”, because the Father
has given them to Him (John 10:25-30) in accordance with the blueprint laid out before the beginning
of time (2 Tim.1:9). 

And those he predestined, 

he also called; 

those he called, 

he also justified, 

those he justified; 

he also glorified. 

(Romans 8:30).
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Condensed 

Canons of Dort
An abbreviation of the response to the five major objections expressed in the Act of Remonstrance or

protest against Reformed confessions given by the churches in Synod and drafted under 

Five Heads of Doctrine in 59 articles.

I – Divine Election and Reprobation.

In summary,  art.1  of  the  Remonstrance,  or the  act  of  serious objections,  states that  God
determined to save those who “shall believe … and shall persevere … and on the other hand to leave
the incorrigible and unbelieving in sin and under wrath…”.

The Synod of Dort pronounced as the  First Head of Doctrine these standards in accordance
with God’s Word, abbreviated as follows,

All human beings sinned in Adam and are therefore guilty and condemnable before God (1).
But in His love God gave His Son to save sinners who believe in Him (2). In God’s mercy, they are
drawn to Christ by the Father  as they are called and brought to faith by the gospel message (3).

The proclamation of the gospel has a two-fold out-come: believers are rescued, but unbelievers
stay under God’s wrath (4). The gospel message is the smell of death or the fragrance of life. It results
in unbelief or faith (5). Faith is a gift of God.

God accomplishes everything in accordance with His eternal counsel. He is merciful, for He
softens the hearts of those He chose, and He is just in leaving others in their own hardness of heart (6).
This is revealed to the comfort of believers. 

Chosen in Christ from eternity to show His mercy, believers are to be holy and blameless to
the glory of His Name. God predestined, called,  justified and glorified them. The ‘destination’ of
everyone was pre-determined (7). His decree of salvation was established once for all times, like a
blueprint  (8).  The pre-destination plan was not based on the likely outcome or on foreseen faith,
conversion and perseverance of man himself (9). 

Eternal election is grounded in God’s own good pleasure to reach His own purpose and as
many as were ordained believed (10). This decree will never change (11), for He is faithful. Believers
are assured of this (12) by unfailing fruits of faith, fear, godly sorrow  and fruit of the Spirit being
rooted in the Christ,  the true vine.  It  gives them a reason to worship God (13) and to teach this
doctrine in a discreet, reverent and holy way, without curiously prying into the ways God has not
revealed (14). 

Rejection  of  unbelieving  sinners  by  His  decree  and eternal  condemnation  shows His  just
judgement (15). This decree of re-probation is no reason to doubt one’s faith (God’s gift),  but to
become more diligent (16). Children of believers are included in God’s covenant of grace (17). Our
lack of comprehension is the more a reason to humble ourselves and to glorify God (18) in adoration
of the depth of His riches, wisdom and knowledge.
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II - Christ’s Death and Man’s Redemption through it.

In summary, art.2 of the  Remonstrance declares that in agreement with their art.1, Christ
“died  for  all  men  and  for  every  man”,  meriting  reconciliation  for  everybody,  believers  and
unbelievers, but only believers will benefit.

The Synod of Dort pronounced as the Second Head of Doctrine the following standards in
accordance with the Word of God, in brief,

Man’s sin must be punished to satisfy God’s justice (1). Instead of our well-deserved death,
God’s Son paid with His blood, and so made satisfaction for us (2). His sacrifice was the ultimate,
final, flawless fulfilment of the promised atonement (3). He obtained eternal redemption His sacrifice
was effective and sufficient. As true man and Son of God, He bore God’s wrath and curse which
covenant violators had deserved (4, BC art.20). 

This gospel, the command to repent and believe must be proclaimed to everyone (5). Those
who refuse to believe can only blame themselves for their perdition (6), and those who believe thank
God for His gracious gift of faith (7). It brings redemption to those God chose and gave to Christ. His
blood cleanses them, guards them and presents them to Himself (8) without spot or wrinkle as was
originally planned. He will save his people into one church that will “celebrate His praises here and in
eternity” (9), one fold, one shepherd.

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
------

III/IV – The Corruption of Man, His Conversion to God, and the manner in which it occurs

In brief, art.3 of the Remonstrance adds that doing good or obtaining 'saving' faith requires
that man is born again, renewed in knowledge, will and power, so that he himself can actually “effect
what is truly good”.

Article  4  of  the  Remonstrance  explains  that  God’s  “assisting,  awakening,  following  and
cooperative grace” is needed so that man is enabled to accomplish all good, and also that this grace
is resistible.

[The doctrine of man’s total corruption (III) is strongly linked to the miracle (art.6-12) and the
manner (art.13-17) of conversion (IV).  True knowledge of  man’s  depravity and God’s  invincible
grace helps believers to gain comfort from His eternal decree of predestination (art.16 BC). Refusal to
believe the true reality of man’s sin and misery is at the root of Arminian errors (Ch. I, art. 1).]

The Synod of Dort pronounced as the Third and Fourth Head of Doctrine these standards in
accordance with the Holy Scripture summarized as follows,
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Total corruption (art. 1-5)

Created  completely  holy  and  righteous  in  the  likeness  and  image  of  God,  man’s  wilful
disobedience brought about a total loss of the true knowledge of God. He became wicked and impure
(1).  Consequently,  all  people  are  born  in  the  image  and  likeness  of  Adam,  our  representative.
Therefore, all sinned and are totally corrupt (2). All are incapable of any good. Sin contaminates all
thoughts, words and actions (3).

However, humanness was not completely destroyed. Some recognition of right and wrong or
virtue and order still remains (4). Nevertheless, man cannot contribute anything to his own salvation
(BC art.14). Even doing what the law requires, without knowing the law, cannot lead to salvation (5).
For the law teaches sin and guilt. It cannot empower a remedy.

The miracle of conversion (art.6-12)

Neither nature nor the law, but only the Spirit and the Word can administer reconciliation (6).
In His Sovereign good pleasure God revealed this first to a few, then in New Testament times to the
whole world. It shows His justice and His grace,  His love and sovereign will (7).  Those who are
called, come and receive what is promised (8). Others do not wholeheartedly come to Him. They turn
away and receive Him not (9). 

Those who come receive faith and repentance, because God’s call is effective. They boast of
the Lord, who called them, rescued them and brought them into the marvellous light (10). God brings
about a miraculous conversion through His Word and Spirit, opening and softening the heart, enabling
the will to produce the fruit of good works (11). Regeneration, conversion and making alive are the
works of God’s renewal, and His re-creation cannot fail. It renews man’s will to believe and repent,
through God’s grace (12).

The manner of conversion (art.13-17)

Although incomprehensible, regeneration results in sinners to believe and to love their Saviour
(13). Such faith is fully gifted to man and this gift brings about the will to believe as well as the act of
believing (14). True believers are God’s workmanship. They can only thank God for this undeserved
gift of grace, and pray that others may also be called into a renewed existence (15). 

Human nature is depraved and spiritually dead. God’s gracious regeneration does not take
away or deny the existence of man’s will, but it heals, corrects and re-directs the will of man. The
result is a life of ongoing obedience, renewal and freedom (16). God brings about this supernatural act
of regeneration by the use of the gospel. It is like food for the soul. Believers glory God and abase all
self-pride. They do not exalt themselves and they esteem Christ’s office-bearers. God reconciles us to
Himself  through the administration of the Word, sacraments  and discipline.  By these means God
works salvation that produces fruit. To Him is the glory (17).
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V - The Perseverance of the Saints

Art.5 of the act of Remonstrance concludes that God’s assisting grace can only keep “those
into Christ by true faith”, if they are ready, willing and active.

The Synod of Dort pronounced as the Fifth Head of Doctrine these  standards in accordance
with the Word of God; in short,

Regeneration  rescues  man  from the  power  of  sin,  but  not  yet  from the  sinful  nature  (1).
Therefore in this life, believers must fight their sinful nature, humbly seek forgiveness and long for
deliverance (2). In our own strength we cannot withstand the attacks of Satan. But God is faithful. He
grants grace and He powerfully preserves His people in that grace (3).

Nevertheless, believers may at times give in to the drawing power of Satan, sin and flesh.
Therefore, they must not give themselves to temptation, but they must be alert and pray not to fall into
serious sins like David and others (4). Such sins offend God and their harm will spread unless there is
repentance (5). God will not reject those He had chosen from the beginning. He will not allow them to
fall  away  from  His  grace,  nor  let  them  commit  the  ‘sin  unto  death’  (6).  On  the  contrary,  His
regenerating  work  continues.  He  renews  them so  that  they  grieve,  repent  and  experience  God’s
reconciling favour. This strengthens their salvation (7).

All this is God’s merciful work of salvation that cannot fail  nor be changed. It cannot be
revoked nor  nullified,  for  the  seal  of  the  Holy  Spirit  is  secure  (8).  Believers  are  certain  of  this
preservation and their perseverance, because nothing separates them from God’s love in Christ (9).
They are certain, because God promised, the Spirit testified and they observe the fruits of the Spirit in
their life (10).

At times,  this assurance may weaken somewhat,  but the Holy Spirit  will revive it,  for the
Father will not let them be tempted beyond their strength (11). This encourages them to live a godly
life in thankfulness (12). This renewed confidence produces an increased concern to live a holy life,
rather than showing a careless and neglectful attitude (13).

God not only works but also perfects His grace in us by the proclamation of His Word and the
use of sacraments (14). This doctrine of perseverance is clearly revealed in His Word, but opposed by
Satan, the world and the Self or me-focused people. The Church loves and defends this doctrine as a
priceless treasure (15). “And the God of all grace, who called you to his eternal glory in Christ, after
you have suffered a little while, will himself restore you and make you strong, firm and steadfast. To
him be the power for ever and ever. Amen” Dennis Teitsma, 2013

For further reading,

   The Canons of Dort – Book of Praise, pages 565 - 588

   To the Praise of His Glory – Six Outlines on the Canons of Dort by Faber, Meijerink, Trimp & Zomer. 
Distributed by I.L.P.B., London, ON.

   Unspeakable Comfort – A commentary on the Canons of Dort by the Rev. Peter G. Feenstra. Premier.

   The Five Points of Calvinism – by the Rev. Edwin H. Palmer, Th.D., Moelker Printing Co.  
1216 Kalamazoo Ave SE, Grand Rapids, Mich.

   The Bride’s Treasure – Dr. J Faber et al. The Free Reformed Churches of Australia, Launceston, 
Tasmania. 7250 Australia. 
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