
Introduction

Th e recent controversy over the so-called Federal Vision 
and the views of Rev. Norman Shepherd has focused 
our attention on many issues, including the denial of the 
imputation of the act ive obedience of Christ  (hereaft er 
IAOC). On the one side, Norman Shepherd claims that 
the classic Reformed theologians such as Calvin and 
Ursinus did not hold to the IAOC and that it was an 
invention of later Reformed theologians. On the other 
side, Shepherd’s opponents have countered that Calvin 
and Ursinus did hold to the act ive obedience and that 
the denial of the act ive obedience of Christ  must  be con-
demned, pointing particularly to the French Reformed 
synods of Privatens () and Tonneins (). What 
are we to make of this issue? Should a denial of the ac-
tive obedience of Christ  be tolerated in the Reformed 
Church? Was it tolerated hist orically? If Shepherd or 
the proponents of the so-called Federal vision do deny 
it, should they be driven from the minist ry? 

Historical Orientation

To begin with, even though this denial was condemned 
by the French Reformed Churches, a great part of the 
Reformed Churches did not reject  as minist ers those 
who denied the IAOC, let alone count them as here-
tics. For example, clearly Gataker, Twisse, and Vines 
denied the IAOC, but they and their views were toler-
ated by the West minst er Assembly. Second, there were 
various minist ers throughout the Reformed Churches 
who held this viewpoint, such as John Jacob Alting who 
taught at Groningen in the Netherlands in the th cen-
tury. Th ird, the proponents of the theology of Sau-
mur denied the imputation of the act ive obedience of 
Christ . Of course, the Swiss Reformed Churches con-
demned this viewpoint and other Salmurian views in 

the Formula Consensus Helvetica, but other Churches 
did not. Fourth, this denial was extremely common 
amongst  the German Reformed Churches including 
theologians such as Piscator, Ursinus, Pareus, Cro-
cius, Wendelin, and Scultetus (among others!). From 
all this, we observe that a signifi cant minority did deny 
the IAOC, oft en with toleration.

Some have particularly objected to the view that 
Ursinus denied the IAOC because his views have im-
plications for the Heidelberg Catechism, which the 
continental Reformed Churches hold as a second-
ary doctrinal standard. We believe that Shepherd is 
probably right that Ursinus did deny the IAOC. Con-
sider three prominent authorities who say that Ursi-
nus did deny the IAOC. First, Heinrich Heppe, the 
great historian of German Reformed history, claims 
this in his Reformed Dogmatics. Second, Johann 
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Gerhard, the great Lutheran scholastic, placed him 
alongside Piscator as one who denied the IAOC. Ger-
hard provides no quotation but simply lists Ursinus 
along with several other German Reformed theolo-
gians. Third, the great Dutch Reformed theologian 
of the th century, Bernhardinus de Moor, in his 
Commentarius Perpetuus, dealt at length with this 
issue, citing a rare (to us!) source to shed light on 
this issue. De Moor was an ardent proponent of 
the IAOC, but he admitted that Ursinus did deny it. 
De Moor cited John Jacob Schultens who demon-
strated at length that Ursinus held to this position; 
however, Schultens also added that Ursinus did not 
hold to this position before . One final piece 
of evidence demonstrates that Ursinus did deny the 
IAOC is the fact that his great pupil, David Pareus, 
who assembled Ursinus’ famous Commentary on the 
Heidelberg Catechism, also denied the IAOC. There-

fore, it seems that we must conclude that Ursinus did 
deny the IAOC but not before . 

In light of this evidence, it is also important to note 
that the Heidelberg Catechism does teach the IAOC. 
Th e Heidelberg Catechism in Q.  st ates, “Yet God 
without any merit of mine, of mere grace, grants and im-
putes to me the perfect  satisfact ion, righteousness, and 
holiness of Christ , as if I had never committed any sin, 
and myself had accomplished all the obedience which 
Christ  has rendered for me.” Shepherd is wrong to say 
in reference to this quest ion, “Interpreting these [the 
satisfact ion, righteousness, and holiness] as a reference 
to the imputation of act ive obedience is a reading back 
into earlier Reformed theology of views that developed 
only at a later time” (“Just ifi cation by Works,” ). On 
the contrary, Shepherd is the one who has read some-
thing back into the past . He has read Ursinus’ later views 
back into the Heidelberg Catechism without warrant. 
According to Schultens, Ursinus did not deny the IAOC 
until aft er , but Ursinus wrote the Heidelberg Cat-
echism in /. Inst ead, we should note that the Hei-
delberg Catechism refl ect s most  probably the views of 
Beza who posited a threefold guilt arising from Adam’s 
sin and a threefold imputation of Christ ’s righteousness 
to answer that guilt. Th e plain language of Lord’s Day 
 does, then, affi  rm the IAOC. 

Shepherd’s implicit claim that Calvin denied the 
IAOC is dubious at best  and for the same reasons 
list ed above. Whether it is Heppe, De Moor, or Ger-
hard, none of them sp eak of Calvin as holding to this 
position, even though Heppe and Gerhard had no rea-
son to refrain from mentioning it, had such been the 
case. When this issue is brought up, hist orical writers 
and theologians refer to Piscator, not Calvin, and the 
Lutheran George Cargius. Beyond this, the affi  rmation 
of the IAOC can be demonst rated from Calvin’s writ-
ings, as Turretin did in his Inst itutes when debating this 
very issue. We are on safe ground when we say that 
Calvin did not deny the IAOC.

We have seen thus far that there was diversity within 
the Reformed communion over the quest ion of the de-
nial of the IAOC, with the majority affi  rming it. Th e 
quest ion st ill remains as to exact ly what the denial of 
the IAOC meant for those reformed theologians who 
did deny it. 

In order to underst and this denial better, we would 
like to look briefl y at the views of Johannes Piscator. 
He is the patriarch of this view among the Reformed, 
and the theologian most  oft en mentioned in connec-
tion with the denial of the IAOC. We shall examine 
his views from his little book A Learned and Profi table 
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Treatise on Man’s Just ifi cation. It is a polemical work 
against  the famous Papist  apologist , Robert Bellarm-
ine. Aft er that, we shall compare his views to those of 
Norman Shepherd.

Piscator’s View

First , in the matter of the just ifi cation of a sinner, Pisca-
tor says, “Man by himself and his own nature unjust  is 
accounted for just ” (). Piscator emphasizes that man is 
accounted just  or righteous not because of anything in 
man, even faith. “For to sp eak properly, that which is in 
a man, is not said to be imputed to him, but that which 
is without a man. And faith is in a man, but Christ ’s sat-
isfact ion which faith apprehends is outside a man” (). 
Furthermore, Piscator notes that all our works “whether 
they be done by the st rength of free will or by grace” () 
are not the ground of our just ifi cation. Consequently, 
Piscator could readily agree with the West minst er Con-
fession of Faith XI. which says that God does not jus-
tify sinners “for anything wrought in them, or done by 
them, but for Christ ’s sake alone; nor by imputing faith 
itself, the act  of believing, or any other evangelical obe-
dience to them, as their righteousness.”

What, then, is the source of man’s righteousness? It 
is Christ ’s satisfact ion imputed to the believer. “[God] 
accepts Christ ’s satisfact ion for the elect  … imputes the 
same unto them; and thereupon receives them into fa-
vor, and adopts them for sons and heirs of eternal life” 
(Piscator, Just ifi cation, –). In opposition to Piscator, 
many have object ed that to have forgiveness of sins is 
not the same as being accounted righteous. Aft er all, 
if Christ ’s act ive obedience is not accounted as our 
righteousness, then how can Christ  be our righteous-
ness? Piscator resp onds that when sins are forgiven, 
someone is counted not only as not having committed 
any sins but also as having done all things required. 
In other words, as he says, “Th e reason of which thing 
is this, that remission of sins, wherein man’s just ifi ca-
tion consist s is remission of all sins: and therefore not 
only of sins of committing, but also of sins of omit-
ting” (). Th us, Christ  is our righteousness “by a 
metonymy of the eff ect ,” that is, once Christ ’s satisfac-
tion is imputed to us, we are counted as being righ-
teous, even though we ourselves remain inherently 
unrighteous. Piscator would not agree that if only 
Christ ’s passive obedience is imputed to us, then we 
ourselves must  supply positive righteousness. Rather, 
once Christ ’s satisfact ion is imputed to us, we are in 
a st ate of having done everything required because 
our sins of omission are forgiven. Th us, for Piscator, 

the source of our righteousness in just ifi cation is only 
Christ ’s satisfact ion imputed to us.

Th is becomes even clearer when we examine Pis-
cator’s view of faith. Faith is simply the inst rument by 
which a sinner applies to himself Christ ’s righteous-
ness. He writes:

And therefore that man is just ifi ed by faith only because 
he is counted just , and by consequence pronounced just , 
for Christ ’s satisfact ion only which is imputed to him by 
faith only: for that He does not apprehend and apply it 
to himself but by faith (Piscator, Just ifi cation, ). 

He emphasizes that even faith itself is excluded as a 
part of our righteousness before God. Moreover, “Th ere 
is no other inst rumental cause whereby Christ ’s satisfac-
tion is apprehended” (). Piscator clearly teaches that 
faith is the alone inst rument of just ifi cation and insist s 
upon it over and over again throughout this work. Th is 
is, of course, one of the central disp utes between Bel-
larmine and himself.

Th e consequence is that all of our works are excluded 
from our just ifi cation. While Christ ’s satisfact ion im-
puted to us is the sole source of our righteousness, we 
are by nature unrighteous. Moreover, even the righteous 
act s that we do aft er grace and faith are excluded from 
our just ifi cation, which, according to Piscator, contin-
ues to rest  solely in the satisfact ion of Christ  imputed to 
us. He argues against  Bellarmine that all of our works 
are excluded from our just ifi cation before God. He ar-
gues from the fact  that Paul “sp eaks of works in general, 
whether they be done by the st rength of free will or by 
grace, [because] he entreats [in Romans ] of Abraham’s 
works, those which he had done of grace and faith, as 
that he was obedient to God’s commandment” (Pisca-
tor, Just ifi cation, ). Piscator holds st rongly to the sola 
in sola fi dei. He does not say that we are forgiven of our 
sins and then become inherently righteous people who 
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are just ifi ed on that basis. Even those works that fl ow 
out of faith are clearly excluded from our just ifi cation. 
Even our fi nal just ifi cation at the judgment day will 
simply be a repetition of the same just ifi cation that oc-
curred in hist ory in our consciences by the Holy Spirit, 
as Piscator says, 

And in that day of judgment, Christ  being appointed 
of the Father Judge of all, will with His mouth openly 
before all angels and men, pronounce just , and crown 
with life eternal the reward of just ice, all those that be-
fore were just ifi ed in this life, both by imputation of 
just ice, and by that secret test imony of the Holy Ghost  
(Piscator, Just ifi cation, ).

Th e same pronouncement that gave us comfort in 
this life that we have a righteous st anding before God 
will then be pronounced openly by the Lord Jesus 
Christ : “You are righteous on the basis of My satisfac-
tion imputed to you.”

Finally, what are the results of this just ifi cation? 
For Piscator, we are not only forgiven of our sins, but 
when we receive Christ , we also have a right to eternal 
life, for when someone is just ifi ed, God “receives them 
into favor, and adopts them for sons and heirs of eter-
nal life” (). Th e reason why this can occur, according 
to Piscator, is because God has said, “Do this, and you 
will live” (Lev. :, Mat. :, Gal. :). Once our 
sins are forgiven:

It comes [about] that he to whom God forgives sins, is 
so accounted, as if he had not only committed noth-
ing which God has forbidden in his law, but also omit-
ted nothing of that which he has commanded: and 
therefore, as if he had perfect ly fulfi lled the law of 
God ().

Consequently, Piscator goes on to say, “God gives 
eternal life as a reward to those unto whom He has 
promised it, to wit, unto those that keep His law, such 
as He accounts all those whose sins He has forgiven” 
(Piscator, Just ifi cation, ).

In Piscator’s view, we are not righteous because God 
sees us as having done all that Christ  did. Rather, we 
are considered righteous because our sins of commis-
sion and omission are forgiven on the basis of Christ ’s 
satisfact ion. Th us, we are st ill dealing with a view that 
causes men to look wholly outside of themselves and to 
Christ  for their righteousness. We agree with the con-
clusion of De Moor who said, “However much these 
learned men may be deceived on this point, it must  
be confessed that they place our right to eternal life in 
Christ  alone without any of our works” (De Moor, Com-
mentarius Perpetuus, ).

The Exegesis of Shepherd and Piscator

Does this mean that Shepherd’s viewpoint should be 
tolerated in Reformed Churches? We should not draw 
this conclusion because Shepherd’s viewpoint deviates 
radically not only from the majority position but also 
from Piscator’s. We shall illust rate this fi rst  from their 
exegesis and then by a brief comparison of Shepherd’s 
view of just ifi cation with Piscator’s.

First , they have a very diff erent exegesis of the key 
passages on just ifi cation. Romans : says that for the 
one who believes his faith is credited as righteousness, 
following Gen. :. Piscator interprets this as teaching 
“that man is just ifi ed by faith inasmuch as he lays hold 
on, and applies to himself Christ ’s satisfact ion” (Pisca-
tor, Just ifi cation, ). On the contrary, Norman Shep-
herd does not believe that these and other texts refer 
to the just ifi cation of a sinner alone. Norman Shepherd 
believes that this text refers to the way that any human 
would be just ifi ed by God. Th us, Shepherd says that 
Jesus Christ ’s “faith was credited to him as righteous-
ness.” Piscator would say that this text refers only to 
the just ifi cation of a sinner. Shepherd says that they re-
fer to the only just ifi cation possible whether for sinners 
or Christ  or Adam before the fall.

For Martin Luther, one of the key passages teach-
ing just ifi cation by faith alone was Romans :. It says, 
“For in [the Gosp el] the righteousness of God is revealed 
from faith to faith; as it is written, ‘Th e just  shall live by 
faith.’” Once again, Shepherd does not refer this sim-
ply to the just ifi cation of the sinner. He claims that this 
is the method of just ifi cation for all creatures whether 
sinful or not. He writes concerning Adam, “He would 
live and live forever not by the merit of works but by 
faith. He would exhibit the principle st ated in Habak-
kuk : and reiterated by Paul in Rom. :.” He goes 
on to say, “Th e method of just ifi cation for Adam before 
the fall is exact ly what it is for Paul aft er the fall: ‘Th e 
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righteous will live by faith’ (Rom. :).” In contrast , Pis-
cator believes this passage refers only to the just ifi cation 
of a sinner. He writes, 

I think [the righteousness of God] is to be simply ex-
pounded as that which God gives to be imputed, namely, 
through faith, the righteousness acquired by the death 
of Christ . Meanwhile, I also confess, that this righteous-
ness is opposed to the righteousness of men, that is, the 
righteousness that men would obtain, if they fulfi lled 
the law by their own ability. And the Apost le clearly 
sets down this antithesis in [Romans] : as well as 
Phil. :.

Whereas Piscact or considers this passage to be clearly 
setting forth the Gosp el in dist inct ion from the law, 
Shepherd blends the two and considers this passage as 
sp eaking of the way that God deals with all humans, 
even unfallen ones.

Second, there is also a diff erence in the exegesis of 
the texts that refer to the law. Piscator takes the “do this 
and live” passages as referring to the perfect  obedience 
to which God promises eternal life, as we have already 
seen. Piscator says that when God forgives our sins on 
the basis of Christ ’s satisfact ion, this includes our sins of 
omission and so we are reckoned as having obeyed the 
law perfect ly and consequently worthy of eternal life. 
Shepherd says that this st atement in Leviticus : was 
not meant to show that perfect  obedience was necessary 
for eternal life but rather that it “was designed to nurture 
the righteousness of faith,” which means, for Shepherd, 
that “Israel’s welfare depended upon her faithfulness to 
the Lord” (Shepherd, Th e Call of Grace, ). According 
to Shepherd, if this verse is taken out of context, it might 
mean that there is salvation by works. However, rightly 
underst ood, this passage teaches that salvation is by faith 
and grace. In other words, Shepherd is saying that in their 
proper context, “do this and live” means the same thing as 
“the just  shall live by faith.” Th is is something with which 
Piscator certainly would have disagreed.

As we shall see more fully below, this diff erence is 
also seen in how they interpret the works of the law 
that are excluded from just ifi cation. Shepherd says, “Th e 
works of the law are the works of meritorious self-righ-
teousness that only serve to mask gross sin and disobe-
dience.” Shepherd here does not mean those works 
that are literally “meritorious.” Rather, he means that 
they are works by which someone thinks that they can 
merit, even though they are st ill in great sin. Shepherd 
interprets the works that are excluded from just ifi cation 
as only some works commanded by the law or works of 

a certain type. In contrast , Piscator holds to the most  
obvious meaning of the terms and says that works of 
the law are simply “that which the law commands” (Pis-
cator, Epist olarum Pauli, ).

Finally, we see a great diff erence in the way that the 
two men interpret those passages that describe the ef-
fect s of faith. Consider, for example, their exegesis of 
James . Shepherd describes the attempts to say that 
James and Paul are sp eaking of just ifi cation in diff erent 
senses as “various exegetical and dogmatic devices of 
dubious validity … used to defuse and tame these texts 
so that they … fi t” (Shepherd, Th e Call of Grace, ). 
In contrast , Piscator concurs with the classic Protest ant 
exegetical tradition in affi  rming that Paul and James are 
sp eaking of faith and just ifi cation in diff erent senses. He 
comments on James :

But it is to be diligently noted before all things that 
the quest ion of this passage is not over how a man is 
just ifi ed, which Paul treats in Romans and Galatians. 
Rather, aft er it is est ablished that a man is just ifi ed by 
faith alone, he inquires what sort of faith it is or with 
what sort of faith man is just ifi ed.

Piscator emphatically dist inguishes the quest ions 
treated in James and Romans. Shepherd says they are 
the same.

Another passage oft en cited in this connect ion is Ga-
latians :. Here Norman Shepherd says that this is re-
ferring to our just ifi cation before God. He writes: 

When we come to verse  we are clearly in the sp here of 
judgment and just ifi cation, and in this verse faith expressing 
itself through love is set over against  circumcision (the pres-
ence or absence of works of the law), which do not avail 
for just ifi cation (Shepherd, “Just ifi cation by Faith,” ).

 . Johannes Piscator, Analysis Logica Epist olarum Pauli (London: 
George Bishop, ) . “Puto simpliciter expondendum, quam donat 
Deus imputando scilicet per fi dem just itiam partam morte Christ i. 
Interim fateor, hanc just itiam opponi just itiae hominum, hoc est , quam 
homines adipiscerentur, si ex propriis viribus satisfacerent legi: quam 
antithesin aperte inst ituit Apost olus infra :, item Phil. :.”
 . Shepherd, “Just ifi cation by Faith in Pauline Th eology,” in Back-
bone of the Bible, .
 . Norman Shepherd, “Th e Grace of Just ifi cation” (Document 
online: http://www.hornes.org/theologia/content/norman_shepherd/
the_grace_of_just ifi cation.htm). All online materials for this article 
were accessed as of May , .
 . John Piscator, Analysis logica Septarum Epist olarum Apost olurm 
que Catholicae appellari solent (London: John Wolf, ) .
 . Note that Shepherd does not mean by works of the law all works 
whatsoever. He only means a limited amount of works. See the dis-
cussion below on Shepherd’s view of just ifi cation.
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According to Shepherd, faith expressing itself through 
love avails for just ifi cation. In contrast , Piscator says, 
“In Christ  only faith avails for just ifi cation” (Piscator, 
Epist olarum Pauli, ). According to Piscator, in this 
passage, the Apost le sp ecifi cally says that circumcision 
cannot avail for just ifi cation against  the false Apost les. 
He sees the Apost le as answering in : the sp ecifi c 
charge of whether or not this doct rine takes away god-
liness and answers by saying that “faith is act ive in per-
forming the duties of love, and thus true faith is known 
from its proper eff ect s” (). But Piscator denies that 
these eff ect s can avail for just ifi cation.

In the exegesis of Piscator and Shepherd, we see a 
wide divergence. Piscact or basically interprets the pas-
sages of law and Gosp el according to a traditional Prot-
est ant framework. Shepherd, on the contrary, interprets 
the Gosp el passages as being applicable to Christ  and 
pre-fall Adam (such as Rom. : and :) and the law 
passages as referring to the Gosp el (such as Lev. : and 
Gal. :). Moreover, whereas Piscator with the classic 
Protest ant tradition carefully dist inguished passages 
which sp oke of just ifi cation by faith alone and those 
which sp eak of the eff ect s of faith in sanct ifi cation, Shep-
herd blends the two together, referring the works in Gal. 
: and Jas.  to our just ifi cation before God. Th e result 
is a radically diff erent doct rine of just ifi cation.

Piscator’s Doctrine of Justification Compared 
with Shepherd’s

Just  as their exegesis diverges signifi cantly, so Piscator’s 
and Shepherd’s view of just ifi cation is also very far apart. 
First , for Piscator, the righteousness of faith is the righ-
teousness of Christ  imputed to us, that is, His satisfac-
tion credited to our account by faith. For Shepherd, the 
righteousness of faith is the result of obedience to the 
law. “Th e righteousness of those who obey the law is 

not the righteousness of meritorious achievement, but 
the righteousness of faith.” For Shepherd, faith itself 
is the righteousness by which we are just ifi ed, and this is 
why he can say that Jesus’ “faith was credited to Him as 
righteousness.” On the contrary, Piscator says that faith 
is credited as righteousness because of what is connect ed 
to faith, namely, Christ . He then goes on to say, “For to 
sp eak properly, that which is in a man is not said to be 
imputed to him, but that which is without a man. And 
faith is in a man, but Christ ’s satisfact ion which faith 
apprehends is without a man” (Piscator, On Just ifi cation, 
–). Th us, the diff erence between Piscator and Shep-
herd is that Piscator says that Christ ’s satisfact ion is our 
righteousness before God, whereas Shepherd says that 
faith itself is our righteousness before God.

It hardly needs to be said here that Piscator and Shep-
herd disagree on the inst rumentality of faith. Piscator 
believes that faith is an inst rument taking hold of the 
righteousness of another. Shepherd does not. Shepherd 
believes that faith itself is our righteousness. He says that 
for pre-fall Adam and for us, the method of just ifi ca-
tion is the same, “the just  shall live by faith” (Shepherd, 
“Law and Gosp el in Covenantal Persp ect ive,” ). Since 
faith in pre-fall Adam cannot be underst ood as an in-
st rument apprehending the righteousness of another, 
the faith that just ifi es sinners cannot be underst ood as 
an inst rument in that sense either. For Shepherd, faith 
is our righteousness, not an inst rument taking hold of 
the righteousness of another. For Piscator, faith is not 
our righteousness before God.

Finally, they diff er signifi cantly on what works are 
excluded from our just ifi cation. Shepherd rightly says, 
“We have to ask what are the works of the law that 
Paul sets over against  this faith and excludes from jus-
tifi cation” (Shepherd, “Just ifi cation by Faith,” ). But 
Shepherd wrongly answers, “By works of the law Paul 
means obedience to a limited select ion of laws found in 
the Scripture (emphasis mine)” (). In contrast , Pis-
cator says, “He sp eaks of works in general, whether 
they be done by the st rength of free will or by grace” 
(Piscator, On Just ifi cation, ). Shepherd says, “Th ese 
works of the law were not good works; they were not 
the obedience of faith wrought by the power of God (em-
phasis mine)” (Shepherd, ). Piscator says otherwise, 
“He entreats there of Abraham’s works, those which he 
had done of grace and faith,” and “Moreover, it is false 
that the Apost le underst ands those works only which 
are done according to God’s law by the st rength of free 
will” (Piscator, ). Here is the major diff erence. Pisca-
tor excludes all of our works from our just ifi cation, and 
Shepherd only excludes some. In other words, Piscator 

 . Amazingly, Shepherd claims, “Calvin, however, did think this 
verse was talking about just ifi cation, and Calvin was right.” “Just ifi ca-
tion by Faith,” (). Calvin, however, disagrees and refutes the very 
idea that Shepherd is presenting in his article. He says, “When you 
are engaged in discussing the quest ion of just ifi cation, beware of al-
lowing any mention of love or of works, but resolutely adhere to the 
exclusive particle. Paul does not here treat of just ifi cation, or assign 
any part of the praise of it to love.” John Calvin, Commentaries XXI 
(Grand Rapids, Baker Book House, ) .
 . Norman Shepherd, “Just ifi cation by Faith in Pauline Th eology” 
in Backbone of the Bible, . 
 . Shepherd does believe that faith in the post -fall situation does ap-
ply Christ  for washing away our guilt and corruption, but this helps us 
to attain “faith,” which, for Shepherd, is the righteousness by which we 
are just ifi ed. See my article “Saying ‘Just ifi cation by Faith Alone’ Isn’t 
Enough,” Mid-America Journal of Th eology  () –.
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says we are just ifi ed by faith alone, and Shepherd says 
that we are just ifi ed by faith and works.

Conclusion

Th ere were certainly theologians amongst  the Reformed 
who denied the IAOC, and they were tolerated in many 
places. Th e reason for this is, as De Moor says, “however 
much these learned men may be deceived on this point, 
it must  be confessed that they place our right to eter-
nal life in Christ  alone without any of our works” (De 
Moor, Commentarius, ). But neither De Moor nor 
we can say the same about Shepherd. Shepherd views 
the righteousness of a sinner as his own righteousness 
by the help of Jesus Christ . Piscator says that we have 
everything for just ifi cation in Christ . Piscator’s view st ill 
points people to Christ  alone. Shepherd points people 
to Christ  and then back to themselves. Th is is a radical 
diff erence. Perhaps we can tolerate Piscator’s views, but 
we cannot tolerate Shepherd’s or any other view that 
mingles faith and works in our just ifi cation.

Appendix – The Life and Work of
Johannes Piscator

Th e English theologian Edward Leigh (–) 
wrote in his Treatise of Religious Learning concerning 
Piscator, “He was an excellent Scripture-Divine, but no 
School-Divine, and therefore no marvel if he want the 
accurateness of Scholast ical expressions.” Whatever 
Leigh may have meant, Johannes Piscator or Fischer 
(March , –July , ) has remained a con-
troversial fi gure in the area of syst ematic theology, even 
though his greatest  work was as a Biblical commenta-
tor and translator. 

Piscator was born in Strasburg in . He st udied 
in various places throughout Germany and eventu-
ally became a teacher. In , he was professor at the 
Heidelberg University along with Tremellius, Junius, 
Olevianus, and Ursinus. Aft er the Elect or of the Pa-
latinate turned to Lutheranism, Piscator departed with 
the others and taught at Siegen, Neust adt, and Moers 
in various schools.

On July , , a new university was founded in 
Herborn in the Wetterau dist rict s of Germany to do 
the work that could no longer be done at Heidelberg. 
Casp ar Olevianus (–) was chosen to organize 
and teach at the new university. Piscator, who was also 
Olevianus’ son-in-law, joined him at the university and 
taught there until his death in . 

Th e university prosp ered greatly under the work of 

Olevianus and Piscator. Th e university received st u-
dents not only from Germany but also from Poland 
and Hungary. Aft er Olevianus’ death in , Piscator 
became the leader of the school. J.I. Good notes that 
“his aim was to make Herborn a purely Reformed uni-
versity” (Good, Origin, ). Piscator was seeking to 
make a Reformed university in contrast  to a Lutheran 
one as many of the Lutheran areas of Germany contin-
ued to become Reformed during this time period. 
Th e school was esp ecially successful during Piscator’s 
tenure there. In – it boast ed a st udent popu-
lation of three to four hundred st udents (Good, Ori-
gin, ). Piscator’s st udents went throughout Europe 
and included the fi rst  of the great Buxtorfs, Johannes 
Buxtorf (–), the great Hebrew scholar of the 
day who produced Synagoga Judaica, a description 
of the Old Test ament Church, and the Hebrew lexicon 
of his day.

Piscator lived a long and product ive life of nearly  
years. In that time, he produced numerous works on a 
wide range of subject s in theology, exegesis, and logic. 
He was most  famous for his work in syst ematic theol-
ogy and Biblical translation and exegesis.

His most  famous work in syst ematic theology was 
his Aphorisms of Christ ian Doct rine. Th e subtitle tells 
us that it is for the most  part excerpted from John Cal-
vin’s Inst itutes of the Christ ian Religion and set forth in 
brief sentences. It was reprinted numerous times and 
was translated into English and printed in London in 
. Piscator wrote numerous other works on syst em-
atic theology, but he is best  known for his denial of the 
imputation of the act ive obedience of Christ . If one 
fi nds him mentioned in hist ories of doct rine or theol-
ogy, he will most  likely be mentioned as one who de-
nied this doct rine. Piscator was also a rather extreme 
supralapsarian.

 . Edward Leigh, A Treatise of Religious Learning and of religious 
and learned men (London, ) .
 . See Biographisch-Bibliographisches Kirchenlexikon, document 
online: http://www.bautz.de/bbkl/p/piscator_j.shtml.
 . See J.I. Good, Th e Origin of the Reformed Churches in Germany 
in the James I. Good Collect ion (Th e Synod of the Reformed Church 
in the United States, ) –. 
 . See Good, Origin, for the entire st ory of how the Reformed 
Church in Germany came out of the Lutheran Church. 
 . See http://www.uwm.edu/~corre/buxdorf/myintro.html.
 . J.I. Good, Th e Swiss Reformed Church Since the Reformation in 
the James I. Good Collect ion (Th e Synod of the Reformed Church in 
the United States, ) ff .
 . See the entire list  in the Biographisch-Bibliographisches Kirch-
enlexikon. 
 . See Albert Henry Newman, A Manual of Church Hist ory, Vol. II 
(Philadelphia: American Baptist  Publication Society, ) –.



 Volume  ()

Th e Confessional Presbyterian Articles

In sp ite of his fame (or infamy) for the denial of the 
imputation of the act ive obedience of Christ , Piscator’s 
great work was as an exegete and Bible translator. He 
commented on all of the books of the Bible. In –
, he issued the fi rst  new German translation of the 
Bible with notes since Luther’s translation. It was ad-
opted offi  cially as the Bible of Bern and a few places in 
Germany. He also published a Latin version of the Old 
Test ament with Beza’s Latin version of the New Test a-
ment in several volumes from –. He also pub-
lished with it his commentary on the Old Test ament as 
well as Junius and Tremellius’ version of the Old Tes-
tament. His commentaries were later published sepa-
rately. In sp ite of the oft en severe disagreement with 
his views on the imputation of the act ive obedience of 
Christ , Reformed theologians continued to appreciate 
his exegetical labors. As Neele notes, Petrus van Mas-
tricht recommended that past ors and theologians read 
Calvin, Piscator, Poole, and others aft er they had done 
their own exegetical work.

Piscator continues to be a controversial fi gure in the 
hist ory of the Reformed Church. He represents the la-
bor of the post -reformation theologians to consolidate, 
appropriate, and organize the work of the Reformation 
through his exegetical and polemical labor. He also rep-
resents the controversies that arose in the attempt to 
clarify the original work of the Reformation. As with so 
many other fi gures of post -reformation hist ory, more 
work should be done to underst and the life and work 
of this signifi cant theologian. ■

In Brief: Alexander M’Leod on a Past or
According to God’s Heart

Th e Past or according to God’s heart, has a life 
corresp onding to the funct ions of his holy offi  ce. 

Th ere is a st riking analogy between a saint and the 
church. Grace is not complete until it terminates in 
glory; and the church militant is imperfect . Professions 
are frequently hypocritical, appearances are oft en dis-
covered to have been without reality. “Many will say to 
me in that day, Lord, Lord, have we not prophesied in 
thy name?—And then will I profess unto them, I never 
knew you: depart from me, ye that work iniquity.” Min-
ist ers may have a divine call to the offi  ce, and yet aft er-
wards give themselves up to the service of Satan, and 
betray their mast er. Judas was an Apost le. Th ere must  
therefore be a check upon Christ ian confi dence. It is not 
suffi  cient that the Past or has been regularly called, he 
must  also adhere to his inst ruct ions. He that is near the 
heart of God, yblk, has not only received a regular ordi-
nation, but also continues to perform faithfully the du-
ties of the past oral offi  ce. Minist ers are to be honorably 
received, and diligently watched. While they continue 
to live a life corresp onding to their minist ry, let them be 
est eemed as the servants of God, as the ambassadors of 
Christ . But when they shall have forsaken God, let them 
be reject ed by the church. You will bear, my brethren, 
with our personal infi rmities; you will sympathize in our 
calamities; you will pity our intellect ual weakness; you 
will mourn for our unsuccessfulness; and if we should 
never acquire great popularity, we are not, merely on 
that account, to be reject ed of the church. Not great 
attainments in eloquence, not courtly manners, not a 
talent of pleasing the high or the low, not popularity, 
nor even the degrees of success with which a minist ry 
is accompanied, can determine whether a Past or be far 
off , or near the heart of God. He is a Past or approved of 
God, who is pious, diligent, and faithful. 

Th e const itution, charact er, and duties of the Gos-
pel minist ry: a sermon, preached at the ordination of 
the Rev. Gilbert McMast er, in the First  Presbyterian 
Church, Duanesburgh (New-York: Printed by J. Sey-
mour, ) –. ■

Newman provides a few excerpts from Piscator’s debate with Conrad 
Vorst ius to illust rate Piscator’s supralapsarianism. Newman claims 
that Piscator eventually became an Arminian, but he provides no 
documentation. I have been unable to subst antiate his claim from 
any of the sources I examined. Th e Schaff -Herzog Encyclopedia does 
mention that he became an Arminian, but it cites Newman’s work. 
Confusion may have come about because Piscator denied the impu-
tation of the act ive obedience of Christ , and the Arminians did as 
well. But note that they did this for diff erent reasons. Piscator said 
that when Christ ’s passive obedience is imputed to us, we are con-
sidered completely righteous, but the Arminians said that faith itself 
was counted as our righteousness.
 . Th e information in this paragraph is taken from James Town-
ley, Illust rations of Biblical Literature Exhibiting the Hist ory and Fate 
of the Sacred Writings (New York: Carlton & Porter, ) .
 . Adriaan C. Neel, Th e Art of Living to God: A Study of Method 
and Piety in the Th eoretico-pract ica theologia of Petrus van Mast richt 
(–) (Pretoria, South Africa: University of Pretoria, ) 
.


