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LESSON TWENTY-ONE – Reformed Orthodoxy 

 

Reformed Orthodoxy 

- The Reformed Faith had established itself in the cities of Switzerland and in 

England, Scotland, the Dutch Republic, parts of Germany, with a significant minority 

in France.  

- It was theologically and spiritually a vast, complex developing entity. The original 

version expressed by the first generation of pioneers, Ulrich Zwingli, Heinrich 

Bullinger, Martin Bucer, Peter Vermigli and John Calvin, among others, was in many 

ways only the foundation on which the succeeding generations built “Reformed 

Orthodoxy.”  

- But Reformed Orthodoxy was far from monolithic. It had its own internal frictions 

and controversies, its different voices and its own rich history. 

Scholasticism and Ramism 

- Reformed Orthodoxy developed slightly earlier that its Lutheran counterpart, 

perhaps because Reformed theology never quite had 

the same attitude that early Lutheranism had against 

Aristotle, or against his great medieval Christian 

interpreter, Thomas Aquinas.  

- One of the “founding fathers” of the Reformed 

tradition, Peter Vermigli was a highly accomplished 

professional Aristotelian philosopher.  

- One complicating factor in Reformed Orthodoxy was the presence, not only of a 

reinvigorated Aristotelianism, but a newly fashioned tool of thought, Ramism.  

- It was named after a French Reformed thinker, Peter Ramus (1515-1572). Ramus 

developed a system of logical analysis that relied on “dichotomy” – breaking 

concepts down into pairs, and then dividing each pair into another pair, until one 

finally arrived at the basic axioms that could not be further divided.  

- A good many Reformed thinkers embraced Ramism as their method for examining 

and explaining theological concepts.  

- However, it would be far too simplistic to set up Ramism and Aristotelianism as 

stark alternatives; a good many Reformed theologians could and did blend the two.  
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Theodore Beza (1519-1605) 

- Theodore Beza was Calvin’s most distinguished disciple, and indeed Calvin’s 

successor as spiritual leader of Geneva.  

- Born to an aristocratic family at Vezelay in Burgundy, 

France, he received a first-class education from the 

German humanist Melchior Wolmar (1497-1561), one 

of the foremost Greek scholars of the time.  

- Beza remained outwardly a Roman Catholic for many 

years, living in Paris as a carefree noble with a private 

income and dedicating his energies to classical 

literature.  

- It was not until recovering from a near-death experience through illness in 1548 

that Beza became serious about being a Protestant.  

- He fled Paris to the Swiss Reformed city of Lausanne, where he taught Greek for the 

next nine years at its university.  

- In 1558, the rulers of the powerful Swiss canton of Berne imposed a new religious 

settlement on Lausanne; although the Bernese were Reformed, Beza objected to the 

state dictating doctrine and worship to a Reformed Church. So, he left in protest, 

relocating to Calvin’s Geneva.  

- Beza soon became Calvin’s closest friend and co-worker; Calvin put him in charge of 

the Genevan academy in 1559, a position he held for the rest of his life.  

- As well as his general duties running the academy, Beza taught systematic theology 

there.  

- On Calvin’s death in 1564, Geneva naturally looked to Beza for continued leadership, 

which he provided for the next 40 years.  

- Beza not only supervised the academy; he was also, after Calvin died, Geneva’s chief 

pastor and chairman of the “company of pastors,” which supervised ministerial 

training and ordination.  

- Much of Beza’s energy as a church leader was given to the roller-coaster fortunes of 

the French Huguenots during France’s “wars of religion.”  

- He advised the Huguenot nobles; he gave guidance to Huguenot pastors and 

theologians, especially over matters of church government, where he upheld 

Presbyterianism. 

- His political philosophy evolved in a more radical direction under the impact of the 

massacre of Saint Bartholomew’s day in 1572, when some 20,000 Huguenots were 

slaughtered.  

- The French crown’s participation in the massacre, inspired Beza to write Concerning 

the Power of Magistrates. Here, Beza argued that if monarchs behaved tyrannically, 

the lesser political authorities of the realm could lawfully restrain them, by force if 

necessary.  

- Beza’s contributions to Reformed worship are notable. In 1562, he published a 

complete French metrical psalter.  
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- He was poetically talented, and the new psalter instantly captured the affections of 

the French-speaking Reformed across Europe. It formed the basis for English, 

German and Dutch Reformed psalters.  

- Beza was also a notable textual scholar. He published his own critical edition of the 

Greek New Testament in 1565, intended as a replacement for Erasmus’s text which 

Beza considered inadequate.  

- Beza’s version made use of other Greek manuscripts unknown to Erasmus, including 

one named after Beza, the codex Bazae; of French origin, it was given to Beza for 

safekeeping during the French wars of religion and he in turn donated it to 

England’s Cambridge University.  

- Beza’s edition of the Greek New Testament went through five editions in his lifetime 

and had widespread influence on Protestant textual scholarship; it would be a key 

text used by the translators of the King James Bible.  

- Beza was the most influential early Reformed theologian to state the doctrine of 

predestination in its “supralapsarian” form. Most Reformed theologians have been 

“infralapsarian.”  

- The difference lies in the logical order of God’s purposes or decrees. According to 

the majority infralapsarian view, in His predestination of the elect to blessedness, 

God contemplates them in His foreknowledge as fallen in Adam and in need of 

salvation. Election is therefore a decree to save from sin.  

- According to the supralapsarian view, by contrast, in God’s predestination of the 

elect to blessedness, He contemplated them simply as persons capable of being 

created. Election therefore has no link with sin; in His eternal mind, God has chosen 

the elect “before” He foresees them as sinning and needing salvation.  

- Beza championed this supralapsarian view.  

Infralapsarian order of the decrees Supralapsarian order of the decrees 

God decrees to create  

humanity 

God decrees to give eternal blessedness to 

some (the decree of election) 

God decrees to permit the fall of humanity God decrees to create the elect and non-

elect. 

God decrees to save some sinners out of 

fallen humanity (the decree of election), 

and to leave the rest in their sins 

 

God decrees to permit the fall of the elect 

and non-elect 

God decrees the mission of Christ to save 

the elect 

God decrees the mission of Christ to save 

the elect 

 

- Criticism of Beza’s “scholasticism” has often been focused on his supralapsarian 

views.  

- There was certainly nothing in the scholastic methodology of Reformed Orthodoxy 

that bound it to Beza’s supralapsarianism.  

- Beza’s deepest impact was the way he helped consolidate distinctive Reformed 

theological identity post-Calvin.  
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- Through his writings, he put clear blue water between the Reformed Faith and its 

competitors in the latter half of the 16th century, engaging with Roman Catholics, 

Lutherans, Socinians and even his fellow-Reformed in the shape of Zwinglians.  

- On the Lord’s Supper, Beza rejected the Zwinglian memorialism and embraced the 

real spiritual presence of Christ that Bucer, Vermigli and Calvin championed.  

- Beza articulated his theology most fully in his Confessions of the Christian Faith, 

originally published in French, then translated into Latin and other languages. It was 

a Europe-wide best-seller.  

Amandus Polanus (1561-1610) 

- Amandus Polanus was born into an aristocratic family at Opole in Silesia. 

- His spiritual life is a fascinating case-study in the cross-currents of Lutheranism and 

the Reformed Faith during the doctrinal conflicts that ravaged 

Lutheranism prior to the Formula of Concord in 1577.  

- Polanus was originally a Lutheran; while studying at Breslau, 

we find him adhering to crypto-Calvinism which was the 

nickname for those Lutherans who embraced a Reformed 

view of the eucharist.  

- It wasn’t long before Polanus abandoned Lutheranism for the 

Reformed tradition. In 1583, he pursued his education at Basel, Geneva and 

Heidelberg.  

- In Geneva he fell deeply under the spell of Beza. After spending two years with the 

Bohemian Hussites, Polanus returned to the Swiss city of Basel as a private tutor to 

an aristocratic family. In 1596, he became professor of Old Testament at Basel 

University.  

- Here, Polanus’s outspoken Reformed views got him in trouble with Lutheran 

sympathizers. Basel had gone through several decades of intense religious friction 

over whether it would remain in the Reformed camp or go over into Lutheranism. 

- Many of its city clergy had favored Lutheranism, especially Simon Sulzer (1508-

1585) the chief pastor of Basel from 1553.  

- Sulzer had introduced Lutheran forms of worship and the got all the clergy to 

subscribe to the Wittenberg Concordat of 1536, a carefully worded statement on the 

Lord’s Supper which had crafted a Lutheran-Reformed unity on the topic.  

- The only factor that had finally prevented Basel becoming fully Lutheran was 

ironically Lutheranism’s 1577 Formula of Concord; the Formula’s explicit 

condemnations of the Reformed Faith proved too strong for most of Basel’s clergy 

and magistrates.  

- When Sulzer died in 1585, the next chief pastor was the robustly Reformed John 

Jacob Grynaeus (1540-1617), who undid most of Sulzer’s work.  

- Still, there remained Lutheran-inclined people in Basel, and Polanus’s lectures 

antagonized them.  
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- He was accused of teaching doctrines in the university he would not dare preach in a 

pulpit – specifically his understanding of predestination. Polanus defended himself 

by appealing to Martin Luther himself: had not Luther in his Bondage of the Will, 

been a full-blooded predestinarian?  

- He also denied teaching anything in the university that he would not preach in a 

pulpit, although conceding that academic and pulpit methodology was very 

different.  

- Polanus was successful in vindicating his views and this seems to have been the last 

gasp of the Lutheranizers in Basel, which thereafter was solidly Reformed, due in 

some measure to Polanus’s teaching.  

- Polanus wrote various treatises but his masterpiece was his System of Christian 

Theology. This was the most comprehensive systematic theology yet written by a 

Reformed theologian and exercised great influence.  

- Polanus’s chief sparring partner was Italian Cardinal Robert Bellarmine, the 

supreme theologian of the Catholic Counter-Reformation.  

- The extent of Polanus’s historic impact on future Reformed thought can be gauged 

from the great “Neo-Orthodox” movement of the 1920s and 1930s which revived 

interest in the theologians of Reformed Orthodoxy. The movement’s dominant 

thinker Karl Barth, in his colossal Church Dogmatics, devoted more space to 

discussing the views of Amandus Polanus than of any other Reformed Orthodox 

theologian.  

- Polanus’s theological method was a strong synthesis of Aristotelianism and Ramism; 

he accepted Aristotle’s analysis of causation but also made extensive use of Ramus’s 

dichotomy technique.  

- He also followed Ramus’s lead, stressing the practical use of each doctrine, which 

gave a new importance to the moral dimensions of theology.  

- In addition, Polanus also helped advance the cause of covenant or “federal” theology.  

- Polanus was a huge admirer of Theodore Beza, under whom he studied in Geneva. 

- He insisted that wholesome theology could not merely be Biblical exegesis; it 

equally required a rigorous philosophical method, which was supplied largely by 

Aristotle.  

- Polanus clearly blended his Aristotelianism with Ramism, which Beza rejected, and 

he was far less enthusiastic about the supralapsarian view of predestination than 

Beza, allowing for the possibility of an infralapsarian understanding.  

- Polanus’s lectures so impressed the rulers of Basel that after his death, they created 

in the university a new department of systematic theology in memory of Polanus.  

William Ames (1576-1633) 

- William Ames was born at Ipswich in Suffolk, England. He studied theology at 

Cambridge, where he became a close friend of his tutor, the celebrated William 

Perkins. 
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- The English establishment prevented Ames from following an academic career, 

owing to his strong Puritan objections to aspects of the Anglican Church.  

- Eventually Ames left England altogether, deciding its religious climate had become 

too hostile to his advanced Puritan outlook.  

- Ames settled in the Dutch Republic in 1610 and the following year became chaplain 

to the English emigrant community in The Hague, the location of the Dutch 

government. He was supported financially by Puritan 

sympathizer Sir Horatio Vere, who led an English contingent 

helping the Dutch in their long war with Spain.  

- The English government was still hostile towards Ames and 

forced Horatio to dismiss him in 1618. He therefore had no 

official position recognized by the English Church or monarchy 

when they sent delegates to the illustrious Synod of Dort, 

convened to settle the Arminian controversy.  

- Despite this, Ames was held in such high regard by the Dutch 

Reformed that they paid him to attend the Synod, where he acted as advisor to its 

chairman, Johannes Bogerman.  

- In 1622, Ames became professor of theology at the newly created Franeker 

University on the Dutch Republic’s northern coastland. Here he produced the bulk of 

his literary output; his Marrow of Theology, Bellarmine’s Sinews Removed, Criticisms 

of the Synod by Remonstrant Writers and Concerning Conscience, Its Power and Cases. 

- His lectures secured him a Europe-wide renown; students flocked from all quarters 

to hear the great Ames.  

- In recognition of his reputation, the university made him rector in 1626. However, 

he found the university’s Orthodox intellectualism rather stifling. 

- With his insistence on the practical nature of theology, Ames became disheartened.  

- For whatever reason, Ames tried to leave Franeker. He tried to emigrate to America, 

whose Congregational churches in the new Massachusetts colony entreated his 

pastoral services and whose climate he hoped would cure his asthma.  

- Then in 1632 he became co-pastor of a Congregationalist church in Rotterdam, 

where he died a year later at the age of 57.  

Johannes Wollebius (1586-1629) 

- Johannes Wollebius was born in the Swiss state of Basel, the son of a city councilor. 

Here he studied philosophy and theology and was particularly influenced by 

Amandus Polanus.  

- Wollebius was ordained in 1606, became pastor of Basel’s Saint Elizabeth Church in 

1611 and in 1618 was appointed preacher in the city’s cathedral church, at the same 

time taking up the post of Old Testament lecturer in the university.  

- He was also the city’s chief pastor, the first native of Basel to hold the post. 

Wollebius’s 1619 doctorate On Divine Predestination took an infralapsarian view.  
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- He died of plague in 1629 at the young age of 42, leaving two sons who were both 

pastors in Basel.  

- Wollebius was a man of one city and few treatises. Other than a 

handful of sermons and his doctoral dissertation, his 

contributions to Reformed literature was his one-volume 

Compendium of Christian Theology, published in 1626.  

- It was enough though to assume his fame; this single work was 

used throughout the Reformed world for a hundred years and 

more as a basic textbook of theology. In addition to six Latin 

editions between 1626 and 1760, the Compendium was also 

translated into English in 1650 and into Dutch in 1651.  

- Its popularity in Puritan England is illustrated in the life of John Milton, best known 

to us as the author of the epic poem, Paradise Lost.  

- When Milton wrote his own systematic theology to undergird his personalized 

vision of a Puritan society, he drew heavily on Wollbeius’s Compendium – it was 

arguably Milton’s chief inspiration, albeit he departed from the Swiss divine’s 

Trinitarian orthodoxy.  

- A generation later and a continent away, we find Wollbeius still going strong in 

Puritan America.  

- The Compendium earned its place in Reformed theology by its orderly arrangement 

of topics, its crystal lucidity of expression, its precise treatment of issues, its brevity 

and its non-speculative character.  

- Much of its content was taken from Polanus’s System of Christian Theology, but 

masterfully condensed. Divided into two parts, the first dealt with the knowledge of 

God, and the second with the worship or service of God.  

- For Wollebius the one flowed into the other: all theological knowledge was for the 

purpose of worship and service.  

Gisbert Voetius (1589-1676) 

- Gisbert Voetius (Foot-ius) was a Dutch Reformed theologian, born at Heusden near 

Utrecht, as a child he displayed a phenomenal memory, 

learning by heart vast chunks of Greek and Latin poetry.  

- He developed linguistic skills at Leyden University, where 

he also studied theology during the Arminian 

controversy; he followed the teachings of Arminius’s chief 

critic, Francis Gomarus.  

- His international fame flowed from his time as a lecturer 

in the University of Utrecht.  

- He taught theology and Oriental languages there for the next 30 years till his death 

in 1676 and was recognized throughout Europe as one of the foremost Reformed 

Orthodox thinkers of his day.  
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- His literary masterpiece to the Reformed world was his Select Theological 

Disputations, published in five volumes between 1648 and 1669.  

- Voetius was a bit of a gladiator of correct doctrine, always fighting someone or 

something but at the same time he was a man with a pious heart who wanted true 

spirituality as well as true doctrine to flourish.  

- Among his enemies he combated were Roman Catholics, Arminians, atheists, 

mystics, philosophers, Erastians (those who wanted the Dutch state to control the 

Church) and fellow Reformed theologians.  

- Two controversies in which Voetius was involved have attracted the particular 

interest of students. 

- First, he was a vehement opponent of the new and fashionable philosophy of the 

highly influential French Catholic thinker, Rene Descartes (1596-1650).  

- Voetius fought relentlessly against Descartes. This was partly because Descartes’s 

philosophy was a deliberate and provocative alternative to Aristotelianism and 

Voetius was an ardent disciple of Aristotle in matters of philosophy.  

- Voetius was convinced that Descartes’s philosophical method would lead people 

into atheism and indeed he accused Descartes of being a secret atheist. This was 

because Descartes’s worldview was grounded in doubt.  

- The French thinker famously set out to doubt the truth and reality of everything that 

could possibly be doubted; he discovered that the only thing immune to this 

universal acid of doubt was his own existence.  

- Hence Descartes’s statement, one of the most celebrated in the history of 

philosophy: I think, therefore I am. In other words, if I doubt everything, there must 

at the very least be an “I” who does the doubting; therefore I, the doubter, must 

exist, if nothing else does.  

- It is not hard to see how Descartes ultra-skeptical approach was, to Voetius, merely 

a back door to atheism.  

- Equally problematic for Voetius was Descartes’s rejection of Aristotelian physics. 

Descartes further gave an account of natural causation that seemed, to Voetius, to 

leave no room for God’s causal interaction with creation.  

- In 1642, Voetius succeeded in getting the senate of Utrecht University to issue an 

official condemnation of Descartes’s philosophy.  

- Descartes was living in the Dutch Republic at the time, through fear of what the 

Catholic authorities in his native France would make of his work; the controversy 

with Voetius dragged unpleasantly on and was a primary factor in Descartes’s 

departure to Sweden in 1649.  

- In his own mind, Voetius’s all-out war with Descartes was an aspect of a larger war 

with atheism, which he believed to be gaining ground in Dutch society. His 1639 

book Disputations on Atheism shows the level of his concern. 

 

 


