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      Works Preface

      John Owen (1616–1683) is one of the most significant, influential, and prolific theologians that England has ever produced. His work is of such a high caliber that it is no surprise to find it still in demand more than four centuries after his birth. As a son of the Church of England, a Puritan preacher, a statesman, a Reformed theologian and Bible commentator, and later a prominent Nonconformist and advocate of toleration, he is widely read and appreciated by Christians of different types all over the globe, not only for the profundity of his thinking but also for the depth of his spiritual insight.

      Owen was born in the year that William Shakespeare died, and in terms of his public influence, he was a rising star in the 1640s and at the height of his power in the 1650s. As chaplain to Oliver Cromwell, dean of Christ Church, and vice-chancellor of Oxford University, he wielded a substantial degree of power and influence within the short-lived English republic. Yet he eventually found himself on the losing side of the epic struggles of the seventeenth century and was ousted from his position of national preeminence. The Act of Uniformity in 1662 effectively barred him from any role in the established church, yet it was in the wilderness of those turbulent post-Restoration years that he wrote many of his most momentous contributions to the world of theological literature, despite being burdened by opposition, persecution, family tragedies, and illness.

      There was an abortive endeavor to publish a uniform edition of Owen’s works in the early eighteenth century, but this progressed no further than a single folio volume in 1721. A century later (1826), Thomas Russell met with much more success when he produced a collection in twenty-one volumes. The appetite for Owen only grew; more than three hundred people had subscribed to the 1721 and 1826 editions of his works, but almost three thousand subscribed to the twenty-four-volume set produced by William H. Goold from 1850 onward. That collection, with Goold’s learned introductions and notes, became the standard edition. It was given a new lease on life when the Banner of Truth Trust reprinted it several times beginning in 1965, though without some of Owen’s Latin works, which had appeared in Goold’s edition, or his massive Hebrews commentary, which Banner did eventually reprint in 1991. Goold corrected various errors in the original seventeenth- and eighteenth-century publications, some of which Owen himself had complained of, as well as certain grammatical errors. He thoroughly revised the punctuation, numeration of points, and Scripture references in Owen and presented him in a way acceptable to nineteenth-century readers without taking liberties with the text.

      Since the mid-nineteenth century, and especially since the reprinting of Goold’s edition in the mid-twentieth century, there has been a great flowering of interest in seventeenth-century Puritanism and Reformed theology. The recent profusion of scholarship in this area has resulted in a huge increase of attention given to Owen and his contribution to these movements. The time has therefore come to attempt another presentation of Owen’s body of work for a new century. This new edition is more than a reprint of earlier collections of Owen’s writings. As useful as those have been to us and many others, they fail to meet the needs of modern readers who are often familiar with neither the theological context nor the syntax and rhetorical style of seventeenth-century English divinity.

      For that reason, we have returned again to the original editions of Owen’s texts to ensure the accuracy of their presentation here but have conformed the spelling to modern American standards, modernized older verb endings, updated some punctuation for clarity, reduced the use of italics where they do not clarify meaning, updated some hyphenation forms, modernized capitalization both for select terms in the text and for titles of Owen’s works, refreshed the typesetting, set lengthy quotations in block format, and both checked and added Scripture references in a consistent format where necessary. Owen’s quotations of others, however, including the various editions of the Bible he used or translated, are kept as they appear in his original. His marginal notes and footnotes have been clearly marked in footnotes as his (with “—Owen” appearing at the end of his content) to distinguish them from editorial comments. Foreign languages such as Greek, Hebrew, and Latin (which Owen knew and used extensively) have been translated into modern English, with the original languages retained in footnotes for scholarly reference (also followed by “—Owen”). If Goold omitted parts of the original text in his edition, we have restored them to their rightful place. Additionally, we have attempted to regularize the numbering system Owen employed, which was often imprecise and inconsistent; our order is 1, (1), [1], {1}, and 1st. We have also included various features to aid readers’ comprehension of Owen’s writings, including extensive introductions and outlines by established scholars in the field today, new paragraph breaks marked by a pilcrow (¶), chapter titles and appropriate headings (either entirely new or adapted from Goold), and explanatory footnotes that define archaic or obscure words and point out scriptural and other allusions in the text. When a contents page was not included in the original publication, we have provided one. On the rare occasions when we have added words to the text for readability, we have clearly marked them using square brackets. Having a team of experts involved, along with the benefit of modern online database technology, has also enabled us to make the prodigious effort to identify sources and citations in Owen that Russell and Goold deliberately avoided or were unable to locate for their editions.

      Owen did not use only one English translation of the Bible. At various times, he employed the Great Bible, the Geneva Bible, or the Authorized Version (KJV), as well as his own paraphrases or translations from the original languages. We have not sought to harmonize his biblical quotations to any single version. Similarly, we have left his Hebrew and Greek quotations exactly as he recorded them, including the unpointed Hebrew text. When it appears that he has misspelled the Hebrew or Greek, we have acknowledged that in a footnote with reference to either Biblia Hebraica Stuttgartensia or Novum Testamentum Graece, though Greek accents and breathing marks have been silently corrected.

      This new edition presents fresh translations of Owen’s works that were originally published in Latin, such as his Θεολογούμενα Παντοδαπά (1661) and A Dissertation on Divine Justice (which Goold published in an amended eighteenth-century translation). It also includes certain shorter works that have never before been collected in one place, such as Owen’s prefaces to other people’s works and many of his letters, with an extensive index to the whole set.

      Our hope and prayer in presenting this new edition of John Owen’s complete works is that it will equip and enable new generations of readers to appreciate the spiritual insights he accumulated over the course of his remarkable life. Those with a merely historical interest will find here a testimony to the exceptional labors of one extraordinary figure from a tumultuous age, in a modern and usable critical edition. Those who seek to learn from Owen about the God he worshiped and served will, we trust, find even greater riches in his doctrine of salvation, his passion for evangelism and missions, his Christ-centered vision of all reality, his realistic pursuit of holiness, his belief that theology matters, his concern for right worship and religious freedom, and his careful exegetical engagement with the text of God’s word. We echo the words of the apostle Paul that Owen inscribed on the title page of his book Χριστολογία (1679), “I count all things but loss for the excellency of the knowledge of Christ Jesus my Lord, for whom I have suffered the loss of all things, and do count them but dung that I may win Christ” (Phil. 3:8).

      Lee Gatiss

      Cambridge, England

      Shawn D. Wright

      Louisville, Kentucky, United States

    

  
    
      Editor’s Introduction

      Richard Snoddy

      The Death of Death

      For whom did Christ die? For whom did he make satisfaction for sin on the cross? What was the intention behind him offering himself as a sacrifice? This is a matter to which many Christians give little serious thought. The seemingly obvious answer in view of the Bible’s inclusive language—Christ died “for all”—on closer examination presents further questions. If this “all” is taken as all humanity without distinction, are “all” saved? We might quickly rule out notions of universalism, but then can Christ in some sense be said to be frustrated in his mission, with some of those for whom he died not saved? And if satisfaction is made for the sins of those who are not ultimately saved, why must these sins be punished a second time when they die? Some might then suggest that they are condemned for their unbelief. But if unbelief is a sin, surely it has already been dealt with at the cross. We begin to realize that there is more to this question than first meets the eye and that the doctrine that Christ died to redeem his people, those chosen by the Father, the elect, must be given at least a hearing. Serious theological reflection is required, and as we will see, the question cannot be settled by the mere production of a favored proof text such as John 3:16.

      The Seventeenth-Century Polemical Landscape

      John Owen’s Salus Electorum, Sanguis Jesu: or The Death of Death in the Death of Christ is a staunch defense of the doctrine that the intention behind Christ’s death on the cross was not to redeem all humanity but to redeem a particular people, those chosen by God in eternity past.1 While Christ’s blood was of infinite value, his death was intended as a satisfaction for the sins of the elect, not for others. This question had received little focused attention from the first generations of Reformed theologians after the Reformation and was not a topic of controversy until the political and religious debates with the Lutherans around the time of the Colloquy of Montbéliard in 1586, where the case for the particularist view was argued by Theodore Beza (1519–1605). In England the doctrine was taught by the influential Cambridge theologian William Perkins (1558–1602), among others, and it was favored by many delegates at the Synod of Dort (1618–1619). The doctrine attracted criticism, and surveying the contours of the polemical landscape, one finds several rival positions arising within the Reformed churches of western Europe that must be briefly sketched.2

      While the Arminian camp sounded some notes of variation, their general position on the death of Christ is well encapsulated in the Articles of Remonstrance of 1610, which states that “Jesus Christ, the Saviour of the world, died for all men and for every man, so that he has obtained for them all, by his death on the cross, redemption and the forgiveness of sins; yet that no one actually enjoys this forgiveness of sins except the believer.”3 This was set within a wider soteriological scheme that denied unconditional election and efficacious grace, a major challenge to the Reformed faith. Forgiveness was purchased for all, but its enjoyment was suspended on the fulfillment of a condition, the faith of the believer. God had given sufficient means, but the acceptance or rejection of the gospel offer ultimately depended on human free choice. Although a product of debates within the Reformed churches in the Netherlands, Arminian ideas had gained some traction in the British Isles, and from the 1640s onward, there is evidence that some within the Puritan community advocated Arminianism.4

      A less radical refashioning of Reformed theology arose in France, centered on the Academy of Saumur and the teaching of John Cameron (ca. 1579–1625) and his disciples Moïse Amyraut (1596–1664), from whom this school of thought takes its name, and Paul Testard (ca. 1596–1650). In Amyraldianism one finds a novel ordering of the divine decrees. Out of a general benevolence, God decreed that Christ should be sent to redeem fallen humanity and that all who believed in him would be saved, but foreseeing that none would believe, God then decreed the effectual calling of some, thus electing them to faith and salvation. A decree of general redemption thus precedes the decree of special election so that the object of election is redeemed humanity. Amyraldianism was less optimistic about human ability than Arminianism and maintained the necessity of God’s gracious, efficacious acts working to bring to faith the elect, who alone are predestined to salvation. While Amyraut was cleared of accusations of heresy by a national synod and remained in his post as a professor at Saumur until his death, and thus was regarded a member of the Reformed community, his teachings were a source of major controversy in the Reformed churches of France and were eventually condemned by the Swiss Reformed churches in the Helvetic Consensus (1675).5

      Another important school of thought that predates both Arminianism and Amyraldianism and has come to be known as “hypothetical universalism” held that Christ died for all humanity and made salvation possible on the condition of faith. Its advocates spoke of men and women being made savable or God being made placable through the satisfaction of Christ. Unlike the Arminians, they maintained the reality of divine election and the necessity of special grace, and unlike the Amyraldians, they avoided novel decretal theology and the idea that there is an absolute divine intention to save all through the cross. There was an intention that satisfaction be made for all sins such that if all believed, all would be saved, and also an intention that Christ merited the saving benefits that would be applied to the elect alone. There were, in other words, multiple ends to the death of Christ, and while Christ died for all, he could be said to have died in a special manner for the elect. Within this trajectory of thought as expressed in the British Isles, one finds Richard Hooker (1554–1600), James Ussher (1581–1656), John Davenant (1572–1641), John Preston (1587–1628), Robert Baron (ca. 1596–1639), and many others.6 It is a trajectory that can be traced back through the first generations of the Reformation in the writings of such influential figures as Heinrich Bullinger (1504–1575) and beyond.7 Its proponents saw themselves as Reformed Augustinians, holding a truly catholic position between the extremes of Arminianism and the restriction of the intent in Christ’s death to the elect alone, a move they saw as an innovation.8 Their influence was such that the confessional statements of the Synod of Dort and the Westminster Assembly appear to have been deliberately worded with a sufficient degree of ambiguity to prevent their exclusion from the Reformed community.9

      In The Death of Death, Owen wrote against a number of well-known Arminian and Amyraldian authors, but the prime target in view as he wrote was an obscure and uneducated Lincolnshire weaver named Thomas Moore.

      Thomas Moore and The Universallity of God’s Free-Grace

      As a young man, Thomas Moore (or More; d. 1672) appears to have been acquainted with and influenced by two prominent Lincolnshire Nonconformists who later fled to the Massachusetts Bay Colony: John Cotton (1585–1652) of Boston and Robert Peck (ca. 1580–ca. 1656) of Hingham.10 Emerging from zealous Puritan circles, in the tumult and upheaval of the 1640s, Moore had taken to lay preaching, and the distinctive views he advocated included the belief that Christ died for all mankind.

      Moore quickly appeared on the radar of the great Presbyterian heresiographer Thomas Edwards (ca. 1599–1648), thus receiving the dubious honor of being included in all three parts of his Gangraena. Edwards had his information on the good authority of “a godly Minister living in Lincolnshire” whose parish was troubled by Moore and his followers, Moore coming “divers times to this Towne where he preache[d] in houses.”11 Moore, he explained, was “a great Sectary and Manifestarian12 that hath done much mischiefe in those parts.”13 Elsewhere, Edwards wrote, “This Thomas Moore does much hurt in Lincolnshire, some parts of Norfolk, Cambridgeshire; he is famous at Boston, Lynn, Holland; followed and accompanied sometimes from place to place, with many attending him.”14

      Moore published The Universallity of God’s Free-Grace in 1646.15 His purpose in writing was “that all might be comforted,” all be “assured” of Christ’s propitiation and death “for the whole Race of Mankind, and so for himself in particular.”16 Moore considered the opposing position, the limitation of the intent and effects of Christ’s death to the elect, to be a “denying and blaspheming” of the love of God affirmed in such passages as John 3:16–17, “as if God ever, and from all aeternity hated the greatest number of men, so as they neither are beholden to him for any good will, or love, nor have any doore of Repentance or meanes of life opened, and afforded by him in truth for them.” It contradicted the plain sayings of the gospel in passages such as 1 Timothy 2:4–6 and Hebrews 2:9 and the doctrine and liturgy of the Church of England.17 Such a view could be maintained only by “evill and Papisticall wayes and arguings.”18

      Keen to clarify at the outset what he was not saying and to avoid misrepresentation, Moore urged the reader,

      Adde not to that I have affirmed of the Death of Christ for All Men, such things as I neither affirme, nor by any necessary or reasonable consequence can be said to be included in, or to arise from my Affirmation, as some have done, As that Christ should die for all men alike; or that all men shall be Eternally saved; or that all or any man hath by Nature Free-will to that which is spiritually good, or that all that beleeve Christ dyed for All Men, shall be saved, all which the Truth affirmed, and the Treatise every where condemneth.19

      In setting out rules of engagement for the discussion, Moore assumed a clear distinction in Scripture. The redemption, reconciliation, and propitiation brought about by Christ’s death were to be considered as “distinct from that he by his Spirit, in the application thereof worketh in men.” His opponents “confound together in one, without distinction,” that which Scripture “maketh cleerly distinct.”20

      It was axiomatic that passages speaking of Christ’s death in expansive terms should be taken at face value and interpreted according to their plain sense. The attempt to evade the plain reading of these texts was to take up “carnall and Popish wayes,” “pretending insufficiency in the Scripture, to be the determiner of all matters of Faith, but that how plainly soever the Scripture affirmes, yet the matter is but sub judice,21 without some other determination.” Moore’s opponents thus denied the sufficiency of Scripture, as did the papists. Likewise, they denied its clarity or perspicuity, “pretending darknesse in the Scripture, yea in Fundamentalls.” They “frame[d] absurdities” and imposed “strange senses.” Particularly objectionable was their tendency “to restraine a generall sense, to be meant only of a particular.” This was a strategy used by the papists to maintain papal supremacy and by the Socinians to restrict Christ’s creation of all things to the new creation or the church, thus denying his preincarnate being and his deity. To restrict passages that spoke of Christ dying for “the world” or “all men” to the elect or the church was a similar rhetorical sleight of hand.22 Moore acknowledged that these words could have a restricted sense in other places in different contexts, but in those passages speaking of Christ’s death, one had to follow the plain sense. His key argument was that since these are the acts of God rather than man, the words must be taken in “the largest sense” that the words will bear rather than a “scanter sense.”23

      His opponents, he said, “invent lyes and slanders to make infamous such as will not be of the same opinion with themselves.” They alleged that those of Moore’s opinion “are Papists, or at the best Arminians, and Time-servers, and of loose lives.” Moore, however, believed that by reading Scripture in the plain sense and avoiding abuse of the text, his position defended the “true Protestant Religion” as expressed in the formularies of the Church of England and was a preservative “against all Popery and Popish Innovations.”24

      With his hermeneutical principles stated, Moore opened his treatise with a consideration of the incarnation, by which Christ possesses “the nature of all mankind,” and of his work in standing as “a publick Person,” a second Adam, in the place of all mankind. Christ thus comes under the law and punishment for “the whole debt of mankind” before assuming his role of heavenly intercession and working in the hearts of his people through his Spirit.25 Moore posited a “two-fold Salvation”: a “common Salvation” by virtue of Christ’s death and resurrection, his sacrifice on behalf of all being acceptable to God, and a “special” salvation worked from heaven through the Spirit bringing people to repentance and faith.26 The “common Salvation” is for all, though not all enjoy its benefits:

      And as the reconciliation, redemption, and Salvation wrought by Christ in his owne body for men with God, is in it self so perfect, that in some sense, and that in truth, all may be said, to have been reconciled, redeemed and saved, yea justifyed in him; though most in themselves be destitute of every of these. . . . And though this be mysterious, yet may it be as well understood, and beleeved, as That all men were once made righteous in the first Adam, and so were in him, Truly righteous. . . . of which righteousnesse (he falling, and loosing all, and so all falling in him, before they had beeing from him) none of them ever felt or partaked of. . . . [F]or so though all againe recovered, and made righteous in the second Adam: yet of the choice benefit of this recovery, and of this Righteousnesse, many doe never partake of, or enjoy, because they turne from grace offered, and loose their own soules, and dye before they come to have a beeing in him, and so are debarred thereof. . . . Nor doth their never enjoyment, any more prove, that they were never recovered in the second Adam, then their never enjoyment of the life and righteousness of the first Adam (who was the figure of the second) proveth them never to have been made righteous and alive in him, onely this dissimilitude the Scripture sheweth: That as the first Adam being a living soul, and of the earth, he lost all our souls in his fall, without remedy on his part. . . . So the second Adam is a quickning Spirit, and the Lord from heaven, and so looseth none, but whoever now perisheth, destroyeth himself, and looseth his owne soul.27

      Therefore Christ “so saved all men . . . That he makes all saveable.” There is a “possibleness in & through him, and possibility with him, for all men to come in to him.”28 Despite this language of possibility, Moore was keen to distance himself from the Arminian view that Christ “dyed for every man, in case every man beleeve on him, and for no man to Salvation, in case every man perish in unbeleife.” For Moore, the cross achieves much more since Christ has given himself as a ransom and purchased them whether they believe or not. He dismissed any idea of Christ dying for all because he died in our nature but not in place of every particular man as a propitiation. He insisted that Christ has so died as a propitiation “that in and by himself, hee hath so Redeemed and saved all men, That they are all given into his dispose, and he will raise them all out of the Death he dyed for them, and set them alive before him, that they shall acknowledge him as Lord, and come before his Judgement seat.” He is so filled with the Spirit “to make it so known, and with such tendernesse to them, that they might be saved . . . so as by him All are made saveable.”29

      Just as Moore spoke of a twofold salvation, he propounded a twofold justification, a “virtuall justification of men in Christ” and an “actuall justification of men through Christ.”30 Yet he later explained that “though all men be in Christ, as the Publick Person, restored and justified: yet by and through him, of the benefit of that restauration, in justification by his blood; Doe none partake, till they come to have a beeing in him.” Moore was, in fact, flatly opposed to the notion of justification before faith, in which faith brings about a subjective realization of an already existent state of affairs.31

      Much of the treatise worked out Moore’s twofold scheme around his exegesis of passages such as 1 Timothy 2:4–6 and Hebrews 2:9. He then moved on to dealing with anticipated objections, including the double-payment objection, the argument that if Christ has paid for sin, it is unjust that the unbelieving sinner should undergo punishment for it.

      At the time of writing, Moore’s position was one that could be labeled hypothetical universalism, albeit of a rather confused sort, and the following year he was still maintaining the distinction between a general or common grace and that “speciall, and peculiar” grace by which the elect “by the spirit of grace are enabled through the Gospell . . . to believe the truth . . . and [are] overcome to submit, and come into Christ.”32 By 1652, however, he was openly espousing sufficient saving grace made available to all and sounding more clearly Arminian in his views.33 As he later reminisced about his journey away from the Reformed theology in which he had been raised, he identified hypothetical universalism as “but a meer Artifice of remaining dregs of the former,” which in turn also had to be rejected.34

      Early Responses to Thomas Moore

      For a work that appears to have made little impact on the subsequent hypothetical universalist tradition, Moore’s treatise elicited a surprising amount of critical response.35 First to respond in print was Thomas Whitfield (ca. 1584–1682), who, as minister of Great Yarmouth in Norfolk, was clearly alarmed that “many godly people at Lynne, Boston, and all that side of the Country, are much drawn away by the opinion of one Thomas Moore . . . of late taking on him the office of teaching,” and having seen some of his own acquaintance “intangled in those snares.” Like those who had followed Absalom out of Jerusalem “in the simplicity of their hearts,” they had been carried away “with a noyse and sound of words” and needed to search the true sense of Scripture.36 Whitfield’s response to Moore is competent though brief, and three-quarters of the book is a set of previously compiled notes against Arminianism.

      Occasionally cited in the literature as a response to Moore is John Stalham’s (d. 1677) Vindiciae redemptionis. Stalham, the pastor of Terling in Essex, was taking aim at the Baptist Samuel Oates (1610–1683), another weaver-turned-preacher, and the teaching of the Saumur-trained pastor of Blois, Paul Testard, whom Stalham perceived to be a major influence on Oates on the question of redemption. Moore receives a single dishonorable mention in the preface. Stalham had not read his “old friend” Moore’s work—“a book,” he said, “I could never meet with to this day”—but had recently come across Whitfield’s Refutation. Addressing Oates, Stalham wrote,

      I shall hope, by humility and self-deniall, he [Moore] will recover himself upon the reading of it, and I shall pray you may prevent [i.e., go before] him, or joyn, or follow in a Palinodia [recantation]. Then you will see and say, it had been better for you both, to have kept to your looms, then to have spun such a threed, which will not make a web, and that a garment to cover your nakedness withall.37

      There was a “heavy account” to render by those who had “a better name for piety” than the prelates, who “pretended to more sanctity, then ever Arminian Doctours have done,” and who were thus more efficacious in misleading the multitudes with their “more refined Pelagianisme.”38

      Moore’s treatise met with a more substantial response from Obadiah Howe (1615/16–1683), pastor of Stickney in Lincolnshire. In The Universalist Examined and Convicted,39 Howe lamented “the infirmity of crowding to the Presse,” so that “Pamphlets swarme without License,” unsettling the people. The Arminian controversy should have been long settled, but lately “some indigested and shattered braines” had revived “the ashes of these perplexed Disputes.” Thomas Moore “would be taken for a Messenger of new Light, but he appeares under no other face than of a mishapen Arminian.” On the subject of redemption, “he is not different, but where he is more absurd.”40 Moore’s supposed indebtedness to Arminius was a recurring note: “He seemeth to be touched with Arminius his Magneticke,” “He hath drunke so deepe in Arminius his Cup, that he is not sober yet,” and “He hath plowed with the Arminian heifer.”41

      Howe applied himself to “a generall Answer, not leaving any materiall expression unexamined.”42 He worked through much of Moore’s argument point by point, so his book has a rather pedestrian feel. It is lightened by a dash of colorful polemic and occasional moments of flair, as in his discussion of antecedent and consequent wills in God.43 Moore’s book, Howe complained, is a “miscellany of Obscurities, Errours, Contradictions, interwoven” from the pen of an author who “loveth to lurke in ambiguities,” who multiplies distinctions unnecessarily, and whose arguments serve “to fill paper and puzzle his ignorant Reader.”44 In dealing with his opponents, “like railing Rabshekah, he oftner barketh then biteth.”45 Howe was clearly concerned about the effects of Moore’s activities:

      He compasseth sea and land to make Proselytes, runnes and rides from Dan to Beersheba, as if the care of all Churches were laid upon his shoulders; leaveth his honest calling in which providence had placed him, to attend the preaching of that new gospel, neglecteth many gospel truths that may helpe to make the man of God wise to salvation; such being swallowed up by generall atonement, as if the whole gospel were clasped up in this.46

      Why did these three ministers from eastern counties feel the need to respond to Moore? The answer must surely be that this was a threat that arose from within the godly community itself. Moore was no high churchman fighting a rearguard action. He was a layman with a reputation “of more then ordinary parts and piety.”47 Though we cannot know the nature of their relationship, Stalham referred to Moore as “my old friend,” suggesting at least some level of acquaintance.48 In the somewhat chaotic conditions of the 1640s, Moore, like numerous others, had taken on himself the office of teaching, a fact that these educated and ordained pastors all disapprovingly pointed out. The professional ministry was threatened by such activism, and this layman’s action would provoke a degree of unease even if Moore’s opinions were considered orthodox. A less dismissive tone can be found in Robert Garner’s Mysteries Unvailed (1646), but Garner appears to have been a layman himself and likely a member of the Particular Baptist congregation of Hanserd Knollys (1598–1691), who supplied a prefatory epistle.49

      Also responding to Moore around this time was Samuel Rutherford (ca. 1600–1661), professor of divinity at the University of St. Andrews and one of the Scottish commissioners to the Westminster Assembly. The scope of his Christ Dying and Drawing Sinners to Himselfe (1647) is much wider and arguably more concerned with antinomianism than the tenets of the Arminians, but Moore does receive attention as one of the “new English Arminians,” and Rutherford engaged with his exegesis of key passages.50 Like Howe, Rutherford saw Moore and his ilk as going beyond Arminianism in their offense to gospel truth:

      Arminians turne the Gospel in[to] the sad[d]est, and bloodiest bargaine that ever was, and yet the new English Arminians worse then their fathers: say they preach not the Gospel of grace, nor Christ who preach not their universall attonement, in a grosser way then ever Arminians did, for. 1. Arminians durst not say Christ died vice, & loco omnium & singulorum, sed tantum in bonum eorum; he died not in the person, place, and roome of all mankinde, but onely for their good, as Socinus taught them: But Master Moore saith this right downe. pag. 3. 2. Arminians durst not say, Christ died and rose again, and pleadeth as high Priest and Advocate for all, but onely for beleevers, Mr. Moore saith, that for all he rose, and acquiteth us of all our sins. pag. 4.51

      That a figure of the stature of Samuel Rutherford, then based in London, took the time to scrutinize Moore’s work is significant and a measure of the concern caused by the circulation of his book.

      John Owen and The Death of Death

      At the time of writing The Death of Death, John Owen was the thirty-one-year-old pastor of the church at Coggeshall, Essex.52 Although he had moved only five miles from nearby Fordham, this was quite a change.53 He had described Fordham as “full of grossely ignorant persons.”54 In contrast, the congregation at Coggeshall was “generally sober, religious, and discreet,” with a legacy of godly ministry under the previous incumbent, Obadiah Sedgwick (ca. 1600–1658), who was called to a parish in London at the opening of the Long Parliament and was sitting in the Westminster Assembly.55 It seems that “a very fervent affection was cultivated between minister and people, to their mutual joy and satisfaction; and here also he met with great success in his ministry, and with the universal approbation of the inhabitants, and of the country round about.”56

      The book was approved for publication in January 1648 and was published soon after by Philemon Stephens (d. 1670) in London as Salus Electorum, Sanguis Jesu: or The Death of Death in the Death of Christ.57 It was dedicated to Owen’s new patron, Robert Rich (1587–1658), second Earl of Warwick, who had emerged as the leading supporter of the Puritan cause among the nobility in the 1620s and 1630s. He had taken the side of Parliament in 1642 and was in command of the navy through most of the 1640s. Rich was one of England’s most powerful ecclesiastical patrons, his patronage extending far beyond his twenty-two advowsons—the right to present a candidate to vacant benefices—through more informal means of encouragement, protection, and financial support. He was at the center of a complex web of friendship and patronage and was closely linked to such leading ministers as Edmund Calamy (1600–1666), Stephen Marshall (ca. 1594–1655), Obadiah Sedgwick, and Jeremiah Burroughs (1599–1646).58 Warwick had bestowed “the undeserved undesired favor, of opening that door wherewith [he was] entrusted,” but one can hear notes of Owen’s emerging congregationalism in the observation that he had come to this place, as he said, “whither I was directed by the providence of the Most High, and where I was sought by his people.”59

      Owen presented “the result of some of [his] thoughts” concerning the death of Christ, “after a more than seven years’ serious inquiry,” in which he had undertaken “a serious perusal of all which [he] could attain, that the wit of man in former, or latter days, has published in opposition to the truth.”60 The genesis of the book therefore lies in the period of deep uncertainty and depression that began after Owen left Oxford in 1637, unable to observe or swear to uphold the ceremonies introduced in the Laudian revision of the university’s statutes the previous year, with his hopes of a career in the church or academy in tatters. This was a period when he was troubled by “many perplexing thoughts about his spiritual state.”61 William Orme (1787–1830) believed it was “highly probable” that “some misunderstanding of the subjects which the Arminian controversy embraces” contributed to this melancholy.62 Owen found peace listening to an unknown country preacher at Aldermanbury Church, London, in 1642, though it is difficult to determine whether that experience should be regarded as a “conversion,” as described in the biographical tradition, or as the liberty brought by the assurance of faith.63 A Display of Arminianisme appeared fairly soon after this episode, so Orme was surely correct in concluding that Owen had been wrestling with these questions through the period of spiritual darkness.64 In A Display of Arminianisme, Owen dealt with the question of the intent and extent of the death of Christ in a single chapter; in The Death of Death, he explored it at considerable length.

      Owen’s primary concern was that “the assertion of universal redemption, or the general ransom, so as to make it in the least measure beneficial for the end intended, goes not alone.” A move away from a biblical view of particular redemption threatens other doctrines: “Election of free grace, as the fountain of all following dispensations, all discriminating purposes of the Almighty, depending on his own good pleasure and will, must be removed out of the way.” Some, wanting to appear to be upholding God’s free election, pull down the “whole imaginary fabric of general redemption” that they have just erected “in respect of any fruit or profitable issue.” They are left with the absurdity that “Almighty God would have the precious blood of his dear Son, poured out for innumerable souls, whom he will not have to share in any drop thereof; and so in respect of them to be spilt in vain, or else to be shed for them, only that they might be the deeper damned.” So that their figment might not appear to be “unprofitable,” election must be opposed, and God’s discrimination between one person and another must “take occasion” or be “caused” by their spiritual endeavors, a sure slide toward Pelagianism. This is an entry point for free will, “corrupted nature’s deformed darling,” which “advances itself, or an inbred native ability, in everyone to embrace a portion of generally exposed mercy, under the name of free grace.” A general ransom without free will is “a burdensome fancy,” as people must reach out to lay hold of Christ’s merit and apply it to themselves.65

      Owen was alarmed by this confusion about what the cross achieves. A general redemption had led “not a few” to deny Christ’s satisfaction itself. This is a slippery-slope argument, but Owen was convinced that this is “whither it naturally leads them.” As an example, he pointed to “P. H.,” the Baptist radical Paul Hobson (d. 1666), who claimed that Christ “died neither for all, nor any, so as to purchase life and salvation for them.”66 This, for Owen, was nothing other than a thinly veiled Socinianism, which had “metamorphosed the person and mediation of Christ, into an imaginary diffused goodness and love.” It was then but a short step from universal redemption to universal salvation, where “heaven itself is broke open for all.”67

      “Every age has its employment in the discovery of truth,” Owen reminded his readers. One cannot be certain that the depths of Scripture have been fully plumbed. Anyone considering the progress of the previous century, he believed, would surely acknowledge this reality. So Owen opposed these ideas not simply because they were new but rather because they were false. He opposed “the itching of corrupted fancies, the boldness of darkened minds, and lascivious wanton wits, in venting new created nothings, insignificant vanities, with an intermixed dash of blasphemy.” He did still note the fashion for novelty, “the genius . . . of the days wherein we live,” driven by the spirit of pride and the desire “to grow big in the mouths of men.”68

      A general ransom is like the crow of the ancient fable, colorfully decked out with “borrowed feathers,” the language of election, free grace, and perseverance, to disguise the lack of true hope at its heart.69 There is no profit or consolation for those in whom God’s grace is not effectually at work. This is a theme that Owen picked up again and again. Universal redemption presents itself to the multitudes as

      a seeming ready way, to extricate themselves out of all their doubts and perplexities, and to give them all the comfort the death of Christ can afford, before they feel any power of that death, working within them, or find any efficacy of free grace, drawing their hearts to the embracing of Christ in the promise, or obtaining a particular interest in him, which are tedious things to flesh and blood to attend unto, and wait upon: some boast that by this persuasion, that has been effected in an hour, which they waited for before seven years without success.70

      Could this “seven years” perhaps allude to Owen’s own long, hard struggle? He insisted that this false teaching robbed people of that “strong unfailing consolation” that God intends for the heirs of promise, even if they may have to wait to receive it.71

      Owen moved toward closing his address to the reader with an explanation of his “call” to undertake this work. He disavowed a desire for contention:

      I will assure you, it is not the least thirst in my affections to be drinking of the waters of Meribah, nor the least desire to have a share in Ishmael’s portion, to have my hand against others, and theirs against me, that put me upon this task. I never like myself worse, than when faced with a vizard of disputing in controversies. The complexion of my soul is much more pleasant unto me in the waters of Shiloah.72

      This is a noteworthy statement. Though still a young man and publishing only his second polemical work, Owen was already showing remarkable prowess as a theological controversialist, but this was not what he wanted to be doing. Jude’s injunction to “contend for the faith” (Jude 3) and “the sounding of [his] bowels for the loss of poor seduced souls” compelled Owen, but he would rather “fly all wordy battles, and paper combats.”73

      Owen had encountered a number of treatises that responded to the teaching of a general atonement—until recently, “none of weight.” They were commendable in some respects, but Owen was dissatisfied with them because “they had all, tied up themselves to some certain parts of the controversy, especially the removing of objections, neither compassing nor methodizing the whole.” This meant that fundamental concepts such as satisfaction and reconciliation were not properly unpacked and related to each other and to broader theological themes:

      It was always upon my desires, that someone would undertake the main, and unfold out of the word, from the bottom, the whole dispensation of the love of God to his elect in Jesus Christ, with the conveyance of it through the promises of the gospel, being in all the fruits thereof purchased and procured by the oblation and intercession of Jesus Christ: by which it could not but be made apparent, what was the great design of the blessed Trinity in this great work of redemption.74

      Such a treatment would show the weakness of opponents’ arguments in their attempt to extend redemption beyond the bounds assigned by the “principal agents.” No such volume appeared to be forthcoming, so Owen—despite his limitations, as described in the sort of self-deprecating modesty topos so familiar from Renaissance literature—at last “suffered [him]self to be overcome unto the work.”75

      The need was pressing. Owen had participated in “frequent conferences” about these matters and was concerned about, as he put it, “the daily spreading of the opinions here opposed, about the parts where I live, and a greater noise concerning their prevailing in other places, with the advantage they had obtained by some military abettors.” Others could judge the success of his effort: “Altogether hopeless of success I am not; but fully resolved that I shall not live to see a solid answer given unto it.” This is confidence indeed. If adversaries would “pluck some of the branches,” severing them from the roots or principles of the argument, Owen would leave them to enjoy their “imaginary conquest.” He would await a more worthy opponent who “shall seriously undertake to debate the whole cause.”76

      Overview of The Death of Death

      Given the scale of The Death of Death and the complexity of Owen’s argumentation, an overview may prove helpful in orienting the reader.

      Book 1

      After his prefatory address, Owen opened the work proper by considering the teleology of Christ’s death. He framed the discussion in terms of ends and means, the “ends” being the carefully considered goals and the “means” being what the agent uses to accomplish the desired ends. The ends of Christ’s death are, first, those things that the Father and Son “intended in it” and, second, “that which was effectually fulfilled and accomplished by it.” The former, what is intended or purposed, is the salvation of certain sinners from their sins; the latter, what is accomplished or effected by Christ’s death, is eternal redemption—namely, reconciliation, justification, sanctification, adoption, and glorification. Owen stated, “The sum of all is: the death and bloodshedding of Jesus Christ has wrought, and does effectually procure, for all those that are concerned in it, eternal redemption, consisting in grace here, and glory hereafter.”77

      The best-laid schemes of men often go awry, but God always accomplishes what he has designed through the use of his ordained means. God alone cannot “have any end attend or follow his acts, not precisely by him intended.”78 The teachers of universal redemption claim that Christ died to redeem every person, not specifically the elect or his church. This entails either that “God and Christ failed of their end proposed, and did not accomplish that which they intended,” a view that is “blasphemously injurious to the wisdom, power, and perfection of God, as likewise derogatory, to the worth and value of the death of Christ,” or that all will be saved. To avoid these conclusions, proponents of universal redemption deny that God had any such end in the death of Christ, instead claiming

      that God intended nothing, neither was anything effected by Christ, that no benefit arises to any immediately by his death, but what is common to all and every soul, though never so cursedly unbelieving here, and eternally damned hereafter, until an act of some, not procured for them by Christ (for if it were, why have they it not all alike?): to wit, faith, do distinguish them from others.79

      For Owen, this is to empty Christ’s work of its dignity and power, for Christ’s death “does effectually procure” the redemption of his people.80

      The agent involved in bringing about the end for which the death of Christ was the means is the Trinity, the three persons being “joint author” and undivided in this external work. At the same time, Scripture proposes “distinct and sundry acts or operations peculiarly assigned unto them,” which can be considered for each of the three persons in turn.81

      The two “peculiar acts” of the Father in redemption are sending the Son and laying the punishment due to our sin on him. The former of these can be subdivided into three acts. First, the Father appoints the Son to the office of mediator. Second, he furnishes the Son with “a fullness of all gifts and graces, that might any way be requisite for the office he was to undertake, the work he was to undergo.” This can be considered in terms of “the natural all-sufficient perfection of his Deity” and also “a communicated fullness,” not that which is in the nature of deity but that which is “habitual and infused into the humanity, as personally united to the other.” Third, and vital for Owen’s case, is the Father’s “entering into covenant, and compact with his Son concerning the work to be undertaken, and the issue or event thereof.” The Father promises to protect and assist the Son in fulfilling his mission, and he promises success, “a happy accomplishment and attainment of the end of his great undertaking.” This is the promise of bringing the sons of God to eternal salvation on which the Son undertook the work. To Owen’s mind, this “being well considered, it will utterly overthrow the general ransom.”82

      The Father’s second “peculiar act” is to lay the punishment of sin on the Son. It was God’s will that Christ should suffer, and Owen exposited the nature of the cross as both penal, Christ suffering the curse of the law of God, and substitutionary, Christ dying “in our stead.” Given these qualities, Owen presented a dilemma for his opponents, using a form of argument that recurs throughout the work:

      God imposed his wrath due unto, and Christ underwent the pains of hell for, either all the sins of all men, or all the sins of some men, or some sins of all men. If the last, some sins of all men, then have all men some sins to answer for, and so shall no man be saved, for “if God enter into judgment with us,” though it were with all mankind for one sin, “no flesh should be justified in his sight.” . . . If the second; that is it which we affirm, that Christ in their stead, and room, suffered for all the sins of all the elect in the world. If the first, why then are not all freed from the punishment of all their sins? You will say, because of their unbelief, they will not believe, but this unbelief, is it a sin or not? If not why should they be punished for it? If it be, then Christ underwent the punishment due to it, or not: if so, then why must that hinder them more than their other sins for which he died, from partaking of the fruit of his death: if he did not, then did he not die for all their sins. Let them choose which part they will.83

      The third option entails that none are saved, and the first option, that all are saved. Neither of these views can be reconciled with Scripture, leaving the second option the only viable one: Christ made satisfaction for “all the sins of some men.” Owen also moved quickly to deal with the argument that unbelief is the reason why not all are saved.84

      The work of the Son as agent in redemption is presented under three headings: incarnation, oblation, and intercession. Owen described incarnation as “a common foundation” for the others, “as it were the means in respect of them as the end.” The treatment of incarnation is therefore relatively brief, and the emphasis falls on the other two acts. Oblation is Christ’s voluntarily offering himself as a sacrifice for our sins. Owen preferred not to “tie [this oblation] up to any one thing, action, or passion, performance or suffering, but it comprises the whole economy and dispensation of God manifested in the flesh, and conversing among us, with all those things which he performed in the days of his flesh.” In other words, it comprehends Christ’s state of humiliation. Christ intercedes “for all and every one of those, for whom he gave himself for an oblation.” Owen used a “greater to lesser” argument. Having done the greater work of suffering for God’s people, he will hardly refuse to do the lesser work of interceding for them, and this work of intercession will ensure that his precious blood will not be “cast away on perishing souls, without any care taken, of what becomes of them afterward.” As intercessor, Christ pleads “for the application of the good things, procured by his oblation unto all them for whom he was an offering,” and this is founded on the promises made by the Father in his covenant with the Son, a Father who always hears the Son. Owen tied oblation and intercession together, a theme that he developed and defended in later chapters.85

      Owen next considered briefly the work of the Spirit “evidently concurring in his own distinct operation.” The Spirit participates in incarnation, oblation, and resurrection. Owen closed this discussion of the roles of the three persons of the Trinity with the reminder that “though they may be thus distinguished, yet they are not so divided, but that every one must be ascribed to the whole nature, whereof each person is in solidum partaker.”86 The three persons have begun this venture jointly and will see it through to the ultimate accomplishment of the plan.

      Turning from the agent to the means employed, Owen focused on the work of Christ, the aforementioned actions of the Father and the Spirit being “presupposed as necessarily antecedent or concomitant.” Christ’s work as mediator can be distinguished into two parts: his oblation and his intercession. Just as Owen had already expanded the idea of oblation to encompass the whole state of humiliation, he now explicitly broadened the concept of intercession to include “every act of his exaltation conducing thereunto, from his resurrection, to his ‘sitting down at the right hand of Majesty on high’”—that is, to the state of exaltation. While these can be considered as “distinct acts in themselves” with their own “immediate products and issues,” they are not to be divided or separated in such a way that one relates to persons not in view in the other. The objects of oblation and intercession are coextensive. Those for whom Christ intercedes are the same people for whom he made oblation, or for whom he died. Oblation and intercession are means for producing the same end, and oblation “should certainly fail of the end proposed in it” if not applied through Christ’s intercession.87

      The unity of Christ’s priestly acts of oblation and intercession was such a critical part of Owen’s case that he spent the next chapter giving six reasons why we should hold them to be “one entire means respecting the accomplishment of the same proposed end and to have the same personal object.” He showed the “perpetual conjunction” of these acts in Scripture and the difficulty of reconciling universal redemption with a number of texts. In the fourth “reason,” he returned to the covenant of redemption and the promises made by the Father to the Son, which ground the economy of redemption. All that Christ intercedes for has been promised, and all that he asks for will be granted:

      The intercession of Christ then, being founded on promises made unto him, and these promises being nothing but an engagement to bestow, and actually collate upon them for whom he suffered, all those good things which his death and oblation did merit, and purchase, it cannot be but that he intercedes for all, for whom he died, that his death procured all and every thing, which upon his intercession is bestowed, and until they are bestowed, it has not its full fruits and effects.88

      Christ intercedes for all those for whom he died, and his death “did merit,” did “purchase,” and “procured and obtained” everything bestowed by his intercession. Universal redemption undermines Christian assurance. “What good will it do me to be persuaded that Christ died for my sins, if, notwithstanding that, my sins may appear against me for my condemnation, where and when Christ will not appear for my justification?” Believers should trust that he “will never leave us until he has saved, to the uttermost, them that come unto God by him.”89

      A further chapter is spent responding to objections to this view, and here one finds Owen’s first substantive engagement with Thomas Moore’s Universallity of God’s Free-Grace. Owen first dealt at some length with Moore’s notion that there are both general and special aspects of Christ’s work as mediator, indicating the problems of squaring this scheme with Scripture and then considering the texts on which Moore rested his case for this twofold mediation (1 Tim. 2:5; 4:10).90

      Second, Owen countered the objection that Christ can, in some sense, be said to intercede for all sinners because he prays that they might believe and then prays for those who believe that they might be saved. If Christ prays for sinners that they might believe, why is this not accomplished? Are his death to procure this benefit of faith and his intercession to bestow it not enough? Why do not all believe? Is Christ not heard by his Father? What about those who have never heard? Moore himself said that Christ prays that the Spirit goes forth in the ministration of the gospel by his servants. How can this be when millions never hear this gospel? Owen further argued that if Christ’s intercession is for faith, he intercedes absolutely or on condition. If absolutely, then either all do indeed believe, or it is not true that the Father always hears him (John 11:42). If on condition, the condition is either on the part of God, and this can be explained only by ignorance on the part of Christ, or on the part of those for whom he intercedes, but that risks introducing a new set of problems. If the condition is simply that they “obey the grace of God,” what is that but to believe? We have not moved far: “It seems that Christ intercedes for them that they may believe, upon condition that they do believe.”91 This is a good example of Owen’s methodical and relentless dismantling of an opposing viewpoint, shutting down routes of evasion before he moves on to exposit the passages of Scripture claimed to support that viewpoint but that in fact mean something quite different.

      The third objection is that there are diverse ends in the death of Christ, and “in respect of one end, that Christ proposed to himself, in his sacrifice, he is a priest for all, he aimed to attain and accomplish it for them, but in respect of other ends, he is so only for his chosen and called.” Owen complained that this is to assume the matter in dispute in concluding the argument, or begging the question, and insisted, “We absolutely deny, that the several ends of the death of Christ, or the good things procured by his death are thus distributed as is here pretended.” Moore’s Scripture quotations are thus “brought forth for pomp and show,” though some are of importance to the issue and are considered at length in what follows in Owen’s text.92

      By the end of book 1, Owen had not only introduced the topic of controversy but done some considerable work laying the theological foundations on which his overall case rested. Within the conceptual scheme of agent, means, and ends, he presented redemption as a work of the triune God, considered in terms of the peculiar actions of each person. Absolutely fundamental for all that follows in discussing the work of Christ is the understanding of the compact, or covenant, between the Father and the Son, in which the promises of the Father guarantee that the goal of the redemptive work undertaken by the Son—namely, the salvation of his people, the elect—will be accomplished. Christ’s intercession ensures that the benefits procured by his death are applied, and the objects of both works, those for whom these works are performed, are coextensive groups because these works are means to a common end.

      Book 2

      “The main thing upon which the whole controversy about the death of Christ turns, and upon which the greatest weight of the business depends,” wrote Owen, “is about the proper end of the death of Christ.” Since there is nothing deficient in the agent or the means—the oblation and intercession of Christ—intent and effect must be considered “coincident.” “The work effects, what the workman intends.” The alternative view is blasphemous in suggesting that the agent, the triune God, lacks “wisdom, power, perfection, and sufficiency,” or that the means, the priestly work of Christ, was not suitable for attaining the end proposed. For Owen, intent and effect are such that where we find anything ascribed to Christ’s death in Scripture as fruit of it, we may conclude that God intended that to be effected by it, and vice versa.93

      Owen introduced a distinction into the concept of end: the supreme, or ultimate, end and the intermediate, or subservient, end. The ultimate end of the death of Christ is “the glory of God,” and God “does necessarily aim [at] himself in the first place, as the chiefest good,” as he does in all his works. The intermediate end is “the bringing of us unto God” and may be considered in terms of its end, salvation, and the means to attain that end, faith and holiness, and so on. By “the appointment of the Lord,”

      there should be such a connection and coherence, between the things purchased for us by Jesus Christ, that the one should be a means and way of attaining the other, the one the condition, and the other the thing promised upon that condition, but both equally and alike procured for us by Jesus Christ.94

      Under “faith,” Owen comprehended “all saving grace, that accompanies it,” including the effectual means, external and internal, word and Spirit, and all that flows from it in justification, reconciliation, adoption, and sanctification. “A real effectual and infallible bestowing, and applying of all these things . . . unto all, and every one, for whom he died do we maintain to be the end proposed and effected, by the bloodshedding of Jesus Christ.” This applies to both the condition and the end promised, to faith and grace as well as salvation and glory. So assured are all these things to those for whom Christ died that Owen could speak of “a right purchased” for them “unto all these things, which in due time [they] shall certainly and infallibly enjoy.” So the accomplishment of redemption through the cross cannot be separated from its application because the condition on which salvation is applied is also purchased at the cross.95 This is a recurring theme in what follows and is an important part of Owen’s argument.

      Moving on to counter some “false assignations” of the immediate end of the death of Christ, Owen considered the possibilities that the end was the Son’s good or the Father’s good, only to dismiss them. In particular, he dealt with the Arminian view that Christ’s death secures for the Father a liberty of pardoning sin on whatever condition he should stipulate: Christ removes the obstacle of sin so that the Father may show mercy to those who fulfill the condition of faith. Owen detected at the bottom of this objection what he believed to be a false assumption that God could not have pardoned sin without Christ satisfying the claims of divine justice. Of course, Owen would famously change his views on this question in the course of the next few years and publish Diatriba de Justitia Divina (Dissertation on Divine Justice, 1653) against the Socinians. The Arminian view here still fails for its notion of God’s common love and desire to show mercy to all, rather than his purpose of effectually saving his elect, and for its conditional promise leaving open the possibility that none will be saved at all.96

      Owen turned to his positive exposition of the immediate end of the death of Christ with a summary statement:

      Jesus Christ according to the counsel and will of his Father, did offer himself upon the cross, to the procurement of those things before recounted, and makes continual intercession: with this intent and purpose; that all the good things so procured by his death, might be actually and infallibly bestowed on, and applied to, all and every one for whom he died, according to the will and counsel of God.97

      The texts that he brought forward from Scripture to support this statement are grouped into three categories:

      1. Those that show that the Father and the Son share the same intended end (“the counsel, purpose, mind, intention, and will”) for Christ’s death and that they effect precisely what they intend to accomplish in the sanctification and deliverance of the same individuals, so that “Christ died for all, and only those in and toward whom, all these things recounted are effected”98

      2. Those that describe “the actual accomplishment, and effect of this oblation” and what it actually effects for those for whom it is made—as, for example, if sanctification is an outcome that Christ’s death effects, then he died only for those who are sanctified, and thus those who are not sanctified, as clearly not all are, “cannot be said to be the proper object of the death of Christ”99

      3. Those that describe the people for whom Christ died as “many,” his “sheep,” “the children of God,” those “given unto him of his Father,” “the elect,” and so on100

      Regarding this third group of texts, he justified a restrictive use of these expressions by responding to various objections raised by Thomas Moore, including his argument that “many” often stands for “all” by synecdoche and his multiple-ends concept, in which “all” refers to the ransom and “many” to the other ends of Christ’s death. Moore also made much of the argument that Scripture never says “only for many.” Owen’s riposte appealed to the natural use of language:

      Christ affirming that he gave his life for “many,” for his “sheep,” being said to die for his “church,” and innumerable places of Scripture witnessing, that all men are not of his sheep, of his church, we argue and conclude, by just and undeniable consequence, that he died not for those who are not so.101

      This is not forced on the word of God but is simply “an exposition and unfolding of his mind therein.” Furthermore, Christ says he gives his life for his sheep and adds that there are some who are “not of my sheep” (John 10:26).102 For Owen, this evidence seemed conclusive.

      There is much more that Owen could have brought forward in support of his statement on the end of Christ’s death, but he chose to defer his presentation of this argument to book 3 in order to deal with a common answer to the Scriptures already adduced, “to waive the sense of them.” This is the distinction between impetration, or the obtaining of the good things procured by Christ’s death, and their application—the former being said to be for all and the latter for particular persons, a few, upon their believing and satisfying the condition of faith. The Arminians, Amyraldians, and other advocates of general redemption may differ on precise formulations, but they all maintain this basic distinction.103

      A distinction can certainly be made between impetration and application, but it must be carefully qualified. While the distinction can be applied to the things procured by Christ’s death as procured and as bestowed, it cannot be applied to his intention, for in his purpose to save us, impetration and application are united. Likewise, God’s will is not conditional. We obtain peace and reconciliation on condition that we believe, but God’s will is absolute that these things are bestowed. For those things that are bestowed on condition, the condition “is actually purchased and procured for us, upon no condition, but only by virtue of the purchase.” So faith itself has been procured for us unconditionally through Christ’s work.104 Owen proceeded to develop his case that impetration and application respect the same individual persons so that whatever good thing Christ has obtained by his death shall certainly be applied. Otherwise, Christ’s work on the cross fails to attain its end.

      Owen turned to his opponents’ use of the distinction and how it functioned within their wider conception of the intent and extent of Christ’s death. He dealt with problematic ideas such as God’s antecedent will to save all arising from a universal love, the notion that God’s justice must be satisfied before his love can be brought into act, and the suspension of application on condition. The belief that the virtue of Christ’s death is “as a medicine in a box laid up for all that shall come to have any of it” makes Christ “but a half mediator,” who procures the end but not the means. Faith is purchased by his blood. He did not die for all on condition that they believe but died for the elect that they should believe.105

      Book 3

      Book 3 constitutes a multistranded case against general redemption in the form of sixteen arguments.

      Argument 1: Christ’s death ratifies the new covenant, in which God not only stipulates a condition but promises to work a change in the hearts of his people so that the condition is fulfilled. Owen foregrounded the gift of faith in his discussion of the fear of the Lord and the law written on the hearts of his people. Since this grace is not wrought and accomplished in all without exception, the covenant cannot be for all, which means that Christ did not die for all.106

      Argument 2: Observing that faith comes by hearing (Rom. 10:17), Owen inferred that since the gospel is not preached to all, the condition cannot be a possibility for all. On the universalist view, this means that Christ’s death has obtained something that can never be applied and casts a question over God’s wisdom. Furthermore, since God is sovereign over the church’s mission and the proclamation of the gospel message, if the gospel is not made known to some, it was not intended for them. Owen concluded that Christ’s death cannot have been for all without exception since the good news of that death is not made known to all without exception.107

      Argument 3: Owen argued against the “extreme madness” of conditionality in the universalists’ position, by which God grants a thing on a condition that without his aid cannot be fulfilled. This argument is complex: Owen responded to a series of possible answers and evasions from his opponents, but he drove toward the point that it goes against the goodness of God to posit a redemption for all and “pretend that he would have it profitable for them, when he knows that they can no more fulfill the condition, which he requires, that it may be by them enjoyed, than Lazarus could of himself come out of the grave.” He again insisted that Christ’s death procures the faith that fulfills the condition for us.108

      Argument 4: In Scripture humanity is again and again divided into two groups: the sheep and the goats, the elect and the reprobate, and so on. Scripture says that Christ died for one of these two groups but nowhere that he died for the other, so we can conclude that he did not die for all without exception. To the objection that Scripture nowhere says that Christ died “only” for the former category, Owen responded with a discussion of context and the normal use of language to show that this objection falls flat.109

      Argument 5: Scripture nowhere says that Christ died for all men, “much less for all and every man.” It is said that he gave his life as “a ransom for all” (1 Tim. 2:6), but because it does not say “for all men,” and because other passages speak of his dying for “many,” for his “church,” and so on, it is for Owen’s opponents to prove that where Scripture uses “all,” it does not mean all believers, his whole church, and so forth, but rather all without exception. The detailed exegesis of these passages comes in book 4.110

      Argument 6: Owen built an argument from Christ’s death as our surety or substitute, dying in our place, undergoing our punishment, freeing us from the wrath of God. If he died for all, he made satisfaction for the sins of all, so all should be freed, and there should be no further punishment. But the Bible is clear that many will suffer eternal punishment for their sins, so we must either admit that Christ’s satisfaction was insufficient or accept that he did not die for all. Owen also raised the problem of Christ dying for those already in hell and the problem of double payment, with sin being twice punished. For Owen, to hold to a general satisfaction and at the same time affirm what we would now call penal substitution commits us to universalism, the doctrine that all will be saved. The extent of Christ’s satisfaction cannot be considered in isolation from its nature.111

      Argument 7: Christ died for some as their mediator, an office that includes sacrificial self-offering and intercession. He is not a mediator for all. General atonement is “a dishonest subterfuge that has no ground in Scripture, and would make our Savior a half mediator in respect of some.” Owen reaffirmed the unity of the priestly acts as previously argued.112

      Argument 8: If the effect of the blood of Christ is to “wash, purge, cleanse, and sanctify them for whom it was shed,” then surely he shed his blood “only for them that in the event are washed, purged, cleansed, and sanctified.” It is clear that not all are so sanctified; therefore, Christ did not die for all without exception. To those who would argue that the death of Christ is not the sole cause of these things that are wrought through the work of the Holy Spirit and faith as it apprehends the death of Christ, Owen replied that these things do indeed concur but are themselves the fruit of Christ’s death. The Holy Spirit is the efficient cause and faith the instrumental cause of these things, but this in no way argues against the death of Christ being the sole moral and meritorious cause of these effects.113

      Argument 9: Here Owen developed the point made at the end of the previous argument that faith is procured absolutely by Christ’s death, not dependent on any condition. This is a critical argument: “If it be true, it utterly overthrows the general ransom, or universal redemption; and if it be not true, I will very willingly lay down this whole controversy, and be very indifferent which way it be determined, for go it which way it will, free will must be established.” If one accepts Owen’s argument and also recognizes that faith is not common to all, then it is impossible to avoid the conclusion that Christ did not die for all.114

      Argument 10: Proceeding from type to antitype, Owen argued that as Israel’s redemption and deliverance from bondage in Egypt was confined to the people of Israel, a type of God’s church, so in the New Testament the scope of redemption is the church, the spiritual Israel, the elect people of God, according to “that just proportion that ought to be observed between the types, and the things typified.”115

      Argument 11: Owen here began a series of arguments that a general redemption does not do justice to a number of central biblical terms or concepts related to the death of Christ. Redemption in Scripture speaks of the liberation of captives through payment of a ransom, but general redemption does not actually redeem. The ransom price is paid for all, but only a few are delivered: “Doubtless universal, and redemption, where the greatest part of men perish, are as irreconcilable as Roman and Catholic.” The redemption cannot be considered universal unless all are saved, and this would lead to universalism proper.116

      Argument 12: Scripture declares that we have reconciliation through Christ’s blood. If this is an “immediate effect and product” of his death but not all are reconciled, then he did not die for all. Clearly, not all are reconciled, so he did not die for all without exception.117

      Argument 13: Owen then entered into an argument based on the nature of Christ’s death as a satisfaction for sin, an argument that with its digressions sprawls over three whole chapters.118 Owen explored the biblical language around the death of Christ to show that he died as a substitute to pay the debt or penalty of our sins. His satisfaction was solutio eiusdem,119 the payment of the same thing that we owed.120 He suffered death, the curse of the law. Those for whom he did this may not yet enjoy the benefits of his death, but they have, as it were, a right to those benefits and will enjoy them in due course, knowing forgiveness of sins and the imputation of Christ’s righteousness. Having established that Christ’s death was “a full valuable compensation, made to the justice of God, for all the sins of all those for whom he made satisfaction,” Owen then asked why they would need to pay again, to suffer the curse themselves. The double-payment argument is a powerful one because a second payment for sin would call into question the justice of God.121

      Argument 14: While the word merit does not appear in the New Testament in relation to the death of Christ, the concept is certainly present. Owen described it as “that worth and value of his death, whereby he purchased and procured unto us and for us, all those good things, which we find in the Scripture for his death to be bestowed upon us.” These things are due on account of the work of Christ such that it would go against “the equity and equality required in justice” for them to be withheld from those for whom they were procured. This is clearly incompatible with the position of Owen’s opponents, for by this reckoning, to say that Christ died for all yet that not all are saved is to posit a deficiency in either the merit of Christ or the justice of the Father.122

      Argument 15: Owen examined the biblical language of Christ dying “for us” and “bearing our sins,” and he showed that this denotes substitution with Christ dying in our place, “his person in the room and place of ours, being allowed, and of God accepted.” If Christ died in the place of all and made satisfaction, how can satisfaction be required of any? Why should people bear their own sins to eternity? Owen concluded, “To affirm Christ to die for all men is the readiest way to prove that he died for no man, in the sense Christians have hitherto believed, and to hurry poor souls into the bottom of Socinian blasphemies.”123

      Argument 16: The final argument considers a number of passages of Scripture, presented here in the order in which Owen treated them: Genesis 3:15; Matthew 7:23; 11:25–26; John 10:11, 15–16, 27–28; Romans 8:32–34; Ephesians 1:7; 2 Corinthians 5:21; John 17:9; and Ephesians 5:25.124

      Owen closed book 3 by remarking that he could have added more arguments, but upon reflection, it seemed to him that “these which have been already urged will be enough to satisfy them who will be satisfied with anything, and those that are obstinate will not be satisfied with more.”125 The general thrust of book 3 is to show that Scripture speaks of the death of Christ as effective, as achieving its purposed ends, and therefore as undertaken for the elect only, those who are actually saved. For those for whom he died, salvation follows that death.

      Book 4

      In book 4, Owen turned to face the arguments made by his opponents in favor of universal redemption and to deal with the passages of Scripture appearing to suggest that Christ’s death should be seen in more indefinite and inclusive terms—namely, passages in which some for whom he is said to have died are spoken of as not attaining salvation and those in which general offers are made for all to embrace the gospel.126

      Owen began by laying out ten fundamental principles for understanding such expressions in Scripture. The first is that the ground of preaching the gospel to all nations and of the preacher’s call for all to believe is the infinite sufficiency of Christ’s death. Christ’s death is “a sacrifice of infinite worth, value, and dignity, sufficient in itself for the redeeming of all and every man,” but then Owen added an important qualifier: “if it had pleased the Lord to employ it to that purpose.” It is sufficient in itself to save all, even “other worlds,” “a thousand worlds.” This is the innate value of Christ’s blood, but

      that it should be applied unto any, made a price for them, and become beneficial to them, according to the worth that is in it, is external to it, does not arise from it, but merely depends upon the intention and will of God. . . . That it did formally become a price, for any, is solely to be ascribed to the purpose of God, intending their purchase and redemption by it; the intention of the offerer and accepter that it should be for such, some, or any, is that which gives the formality of a price unto it, this is external: but the value, and fitness of it to be made a price, arises from its own internal sufficiency.127

      It is important to recognize this point, and it is hard to see how Owen could be clearer. We should not interpret his thought in crudely commercial or quantitative terms. The limitation of the extent of Christ’s satisfaction arises not through a limiting of its intrinsic value but from the sovereign will of God. For this reason, Owen found the scholastic distinction between the sufficiency of Christ’s redeeming work for all and its efficacy of application in need of careful glossing:128 “It is denied that the blood of Christ was a sufficient price and ransom for all, and every one, not because it was not sufficient, but because it was not a ransom.” Owen’s opponents “exceedingly undervalued” the death of Christ. Whether it “should be extended to this or that object, fewer or more,” is “extrinsical” and a matter of the divine will. Its true value is “in the immediate effects, products and issues of it, with what in its own nature it is fit and able to do, which they openly and apparently undervalue, yea, almost annihilate.” The sufficiency of Christ’s death is the foundation for the general proclamation of the gospel in the new covenant and the call on everyone to believe.129

      The second interpretative principle picks up the theme of the new covenant, a covenant in which the dividing wall between Jews and Gentiles has been broken down. This covenant is not for one particular nation only, and inclusive terms such as “all men” and “the world” need to be read in that light: “They import only a distribution of men through all differences whatsoever, and not a universal collection of all and every one.” This is closely related to the fourth principle, the recognition that “the Jews were generally infected with this proud opinion, that all the promises belonged only to them,” as if salvation belonged to those who were the seed of Abraham according to the flesh. This was one of the biggest questions facing the apostolic church and a point on which even the apostles initially struggled to think outside the categories of the tradition in which they had been raised. Paul and John especially used inclusive language to reassure Gentile believers that they were not excluded from the promises. Owen reminded readers that the context in which the New Testament documents were written must be taken into account.130

      Third, and again picking up a point raised above, the gospel is to be proclaimed to all because “man’s duty and God’s purpose” are distinct. Preachers are to proclaim the message. They need not worry about God’s secret purposes but rather “command and invite all to repent and believe,” not knowing to whom God will grant repentance and faith. One cannot argue from universal offer to universal redemption: “His offer in the preaching of the gospel is not declarative to any in particular, neither of what God has done, nor of what he will do in reference to him, but of what he ought to do, if he would be approved of God, and obtain the good things promised.”131

      The fifth point is a crucial one and relates to the equivocal meaning of general expressions. His opponents encountered such words and declared triumph, “as though the victory were surely theirs.” When their attention is drawn to context and the normal process of biblical interpretation, they “cry out, ‘the bare word,’ the letter is theirs. ‘Away with the gloss and interpretation, give us leave to believe what the word expressly says.’” Their approach leads to interpretative bedlam if consistently applied. For example, in John 1:10—“The world knew him not”—if “world” means “all without exception,” we must conclude that no one believed in Christ. Owen gave other examples and then showed how Scripture uses inclusive terms in collective (all in general) and distributive (some of all sorts) ways, the latter by far outnumbering the former. The appeal to the bare word is not so straightforward as Owen’s opponents would have us believe, and again, context is key.132

      The sixth point is that Scripture often speaks according to the external appearance of men. Some are esteemed or reputed by their fellows to be professing Christians while in reality they are hypocrites. They enjoy outward communion with the visible congregation but no participation in grace. This is particularly relevant to those passages that “seem to express a possibility of perishing and eternal destruction to them, who are said to be redeemed by the blood of Christ.” The seventh point is related and deals with expressions suitable to charitable judgment that “must not always be exactly squared and made answerable to verity.”133

      The eighth principle is that the gospel offer makes clear the “infallible connection” between faith and salvation. One cannot infer that there is a conditional will in God for the salvation of all without exception, including even those who will perish, for whom “the condition lies not at all in the will of God.” Ninth, the gospel is preached without distinction because the elect and reprobate are scattered throughout the world. It is better to think of this proclamation as “indefinite” rather than “absolutely universal to all” since many never hear the message.134

      Finally, saving faith involves neither the belief that Christ died for everyone without exception nor the belief that he died particularly for me. These are two misconceptions about the proper object of faith. We are to recognize that salvation is not to be found in ourselves but rather in Jesus Christ, the all-sufficient Savior. Only then, after these things are “firmly seated in the soul,” are we “called in particular to believe the efficacy of the redemption, that is in the blood of Jesus toward our own souls in particular, which everyone may assuredly do, in whom the free grace of God has wrought the former acts of faith.”135

      With these rules of engagement in place, Owen at last turned to deal with the passages so favored by his opponents. He considered in turn texts containing the word “world” (John 3:16; 1 John 2:1–2; John 6:51; 2 Cor. 5:19; John 1:9, 29; 3:17; 4:42; 1 John 4:14), texts containing the word “all” (1 Tim. 2:4, 6; 2 Pet. 3:9; Heb. 2:9; 2 Cor. 5:14–15; 1 Cor. 15:22; Rom. 5:18), and texts that are alleged to describe the perishing of some for whom Christ died (Rom. 14:15; 1 Cor. 8:11; 2 Pet. 2:1; Heb. 10:29). None of these texts support a general redemption. They are all in accord with a particular redemption, and indeed, some of them can be used to refute a general redemption.136

      Owen spent a lengthy chapter weighing and rejecting a series of six arguments that Thomas Moore had set out against Christ dying for the elect alone, refuting all eighteen proofs advanced in support for Moore’s sixth argument. Some of this chapter retreads ground already covered but does so in order to show the weakness in Moore’s syllogistic reasoning and biblical interpretation. The final chapter considers a series of theological objections to Owen’s view—for example, the argument that if sinners are bound to believe that Christ died for them, then that must be true—and questions about which view most exalts the grace of God and the merit of Christ and provides true consolation to the believer.137

      Transmission and Reception

      After its first publication in 1648,138 The Death of Death appeared again the following year in the collection Certaine Treatises, along with Θεομαχία Αὐτεξουσιαστικὴ: or, A Display of Arminianisme (1643) and The Duty of Pastors and People Distinguished (1644).139 In this compilation, the three works retain their original pagination and—apart from A Display of Arminianisme, which has none—their original frontispieces. In The Death of Death, there are no obvious differences in the text from the 1648 printing, the errata remain uncorrected,140 and there are a few handwritten corrections in the same hand as appeared in 1648.141 This gives the distinct impression of unsold copies quickly bundled together by Philemon Stephens to capitalize on Owen’s meteoric rise as favored preacher of the new regime over the previous year.142 As the last (and arguably only) printing of The Death of Death in Owen’s lifetime, this “edition” constitutes our reference text.

      The Death of Death was published again in 1755 by Adam Gib (1714–1788), the minister of a large secessionist congregation in Edinburgh.143 This was an intervention in the controversy arising from the posthumous publication of A Treatise of Justifying Faith by the Covenanter James Fraser of Brea (1639–1699).144 Fraser’s argument for hypothetical universalism caused deep division and splits within a number of the Scottish communions. Owen’s work was thus “peculiarly suited to the present circumstances,” but since copies were “very scarce,” it had to be reprinted. Gib noted the “extraordinary incorrectness of that edition” (the 1648 edition). Along with errors and omissions of words and mistaken Scripture references, one had to contend with its “almost-continual misplacing of the points” and confused subdivisions, so that “the chain of the Author’s method, which is very close and accurate, lies much out of the Reader’s view.” Gib’s “remed[i]ed” edition sought to deal with these problems and streamlined the text by jettisoning the dedication to Warwick, the attestations of Stanley Gower (ca. 1600–1660) and Richard Byfield (ca. 1598–1664), the appendix dealing with Joshua Sprigge (1618–1684), and all the marginalia.145 A further edition carrying Gib’s preface appeared in 1799.146

      An abridgment appeared in late eighteenth-century London.147 The unnamed editor reckoned the original too “wordy and tedious” for contemporary readers, though he assured them that “nothing material or weighty is left out.” He lamented that Arminian ideas “have had quiet and undisturbed possession of almost all the established clergy ever since the restoration” and wondered how they could subscribe ex animo to the doctrinal standards of the Church of England. This was “degeneracy.” It was clear, however, that “the serious clergy fall more and more into our sentiments.”148 The doctrine of particular redemption magnified divine grace, and the abridgment carried an enthusiastic preface by Charles de Coetlogon (ca. 1747–1820), an Anglican chaplain at the Lock Hospital who was then making a name for himself as an eloquent evangelical preacher. Owen’s treatise, he averred, was “as judicious as it is scriptural.”149

      A Dutch translation was published by the remarkable Hyleke Gockinga (1723–1793), a highly educated woman whose father had been a senator of the University of Groningen.150 This was a rather free translation and omitted the preface and other front matter of the original, retaining the sentences from the early church fathers but not the appendix against Sprigge. Gockinga provided her own lengthy pietistic preface, which focused on the communion of the saints, and she extolled Owen as an author of experiential divinity whose works would edify readers and teach them truths that were being undermined in her day.

      An abridgment appeared in Welsh in 1800, published by William Thomas (1749–1809), the Congregationalist minister of Bala in Merionethshire.151 It was bound with a translation of the Good Friday sermon preached at Paul’s Cross by Joseph Hall (1574–1656) in 1609. Thomas’s concern was that his compatriots who could speak only Welsh struggled to give competent answers to those who challenged the doctrine of particular redemption, struggled with the biblical texts often cited in favor of a general redemption, and struggled to see how particular redemption could stand with a general offer of the gospel. Owen’s preface and other front and end matter were cut and book 4 radically pruned so that Owen’s case could be better digested and memorized—and so that Thomas could price the book at a shilling.

      The first American edition appeared in 1792, and The Death of Death was included in the sets of Owen’s collected works edited by Thomas Russell (1781–1846) and William Goold (1815–1897).152 Down through these years, references to The Death of Death appeared in the controversial literature, and evidence suggests that it exerted significant influence on the thinking of individuals such as Alexander Comrie (1706–1774) and Andrew Fuller (1754–1815), though Fuller moved away from Owen’s position in later years.153

      A surprising turn of events in the afterlife of The Death of Death came with its publication in paperback in 1959 by the Banner of Truth Trust. This edition reprinted the Goold text minus the appendix against Sprigge but carried an “Introductory Essay” by a young Anglican clergyman named J. I. Packer (1926–2020). He had been converted as an Oxford undergraduate and found an uncut set of Owen’s works among books donated by an elderly clergyman to the Oxford Inter-Collegiate Christian Union. Reading Owen had a profound effect on Packer’s thought, and he became a leading popularizer of Puritan literature as well as one of the most significant evangelical theologians of his generation. Packer’s essay was an energetic commendation of Owen’s work and highlighted the key issues involved and their significance for the modern church. Packer saw an abiding value in this work born of controversy: “The aim of Owen’s book is not defensive at all, but constructive. It is a biblical and theological enquiry; its purpose is simply to make clear what Scripture actually teaches about the central subject of the gospel—the achievement of the Saviour.”154 It is worth quoting Packer’s evaluation of The Death of Death:

      It is safe to say that no comparable exposition of the work of redemption as planned and executed by the Triune Jehovah has ever been done since Owen published his. None has been needed. Discussing this work, Andrew Thomson notes how Owen “makes you feel when he has reached the end of his subject, that he has also exhausted it.” That is demonstrably the case here. His interpretation of the texts on the points of issue is sure; his power of theological construction is superb; nothing that needs discussing is omitted, and (so far as this writer can discover) no arguments for or against his position have been used since his day which he has not himself noted and dealt with. One searches his book in vain for the leaps and flights of logic by which Reformed theologians are supposed to establish their positions; all that one finds is solid, painstaking exegesis and a careful following through of biblical ways of thinking. Owen’s work is a constructive, broad-based biblical analysis of the heart of the gospel, and must be taken seriously as such. It may not be written off as a piece of special pleading for a traditional shibboleth, for nobody has a right to dismiss the doctrine of the limitedness, or particularity, of atonement as a monstrosity of Calvinistic logic until he has refuted Owen’s proof that it is part of the uniform biblical presentation of redemption, clearly taught in plain text after plain text. And nobody has done that yet.155

      Not all would agree with Packer’s assessment, and Owen’s critics find that oft-repeated final claim irksome, for, to their own satisfaction at least, they have. Space prevents more than a brief survey of critical responses to The Death of Death, but some of the more important voices should be heard. It must be noted that many of their arguments are anticipated by Owen.

      The first substantial critical response was a book-length treatment titled The Open Door for Mans Approach to God (1650) by John Horn (1614–1676), preacher at King’s Lynn, Norfolk.156 Horn was close to Thomas Moore and even preached his funeral sermon, as noted above, so this reply came very much from within Moore’s camp. Horn’s volume features more literary ornament than found in Moore’s Universallity of God’s Free-Grace and more evidence of learning, but the basic position is the same. Horn proceeded through The Death of Death chapter by chapter, arguing point by point, in rather tedious fashion. Two significant themes are the plain reading of biblical texts and the doctrine of election and reprobation. Horn laid claim to the Reformation principle of the perspicuity of Scripture, likening his opponents’ cautions regarding the plain reading of texts to the papists’ objection to Scripture in the vernacular.157 On one interpretation, he characterized Owen as seeming “to leap over hedge and ditch to his own purposes.”158 Regarding election, Horn located it

      in Christ Jesus in choosing him in the manhood into unity with God, and to be the store-house and treasure of all divine blessings, he is said to have chosen to the same priviledges (I mean by way of participation of his fulness) those that after are brought into him, and believe on him.159

      He maintained that election of some to be objects of Christ’s death, with others left out, is unbiblical, and he insisted that Owen had not proved “that God hated any from eternity.”160 At times Horn appeared to be even closer to overt Arminianism than Moore, and one can see why he was accused of being a “free-willer.”161 Owen did not bother to respond. He later remarked dismissively, “Could I have met with any one uninterested person, that would have said it deserved a reply, it had not have laid so long unanswered.”162

      Of much greater consequence was Richard Baxter’s injudicious criticism in his Aphorismes of Justification (1649). In an appendix, Baxter engaged Owen on two specific points at the request of a friend who had read Baxter’s draft of the main text. Baxter gave the impression that he had not read The Death of Death apart from the few pages that his friend specifically pointed out.163 The issues in question were the nature of Christ’s payment in satisfaction and the relationship between faith and justification in light of that satisfaction. Unlike Horn, Baxter’s criticism drew forth a sharp response from Owen in Of the Death of Christ (1650), and this exchange was the beginning of a long and difficult relationship between the two men. The issues are considered at greater length in the introduction to Of the Death of Christ below. Baxter is well known for advocating a form of hypothetical universalism, the fullest statement of which is his posthumously published Universal Redemption of Mankind (1694).164

      Owen later came in for criticism from the Scottish minister John McLeod Campbell (1800–1872), who was deposed from the ministry for heterodoxy in departure from the Westminster Confession and whose views were later published in The Nature of the Atonement (1856).165 Campbell believed that Owen and the New England theologian Jonathan Edwards (1703–1758) had set forth the teaching of traditional “Calvinism” on the atonement “to the greatest advantage of which it is capable:—while, wherein any may think it dark and repulsive, they hide nothing, gloss over nothing, soften nothing; for they were true men, and not ashamed of the Christ in whom they believed.” Campbell believed that their fault lay in positing justice as an essential attribute of God while relegating love and mercy to the level of an arbitrary attribute; the former must be applied to all, the latter exercised only toward some according to the sovereign divine prerogative. This move destroyed the idea of the cross as a revelation that “God is love,” for “an arbitrary act cannot reveal character.” It would remain an act of grace toward the elect but leaves us with an “unknown God.”166 A very similar complaint regarding these divine attributes came more recently from James B. Torrance (1923–2003), who also claimed that Owen’s theology was driven by “Aristotelian logic” and badly skewed by the introduction of a covenant of redemption.167 Timothy Baylor also objects to Owen’s “heavily ‘voluntarist’ doctrine of grace,” which effectively “suspends the entire economy of grace in mid-air, denying it any natural basis in the divine nature.”168

      There are numerous problems with Campbell’s critique, not least the issue that divine mercy and justice do not operate in the same manner. As Paul Helm has pointed out,

      If God cannot but exercise mercy as he cannot but exercise justice, then its character as mercy vanishes. . . . [I]n this respect the logical character of mercy is vastly different from that of justice. A justice that could be unilaterally waived would not be justice, and mercy which could not be unilaterally waived would not be mercy.169

      The exercise of God’s love must be related to his will, rather than conceived as arising from his nature such that he cannot help but exercise it to sinners—and exercise it to all alike.

      Before leaving Campbell, it is worth noting one observation about Owen: “No one ever urged more perplexingly the dilemmas in which those were involved, who, agreeing with him as to the nature of the atonement, differed from him as to its reference.” Owen’s argument that for Christ to die for all men was to prove that he died “for no man in the sense Christians have hitherto understood,” was, for those who agreed with Owen on the nature of atonement but disagreed with him on the extent of its reference, “unanswerable.”170 This was not a problem for Campbell, who had moved away from any idea of penal substitution, but one must wonder if he here had a clarity of insight into the issue that escapes many evangelicals today.

      One of Owen’s most vocal critics in recent years has been Alan Clifford. In a wide-ranging study, he compares the thought of Owen, Baxter, John Tillotson (1630–1694), and John Wesley (1703–1791) on atonement and justification.171 One of Clifford’s central objections to Owen’s position is an alleged commercialism in his understanding of Christ’s satisfaction, by which “sin and guilt are given strictly quantitative connotations.” “Consistent with his commercialism,” Clifford writes, “Owen insisted that God’s justice was only satisfied by Christ’s payment of the same quantitative penalty or debt owed by the elect to God on account of their sins—the solutio ejusdem.” Baxter, by contrast, taught that Christ did not suffer the exact punishment due to sinners but rather a “qualitative equivalent.”172 This is a profoundly unhelpful interpretation. Owen clearly understood the value of Christ’s death in terms of who he was rather than how many sins he suffered for and therefore in terms of infinite sufficiency as a payment for sin. Its efficacy, on the other hand, was determined by the intra-Trinitarian dynamics of the covenant of redemption. Owen’s solutio eiusdem was an argument that Christ suffered death, the curse of the law, not an argument that he suffered a specific quantity of penalty for the sins of the elect.173

      Clifford also objects to the hold of scholasticism and Aristotelianism on Owen’s thought. The Death of Death, claims Clifford, “is typically scholastic in its structure”:

      Instead of providing an exegesis of the relevant scriptural data first, followed by various inferences and conclusions, the order is in fact reversed. Theological arguments are advanced and debated first (albeit with some reference to relevant texts) and the major exegetical discussion follows. There is evidence to suggest that Owen’s arguments in the earlier parts of the treatise prejudice his biblical exegesis in the later sections. There is, in effect, an incipient rationalism at work.174

      It would be fairer to say that instead of beginning with the meaning of disputed words in passages such as John 3:16 and arguing to a standstill, Owen sought to set the satisfaction of Christ within the context of his priesthood, his priesthood within the context of his work as mediator, and his work as mediator within the context of the covenant of redemption, so that later discussion of disputed passages would be set within the broader dimensions of his Christology and Trinitarianism, all of which is the fruit not of rationalism but of biblical exegesis. As for the accusations that Owen “was more governed by Aristotelian than by Scriptural considerations” and that he “imported alien philosophical criteria into his exposition of the gospel,”175 Clifford does not seem to appreciate that the scholastic method and Aristotelian distinctions such as essence and accidents, notions of causality, and so on, were standard fare among intellectuals of the day, giving precision to discussions without those using them buying wholesale into an Aristotelian worldview. This applied to parties on all sides of the debate over the intent and extent of Christ’s satisfaction, and Baxter was no exception.176

      Finally, mention must be made of Neil Chambers, whose master’s thesis, at over four hundred pages, is the most substantial critique of The Death of Death in recent years and one that has not received much notice.177 Chambers pays close attention to Owen’s conception of faith as purchased, his use of commercial language, and his reliance on the covenant of redemption to frame his case. “Owen’s position has had an enduring appeal,” Chambers concludes, “because it gives logical consistency to the theological system of which it is a part, not because of the transparent appropriateness or adequacy of its exegesis.”178 Much of Chambers’s case has been seen before elsewhere, but the arguments are gathered together and clearly presented.

      Evaluation

      Despite Owen “having designed this discourse to be purely polemical,”179 its usefulness transcends the occasion, and it helpfully sets out a biblical vision of God’s plan of salvation and its execution by the three persons of the Trinity. It does, however, present challenges and will make demands of the reader. It is a lengthy work and is characterized by a writing style that is cumbersome by today’s standards and, to be fair, even the seventeenth century’s. Packer quipped that “much of Owen’s prose reads like a roughly-dashed-off translation of a piece of thinking done in Ciceronian Latin.”180 The elaborate sentence structures will often cause the reader to stop and reread portions, and there will no doubt be some bemusement on reading Owen’s later claims that he “was desired, and pressed to handle the things of that discourse, in the most popular way they were capable of, and in the best accommodation to vulgar capacities,” and that the treatise was “written with the pen of a vulgar scribe.”181 Packer found that reading difficult passages aloud quickly clarified the meaning. The modernized spelling and additional footnotes of this edition will hopefully aid the reader’s progress.

      Readers will find Owen’s tone derogatory and offensive in places, but it should be remembered that such rhetoric was not unusual for the historical context in which he wrote, especially in works of a polemical nature. Owen made no attempt to conceal his low opinion of the abilities and pretensions of the uneducated weaver. The following assessment of Moore’s work gives a flavor of this aspect of Owen’s writing:

      In itself, the whole is in expression so barbarous, and remote from common sense, in substance such a wild un-Christian madness: as contempt would far better suit it, than a reply: the truth is; for sense and expression, in men who from their manual trades leap into the office of preaching, and employment of writing, I know no reason why we should expect. Only it can never enough be lamented that wildness, in such tattered rags should find entertainment, while sober truth is shut out of doors.182

      Thomas Moore “harps upon something that he has heard from some Arminian doctor, though he has had the ill-hap, so poorly to make out his conceptions.”183 Owen dismissed his “canting lines,” “incongruous expressions, incoherent structure, cloudy, windy phrases, . . . smoke and vapor cast out to darken the eyes,” “confused heap of words,” “childish sophistry,” “empty janglings,” “foggy sophisms,” and “heap of blasphemy.”184 Along with this went the occasional tendency to impute bad faith to his opponents and malign intent, referring to them as “men lying in wait to deceive” (cf. Eph. 4:14).185

      Moore’s work has little intrinsic worth. As Packer noted, Owen “selects it as the fullest statement of the case for universal redemption that had yet appeared in English and uses it unmercifully as a chopping-block.”186 There is certainly a mismatch here: the work of a weaver who struggled to put together coherent syllogisms taken apart by a university-educated theologian who had spent seven years studying the subject. One might lament that Owen did not engage with a more sophisticated opponent such as John Davenant, who would have shared more of Owen’s theological presuppositions and thus made a better foil but whose extensive work on the death of Christ was yet to appear. At this point in time, Owen did not show much awareness of this stream of British hypothetical universalism. Was he not well enough connected to know that leading Presbyterians such as Edmund Calamy and Richard Vines (ca. 1600–1656) had defended this view at the Westminster Assembly? Or was he well aware of this and preferred not to criticize such luminaries directly?

      Given the reassessment of this debate in the early modern period and the recognition that hypothetical universalism was not explicitly condemned at the Synod of Dort or the Westminster Assembly, which seem to have quietly allowed a degree of latitude on this question, we must recognize that it was a view that could be held within the big tent of Reformed theology. In itself, it was not deemed heretical, and unless it led to more grave errors such as universal salvation, those who held it could be regarded as brothers and sisters. Owen stopped short of labeling universal redemption heretical, but he did use some strong language: it “seems to us blasphemously injurious to the wisdom, power, and perfection of God, as likewise derogatory, to the worth and value of the death of Christ.”187 One may agree with Owen in considering hypothetical universalism to be an unbiblical and distinctly unhelpful notion and in believing the efficacy of Christ’s work on the cross for the elect alone to be a truth worth contending for, but we must do so graciously and in humility, and we need to keep a sense of perspective.188

      There is perhaps some evidence that Owen himself later mellowed a little with regard to the nonspeculative hypothetical universalism taught by Davenant and others. He was invited to pen a commendatory preface to The Divine Will (1673), a treatise by the magistrate and lay theological writer Edward Polhill (1622–1694), which dealt with the divine decrees and their temporal execution in providence and grace. “Of these things,” Owen wrote, “treateth the ensuing Discourse, if I mistake not, in words of truth and soberness, for the substance of what is pleaded therein; and I could not but upon the first view judge it both useful and needful unto the present season.”189 Polhill, however, taught that Christ died for all “but after a special manner for the elect”; Christ “purchased a Salvability for all, but over and besides he purchased many choice Blessings for the Elect.”190 Owen commented,

      The Modesty wherewith [Polhill] dissents from others or opposes their sentiments, without severe reflections on Persons or Opinions, is also another thing which deserves both commendation and imitation; and the consideration thereof gives me the confidence in these few lines, designed unto another end, to express my own dissent from some of his apprehensions, especially about the Object and Extent of Redemption. Had I seen this discourse before it was wholly Printed, I should have communicated my thoughts unto him upon that Subject, and some few other passages in it: but where there is an agreement in the substance and design of any Doctrine, as there is between my judgment and what is here solidly declared, it is our duty to bear with each other in things circumstantial, or different explanations of the same Truth, when there is no incursion made upon the main Principles we own.191

      Owen still disagreed with hypothetical universalism, but he could write that the book “hath given me a great esteem of the Author . . . though he be otherwise utterly unknown to me.” Owen could stand alongside him and face the real opponents, those “persons forsaking the Truth,” “the Papists, Socinians, Arminians, Quakers and others,” who, whatever their differences among themselves, “yet all agree in contradiction unto the Sovereignty of God in his Decrees, the special fruits of eternal Redemption by the Blood of Christ and the infallible Prevalency of Divine Grace.”192

      The Death of Death is a work of enduring value and remains the most substantial defense of particular redemption available today. It presents an expansive theological vision of the triune God’s saving work, and the reader who comes to it with preconceived ideas of Owen as a product of a supposedly arid scholasticism will be surprised by the amount of detailed biblical exegesis with which he concerned himself. The results of his exegesis of disputed passages might be controlled by his theological framework, as his critics howl in protest, but that framework itself is a synthesis of the results of careful exegesis that Owen sketched in the opening books of the work. One need not be convinced by every strand of his argument to find the cumulative case that he made impressive. This is why the book remains such an important resource for anyone grappling seriously with the questions it addresses.

      The decision of Banner of Truth to publish The Death of Death in paperback in the early days of the revival of interest in Puritan theology with J. I. Packer’s passionate introduction significantly shaped the modern perception of John Owen. It might not be Owen’s best work, and it is certainly not the work that makes his most significant original contributions to Reformed theology and spirituality, but it is a work of abiding value and the one with which his name has been most closely associated for over half a century, for better or for worse. The reader is encouraged to enter in, to persevere with Owen, to feast on this rich fare, and to find cause for wonder at the wisdom, purpose, and glory of our triune God.

      Of the Death of Christ

      Of the Death of Christ was John Owen’s response to some specific criticisms leveled by Richard Baxter, almost as an afterthought, in his Aphorismes of Justification (1649). This exchange was to stand as the starting point of a long and difficult relationship between the two men, which would have implications for the wider Nonconformist movement long after the restoration of the monarchy. Whatever their other differences in doctrine and personality, Owen and Baxter got off to a bad start.193

      Baxter wrote Aphorismes during a period of convalescence following illness in February 1647.194 There is no reference to Owen in the main body of the work. In the postscript to the main body of his text, he noted that he had written only a few pages on the subject of universal redemption, but

      being hindered by continual sickness, and also observing how many lately are set a work on the same subject (as Whitfield, Stalham, Howe, Owen, and some men of note that I hear are now upon it), I shall a while forebear, to see if something may come forth which may make my endeavour in this kinde useless, and so save me the labor.195

      The impression given is that Baxter had not read Owen’s writings, and indeed, most of the work on Aphorismes had probably been completed before Owen’s Death of Death was published in 1648. There is certainly no anticipation of the starkly opposed positions that the two men would take on this subject.

      After finishing the main part of Aphorismes, Baxter sent it to a friend, who responded with a list of sixteen probing questions and objections. The final one read, in Baxter’s summary, “I desire some satisfaction in that which Maccovius, and Mr. Owen oppose in the places which I mentioned.”196 Baxter’s friend had obviously referred him to specific passages in these authors. When Baxter began his response to the sixteenth query, he spoke of “the authors which you refer me to” and specifically said, “This, you say, Mr. Owen confuteth in Grotius, in his late Treatise of Universall Redemption, lib. 3 cap. 7. p. 140.”197 Again, the impression is that Baxter was unfamiliar with Owen’s work, with Baxter’s friend directing him to a specific passage, and indeed, Baxter’s only interaction with Owen’s Death of Death in the appendix to Aphorismes is with this short section.198

      This was not a point on which Baxter was eager to engage: “The last task you set me, is of all the rest most ungratefull, endlesse, and (in my judgement) unnecessary, viz. To answer what other men have written against some doctrines which I have here asserted.” It would be a “work ungratefull to search into other mens weaknesse and mistakes; to handle the truth in a way of contention or to speak in a way of derogation of the labours of the learned and godly.” If he were to “fall upon a confutation” of every man who had expressed an opinion contrary to what he had written, “the task would be endlesse, and [he] might stuff a great deale of paper with words against words,” adding little constructive to what had been written before. Baxter had far more important things to do in the short time that he believed he had remaining to him. It also seemed needless in that a positive “cleering and confirmation” of the truth would answer any critics.199

      Baxter, however reluctantly, had been drawn out: “At your request I wil briefly consider them particularly.” There were two issues on which Baxter would engage with Owen: first, “that Christ payed not the same debt which was in the first obligation, but the value; and so the law was not properly and fully executed, but relaxed”; and second, “that no man is actually and absolutely justified (no not so much in point of right) either from eternity, or upon the meere payment of the debt by Christ, till themselves doe believe.”200 The nature of these points of disagreement is explored below.

      Owen’s reply was written while he was in Ireland at the invitation of Oliver Cromwell (1599–1658), Lord Lieutenant of Ireland from May 1649. Rather than accompanying the expeditionary force as a more conventional military chaplain, Owen had been left behind in Dublin to oversee the affairs of Trinity College, Dublin, and it was certainly a busy time.201 He had been “attended with more than ordinary weaknesses and infirmities, separated from [his] library, burdened with manifold employments, with constant preaching to a numerous multitude, of as thirsting a people after the gospel, as ever yet [he] conversed withal,” yet he felt it necessary “briefly and plainly to vindicate the truth from mistakes, and something further to unfold the mystery of our redemption in Christ.”202

      The manuscript was complete by late December 1649, and Owen carried it back to England, where it was on the bookstalls by the end of May 1650. It carried a fresh address “to the Reader,” which took note of the recently published work of John Davenant, late bishop of Salisbury—a theologian of much greater stature than Baxter—whose articulation of a hypothetical universalist position was one of uncommon depth and subtlety and was characterized by a serious engagement with patristic authorities and by detailed scriptural exegesis.203

      Of the Death of Christ has, perhaps understandably, not been one of Owen’s more popular works. Owen’s first major biographer, William Orme, described it as “a piece of dry scholastic discussion, partaking more of the character of theological logomachy,204 than almost any other performance of our author,” though he attributed this in large part to the character of Baxter’s work to which Owen was responding, “the web in which his ingenious adversary endeavoured to entangle him.” With its heavy reliance on “human forms of expression,” rather than “the plain language of Scripture,” it was all very unedifying:

      A prolix contention whether the death of Christ was solutio ejusdem, or only tantundem; that is, whether it was a payment of the very thing which, by law, we ought to have paid, or of something held by God to be equivalent, does not promise much profit or gratification to the mind; especially as a man’s views of the atonement, as the alone ground of acceptance, are not likely to be much affected which ever of the sides he embraces.205

      One of the most important factors shaping the perception of this work for more recent generations was the decision of William Goold to treat it “simply as an appendix to the important treatise which it vindicates” and to have the whole work set in the tiny font that he used for footnotes and appendixes. He acknowledged that the issues at stake were not unimportant if considered in relation to Socinianism but held that as a dispute between Baxter and Owen, they “savour much of a logomachy.”206 Of the Death of Christ has certainly not received much serious attention in the literature on Owen.

      One must also wonder if an echo of this debate is heard in Hudibras, a satirical work against religious sectarianism by the poet Samuel Butler (1613–1680). As Sir Hudibras, a Presbyterian knight, and Ralpho, his Congregationalist squire, argue about bearbaiting, the argument is increasingly entangled in its own terms and is all the more absurd because the characters are arguing toward the same end:

      The Question then, to state it first,

      Is which is better, or which worst,

      Synods or Bears? Bears I avow

      To be the worst, and Synods thou.

      But to make good th’ Assertion,

      Thou say’st th’ are really all one.

      If so, not worst; for if th’ are idem,

      Why then, Tantundem dat tantidem.

      For if they are the same, by course

      Neither is better, neither worse.207

      This is a caricature of theologians who cannot argue without their jargon-choked rhetoric and whose arcane logic chopping leads nowhere.

      When we grasp something of the background to the interchange between Baxter and Owen, their dispute seems less like hair splitting, and Owen’s Of the Death of Christ, while still a challenging read, offers some deep reflection on important points of soteriology and casts further light on Owen’s theology of the atonement.208

      Eiusdem or Tantidem

      Baxter’s first criticism of Owen can only be properly understood against the backdrop of the Socinian controversy. From the late sixteenth century, this was a major challenge to the Reformed faith. The Socinians were those who followed the teachings of the Italian humanist Lelio Sozzini, or Laelius Socinus (1525–1562), and his better-known nephew Fausto Sozzini, or Faustus Socinus (1539–1604). Their radical revisioning of Christian theology included rejecting the doctrine of the Trinity and, more importantly for our purposes here, denying penal satisfaction in the atonement. Faustus spent the final decades of his life in Poland as the leading theologian of a group known as the Polish Brethren. Their creed was expressed in the Racovian Catechism, published at Raków in 1605, and in many other writings that reached the Netherlands and England.209

      One of Faustus Socinus’s most important works was De Jesu Christo servatore (1594), a full-scale assault on the doctrine of satisfaction.210 The case he made was multifaceted, with scriptural exegesis, moral objections, and claims of logical fallacy. One of the key ideas was the argument that satisfaction for sin and remission from sin were mutually exclusive notions. If satisfaction is made, then there is nothing to remit, and the Bible’s language of God’s forgiveness is nonsensical. So if God forgives sin, as he surely does, there is no need for punishment. God, as creditor, forgoes satisfaction of the debt and simply forgives sinners.211

      The Dutch scholar Huigh de Groot, or Hugo Grotius (1583–1645), answered the Socinian critique of satisfaction in Defensio fidei catholicae (1617). Grotius was a legal theorist and a pioneer in the field of international law, but he made some significant contributions to theology, writing in support of the Remonstrants. Grotius made a distinction between two different ways of paying a debt, a distinction recognized in the Roman civil law tradition. A debt could be paid by giving the creditor exactly what was owed, solutio eiusdem, or payment of something else that was deemed to be equivalent in value, solutio tantidem.

      Applying this legal distinction to the death of Christ, Grotius argued that Christ paid the debt for human sin by offering a satisfactory equivalent. This claim sidestepped the Socinian critique of satisfaction and the tenet that satisfaction and remission were opposed. Christ’s payment was accepted not because of its inherent value but because of a gracious act of God declaring that it would be accepted as an equivalent payment and thus make satisfaction for sin. In this way, justice and grace were brought together. Furthermore, because God has made an equivalent rather than an exact payment, an immediate release from the debt is unnecessary. The payor and the creditor can agree to a timetable with further conditions for the release of the creditor, and this obviously bolsters the Arminian soteriological scheme.212

      In The Death of Death, Owen addressed this issue of the relationship between humanity’s debt and Christ’s work of satisfaction, and he engaged Grotius’s argument. Owen introduced Grotius as “he, who is esteemed by many, to have handled this argument with most exactness,” and let slip his name twice toward the end of the discussion. There was no need to resort to Grotius’s solutio tantidem in the face of the Socinian challenge. From a variety of biblical texts, Owen could argue the objective efficacy of Christ’s death. Freedom of pardon “has not its foundation in any defect of the merit or satisfaction of Christ”—that is, not from any failure to deal with the whole of the obligation or debt—but in “the whole dispensation of grace toward us in Christ.” This dispensation includes three elements: “the will of God, freely appointing this satisfaction of Christ”; “a gracious acceptation of that decreed satisfaction in our steads, so many, no more”; and “a free application of the death of Christ unto us.” The imputation of our sins to Christ and the imputation of Christ’s righteousness to us are acts of grace and mercy.213 Grace is seen not simply in a free act of remission but in the whole Trinitarian plan of redemption. There is an intrinsic relation between satisfaction and debt, but it comes as a result of God’s grace and within the covenantal scheme.

      Baxter objected to the solutio eiusdem position in Aphorismes of Justification. He was concerned that such exact payment was “not refusable,” and therefore the discharge from debt was absolute and immediate, preventing the creditor (Father) and the surety (Son) from agreeing on the conditional terms by which the debtor (sinner) would come to be discharged from the debt.214 The implications of this argument for how one might understand or misunderstand the relationship between justification and faith are significant and are considered below. Baxter suggested that Owen had misunderstood and therefore misrepresented Grotius, and in any case, surely God had not accepted an exact payment. While it was equal in value, it was not made by the offending sinners and therefore was

      not the same numerically; nor perhaps specifically in all respects, if the losse of Gods love and image, and incurring his hatred, the corruption of the body, the losse of right to, and use of all the creatures, and the losse of all comforts corporall or spirituall, &c. were any part of the curse . . . yet that it was in the greatest respects of the same kinde, I doubt not.215

      In this way, “Mr. Owen giveth up the cause at last, and saith as Grotius.”216 It is easy to see how some could see this as a quarrel about words.

      In replying to Baxter in Of the Death of Christ, Owen sought to clarify what he meant by solutio eiusdem. Rather than focusing on the precise meaning of the legal terms, with all their limitations, he refocused the discussion on the language of Scripture about the punishment that Christ underwent in his death to ask “whether it were the same that was threatened to the transgressors themselves, or whether something else which God accepted in lieu thereof.” Owen affirmed that indeed it was the same. Christ underwent death for sinners. The law was executed, and Christ suffered death. The law was “relaxed” as to the person suffering, but the penalty was paid.217

      A final word should be said about the solutio eiusdem. This has been taken by some critics as evidence of a “commercial” view of the atonement. Alan Clifford writes, “Consistent with his commercialism, Owen insisted that God’s justice was only satisfied by Christ’s payment of the same quantitative penalty or debt owed by the elect to God on account of their sins—the solutio ejusdem.” Clifford claims that Owen thought his doctrine of particular redemption “hung upon the ‘sameness’ between Christ’s sufferings and those deserved by the elect,” and that he could not establish his point without “philosophical double-talk.”218 This analysis is misleading on a number of levels. First, Clifford’s quantitative-versus-qualitative distinction introduces a concept that is simply not found in Owen’s work here. In discussing the duration of Christ’s suffering, Owen resorted to the categories of essence and accidents, and it is his Christology that drove this along because it was not possible that the Messiah could be detained by death (cf. Acts 2:24). Second, in defending his view that Christ suffered the idem, not the tantundem, Owen’s focus was not on developing a metaphor but on expositing scriptural passages teaching that the penalty for sin was death and that Christ suffered death. Furthermore, the payment metaphor is a biblical one that Owen cannot be blamed for adopting, and in any case, it is surely the hypothetical universalists—such as Baxter, who used the language of “refusable payment”—who come closer to a strictly pecuniary or commercial model. They claim that Christ has died to effect salvation but that the payment may be refused without injustice.219 Such presentations of Owen’s thought on Christ’s satisfaction are myopic. We need to stand back and see how Christ’s high-priestly work is framed by the covenant of redemption and reflects intra-Trinitarian dynamics and also see how extent is determined by intent.220

      Faith and Justification

      The second area of contention involved questions over the relationship between faith and justification in time.221 Was a believer justified at the cross or on some further condition, such as the exercise of faith? Baxter held the latter position and could not see how Owen’s understanding of satisfaction could entail anything but the former: surely the exact payment of the debt of sin delivered the elect ipso facto222 from the penalty, and therefore justification preceded faith.223 This was a problem because an overemphasis on the objective work of Christ on behalf of the elect to the detriment of the believing response to his work would only encourage the antinomian elements among the sectarians who had so horrified Baxter during his time as a military chaplain in the 1640s.224 This experience led to a strong emphasis in Baxter’s theology on Christian obedience—indeed, a reactionary overemphasis that distorted the traditional Reformed doctrine of justification.225

      Baxter’s criticism of Owen focused on Owen’s use of the analogy of a prisoner’s release. Although a ransom has been paid to free him and therefore he has a “right to his liberty,” “he cannot enjoy it, till such time as tidings of it is brought unto him, and a warrant produced for his delivery.”226 Owen’s analogy, taken in isolation, is open to a reading in which justification comes before faith, the exercise of faith being merely a subjective apprehension of the believer’s prior pardon.227 Baxter certainly read it this way and found the idea highly objectionable: “Nor can it easily be understood, how God can so long deny us the possession of heaven, if wee had such absolute actuall right (as he speaketh) so long ago.”228

      The doctrine of justification before faith was not the sole preserve of the radical antinomians so feared by Baxter. It had been circulating among English Puritans as early as the first decade of the seventeenth century. The intention was to protect justification as an act of God’s free grace from any perception of human contribution. The doctrine is found in the teaching of a number of Reformed theologians, including William Twisse and William Pemble (ca. 1591–1623).229 The anti-Arminian polemicist Twisse, first prolocutor230 of the Westminster Assembly and a theologian of international standing, placed justification in an immanent act of the divine will, in God’s decision from eternity not to punish sin. The justification by faith preached by Paul then became, in Twisse’s thought, an absolution in the conscience, a subjective realization that one is indeed justified.231 Pemble, a tutor at Magdalen Hall, Oxford, and another anti-Arminian polemicist, had also argued for justification before faith but in his case founded it on the actual purchase of redemption by Christ’s sacrifice. For Pemble, justification was not from eternity but from Christ’s death on the cross. Again, “justification by faith” denominated events taking place not in foro divino, “in the divine courtroom,” but in foro conscientiae, “in the believer’s conscience.”232 Owen therefore would have had some respectable company had he adopted this view, although it had by now been rejected at the confessional level, the Westminster Confession of Faith stating, “God did, from all eternity, decree to justify all the elect, and Christ did, in the fullness of time, die for their sins, and rise again for their justification: nevertheless, they are not justified, until the Holy Spirit does, in due time, actually apply Christ unto them.”233

      In answering Baxter in Of the Death of Christ, Owen, over the course of several chapters, considered justification in relation to the eternal decree of election, in relation to the time of Christ’s death, and in relation to the time of the sinner’s coming to faith.

      The elect are the objects of God’s discriminating love, but this alone makes no change in the elect. “It is in the purpose of God to save us through faith . . . : in the pursuit of that design, and for the praise of that glorious grace, is Christ given.” The giving of Christ and the value or merit of his satisfaction, by which benefits such as faith are purchased, are worked out in terms of the covenant of redemption and therefore logically subsequent to election. Election alone makes no change in the elect. Owen made three further arguments to establish his point. First, if the decree of election worked a change in the elect, should we not expect to see a corresponding change worked by the decree of reprobation in the reprobate? Second, he drew on the classic distinction between eternal decree and its execution in time. For example, God’s eternal purpose to create the world out of nothing guaranteed its future certainty but “left that nothing, as very nothing as ever” until his mighty act of power gave it its beginning. Third, and fatally for the notion of eternal justification, Scripture posits that all humanity, prior to faith, is guilty and under God’s wrath, and Owen discussed specifically Romans 3:9–10, 19; Ephesians 2:3; and John 3:36 (in that order). God has appointed that the fruits of his eternal love should be received in and by Christ: “All right thereunto, must of necessity be of his procurement, and purchasing.” Not only is there no eternal justification, but one cannot speak of a right to justification for the elect outside the death of Christ.234

      That right is secured by the death of Christ. It does not change the status of the elect and certainly does not change God’s will toward them. Rather, it “has actually, and absolutely purchased, and procured for them all spiritual blessings of grace, and glory to be made out unto them.”235 Again, Owen stated,

      The death of Christ [being] purposed, and accounted effectual, . . . God can, agreeable to his infinite justice, wisdom, truth, and appointment, make out unto sinners for whom Christ died, or was to die, all those good things, which he before purposed, and willed by such means to them: those things being purchased, and procured, and all hindrances of bestowing them, being removed, by that satisfaction, and merit which by free compact, he agreed, and consented should be in that death of Christ.236

      Of critical importance is the recognition that faith itself, the condition of the covenant, is included among those purchased blessings. There is now no “hindrance,” no further condition that must be performed. Christ’s work of satisfaction has paid the penalty for sin and has procured everything necessary for applying his death to the believer in time.

      Christ’s death is the efficient cause of justification, though as a moral rather than a physical cause. According to this scholastic distinction,237 physical causes produce their effects immediately, while moral causes do not. They do not have an “immediate influence” on their effects. A “third thing, previous to them both,” always intervenes, some “proportion, constitution, law, covenant, which takes in the cause, and lets out the effect.” In this case, the intervening “third thing” is “that relation, coherence, and causality, which the Lord has appointed between the several effects, or rather parts of the same effect, of the death of Christ.” There is a delay between Christ’s death, the efficient cause of justification, and its effects as applied. This puts some distance between Owen and those who taught that the elect were justified at the time of Christ’s death. Owen summarized his position in this way: “I conceive that all the intermediate effects of the death of Christ, tending to its ultimate procurement of the glory of God, are all in respect of his death immediate; that is, with such an immediation as attends moral causes.”238

      This is the ground for the subsequent discussion, which uses legal language to distinguish a present right to salvation from the present possession of salvation. The terms of the covenant of grace are given sub termino, “under terms,” rather than sub conditione, “under condition.” No further condition is required for God’s elect to enjoy the intended benefits, for Christ has done all that was necessary for their justification. The terms are stipulations and regard things still future, but these are a future certainty rather than the uncertainty inherent in a sub conditione arrangement. So while the elect might not have present possession and a jus in re (right in a thing), as a father does who owns and enjoys his estate, they have a jus ad rem (right to a thing), as a son to his father’s estate, a right without present possession.239

      Owen insisted on the instrumentality of faith in justification: “By faith alone we obtain and receive the forgiveness of sin: for notwithstanding any antecedent act of God concerning us, in and for Christ, we do not actually receive a complete soul-freeing discharge until we believe.” Faith does not merely bring us to a subjective realization of an already-present forgiveness but obtains and receives forgiveness. It is through faith that we come into possession of all that the death of Christ has procured, that we enjoy our jus in re.240 There should be no doubt that Owen placed clear distance between himself and the advocates of justification before faith.

      Aftermath

      The difficulties between Owen and Baxter began with this episode. Looking back, Baxter could admit,

      I medled too forwardly with Dr. Owen, & one or two more that had written some passages too neere to Antinomianisme. For I was young & a stranger to mens tempers, & thought others could have borne a confutation as easily as I could do myselfe; & I thought that I was bound to do my best publikely to save the world from the hurt of published errours; not understanding how it would provoke men more passionately to insist on what they once have said. . . . But indeed I was then too raw to be a writer.241

      In this moment of apparent contrition, however, Baxter could imply that the thin skin of his opponents was the real problem and that they were too easily provoked. It is true that even one of Owen’s defenders could write (anonymously) that Owen “was indeed sometimes a little Impatient of Contradiction (the common Companion of high Esteem).”242 Yet Baxter, who renewed the controversy in 1655 with his Confession of His Faith, was “notorious for his scorched-earth responses to criticism.”243 Generations of scholars have played the blame game since.244 Here it is sufficient to note that at the end of the 1640s, Owen considered the issues important and that a response to Baxter’s Aphorismes was needed to clarify and defend his position and to deflect the accusation that he taught justification before faith. The two men had not yet met, and their quarrel had not widened to other issues nor become more personal.

      Of the Death of Christ is one of Owen’s least accessible works, but with this orientation, the reader is hopefully prepared to enter in.

      Our reference text is the original of 1650 since no other editions were published in Owen’s lifetime. This treatise later appeared in a select collection of Owen’s works published in 1721 and in the editions of Russell and Goold.245
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