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ABSTRACT 

The Antinomian Controversy in England during the seventeenth century encountered 

two major waves of responses, first in the 1630s, then again in the 1640s. Samuel Rutherford 

was one of the key figures who wrote against English Antinomianism in the 1640s. In 

addition to his Scottish background, Rutherford stands out for advancing the ongoing 

dialogue with the Antinomians into previously uncharted territories of sanctification. This is 

made evident by examining his treatises against the works that his peers (1640s) and 

predecessors (1630s) published in response to the Antinomian Controversy. The following 

features of Rutherford’s doctrine of sanctification governed the analysis: (1) the presence of 

indwelling sin in all justified persons, (2) the responsibility of all justified persons to obey the 

Moral Law, and (3) all justified persons are obliged to pursue sanctification. Rutherford, in 

tandem with his companions, are convinced that the Antinomians reject believers’ obligation 

to pursue sanctification, because they reject the first two premises which are key to the third. 

However, through the analysis of the treatises of representative Antinomian figures, it will be 

demonstrated that Rutherford misinterpreted the Antinomians’ view on all three aspects. This 

masked the genuine differences between Rutherford and the Antinomians on the doctrine of 

sanctification. Nevertheless, it will be shown that there are real and irreconcilable differences 

between Rutherford and his opponents on this doctrinal matter. 
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INTRODUCTION 

John Eaton (1574/5-1630/1) and Tobias Crisp (1600-1643) were the first propagators 

of Antinomianism in England through their preaching in the London district. Due to a 

restriction placed on the printing press, their influence was contained within the locality of 

London, but their doctrinal teachings gained a wider following in the 1640s after the press 

censorship was lifted and their sermons were published and made available throughout 

England.1 Antinomianism became and remained a unique feature of the English theological 

landscape for much of the seventeenth century thereafter, until it seeped across the Scottish 

border in the 1690s with the republication of Crisp’s sermons. In 1631, while English 

Antinomianism was still in its infancy, Henry Burton (1578-1648) and Thomas Taylor (1576-

1632) published treatises written expressly to caution believers against its errors.2 Burton and 

Taylor raised the first alarm bells against Antinomianism in England, and Thomas Gataker 

(1574-1654), Anthony Burgess (d. 1664) and Samuel Rutherford (ca.1600-1661) entered the 

furore in the subsequent decade with their respective publications against Antinomianism. 

Samuel Rutherford stands out as a unique figure in the Antinomian Controversy in 

England, because he was a Scottish Presbyterian minister and the Professor of Divinity at the 

University of St Andrews in Scotland, who was supposedly far away from this controversy. 

However, during the years 1643-1647, Rutherford resided in London because he was one of 

the Scottish delegates sent to the Westminster Assembly; it was during this time that his first 

treatise against Antinomianism was published in 1645, followed by another in 1647, and one 

other in 1648 after his return to Scotland. These works were unique, because they represent a 

major departure from Rutherford’s usual polemics against Arminianism which he considered 

as the chief threat to the wellbeing of the Scottish Kirk.3 It may be inferred that Rutherford 

came into contact with Antinomianism during his stay in London, and recognised that it 

 
1 Anthony Milton, ‘Licensing, Censorship, and Religious Orthodoxy in Early Stuart England’, The Historical 
Journal, 41.3 (1998). 
2 Henry Burton, The Law and the Gospell Reconciled. Or The Euangelicall Fayth, and the Morall Law How 
They Stand Together in the State of Grace. A Treatise Shewing the Perpetuall vse of the Morall Law Vnder the 
Gospell to Beleeuers; in Answere to a Letter Written by an Antinomian to a Faithfull Christian. Also How the 
Morality of the 4th Commandement Is Continued in the Lords Day, Proued the Christian Sabbath by Diuine 
Institution. A Briefe Catologue of the Antinomian Doctrines. (London: Printed by I.N. for Michael Sparkes, 
1631); Thomas Taylor, Regula Vitae, The Rvle of the Law Vnder the Gospel. Containing a Discovery of the 
Pestiferous Sect of Libertines, Antinomians, and Sonnes of Belial, Lately Sprung up Both to Destroy the Law, 
and Disturbe the Faith of the Gospell: Wherein Is Manifestly Proved, That God Seeth Sinne in Iustified Persons. 
(London: Imprinted by W. I. for Robert Dawlman, 1631). 
3 Coffey’s observation that Rutherford’s major Latin works were polemics against Arminianism, together with 
his concise and clear account of Rutherford’s contentions against Arminianism, confirms that Arminianism was 
considered by Rutherford to be the chief threat to the Kirk. See John Coffey, Politics, Religion and the British 
Revolutions: The Mind of Samuel Rutherford, Cambridge Studies in Early Modern British History (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1997), 118–121. 
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posed a real threat to the welfare of believers. Thus, in spite of his active participation in the 

Westminster Assembly he began to produce treatises to tackle the theological errors that he 

perceived to be inherent in Antinomian beliefs. 

 

The Thesis 

As the title suggests, this thesis explores Rutherford’s doctrine of sanctification as 

expressed in his response to the Antinomian Controversy in England. There are three distinct, 

but closely related, features to Rutherford’s doctrine of sanctification: (1) the presence of 

indwelling sin in all justified persons; (2) the responsibility of all justified persons to obey the 

Moral Law; (3) all justified persons are obliged to pursue sanctification. The conclusion to be 

drawn from these is that Rutherford advanced the ongoing conversation with the 

Antinomians into previously uncharted territories of sanctification; nevertheless, he erred in 

misinterpreting his opponents’ views on all three pertinent aspects, thus failing to convey the 

genuine differences that exist between his doctrine of sanctification and that of his opponents. 

 

The Key Features of Rutherford’s Doctrine of Sanctification 

The presence of indwelling sin in all justified persons 

Rutherford asserts that his opponents reject the presence of indwelling sin in believers 

because he observed certain thoughts in their writings that imply believers have been made 

perfectly sinless at the point of their conversion. For example, Saltmarsh asserts that ‘[t]he 

Spirit of Christ sets a beleever as free from Hell, the Law, and bondage here on Earth, as if he 

were in Heaven.’4 Rutherford argues they have committed a grave error with their claim, 

because remnant sin continues to dwell in every justified person even after its former 

dominion over them has been removed. He contends that indwelling sin is present in 

believers all their lives, but it is removed in parts while they remain this side of heaven and 

will only be totally eradicated upon their entry into eternal glory. Thus, the presence of 

indwelling sin in believers necessitates their pursuit of sanctification. On this basis, 

Rutherford reasons that the Antinomian denial of indwelling sin in believers destroys the 

basis and undercuts the impetus for believers to engage in sanctification. He was not alone in 

 
4 John Saltmarsh, Free-Grace: Or, The Flowings of Christ’s Blood Freely to Sinners. Being an Experiment of 
Jesus Christ upon One Who Hath Been in the Bondage of a Troubled Conscience at Times, for the Space of 
about Twelve Yeers, till Now upon a Clearer Discovery of Jesus Christ, and the Gospel: Wherein Divers Secrets 
of the Soul, of Sin and Temptations, Are Experimentally Opened, and by Way of Observation, Concerning a 
Natural Condition, and a Mixed Condition of Law and Gospel: With a Further Revealing of the Gospel in Its 
Glory, Liberty, Freenesse, and Simplicity for Salvation. (London: Printed for Giles Calvert, 1645), 140. 
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pressing the charge of rejecting the presence of indwelling sin in justified persons against the 

Antinomians; his peers and predecessors who wrote against Antinomianism, Thomas 

Gataker, Anthony Burgess, Henry Burton and Thomas Taylor, made the same allegation 

against their shared opponents. Even though Rutherford did not pioneer this charge against 

the English Antinomians, nevertheless he made major contributions to the Antinomian 

Controversy by affirming and enriching existing arguments that had been raised by men from 

his camp against their opponents on this doctrinal matter. Most importantly, this lays the 

groundworks for his exposition of a more detailed and cogent doctrine of sanctification that 

includes the concept of mortification of sin which entails believers’ active involvement. 

However, closer examination of existing primary sources of representative figures of English 

Antinomianism such as John Eaton, Tobias Crisp, Robert Towne and John Saltmarsh reveal 

that the Antinomians affirm some form of indwelling sin in believers, which is contrary to 

Rutherford’s charge. 

 

The responsibility of all justified persons to obey the Moral Law 

Rutherford asserts that it is believers’ lifelong obligation to keep the Moral Law, 

because it has been given by God to be a rule of life to direct them unto holy living. His 

insistence on perpetual Law-keeping (used in a restricted sense to refer to obedience to the 

Moral Law alone) may come across to some as containing shades of legalism, but he 

disambiguates it with the following distinctions pertinent to keeping the Moral Law: (1) It is 

not the means by which believers may secure their entry into eternal glory. (2) It is not the 

means by which believers maintain their qualifications for entering into eternal glory. (3) It is 

not done out of servile obedience to God. Rather, believers obey the Moral Law out of 

thanksgiving to God for the salvation that they have received. Thus, Law-keeping is the 

necessary means by which believers may grow in holiness. Rutherford maintains that the 

Antinomian rejection of all forms of Law-keeping necessarily implies their rejection of the 

Moral Law as the rule of life for believers. He considers this to be an utter rejection of 

sanctification, because the Moral Law is the essential instrument that directs believers in their 

pursuit of holiness. Again, Rutherford’s allegation against the English Antinomians 

concerning their view of the Moral Law in relation to believers is not unique, for Gataker, 

Burgess, Burton and Taylor made similar observations and brought the same charges against 

their opponents. Rutherford affirmed and enlarged some of the arguments made by these like-

minded individuals. Nevertheless, upon closer scrutiny, it is revealed that Rutherford’s 

charges against English Antinomianism reflect an oversimplification of the matters at hand, 
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because it can be demonstrated that Eaton, Crisp, Towne and Saltmarsh espouse diverse 

views concerning the relationship between believers and the Law of God.5  

 

All justified persons are obliged to pursue sanctification 

Rutherford defines sanctification as the lifelong process by which believers grow in 

holiness, through their performance of the following: (1) attending to the duties of 

sanctification, and (2) mortifying remnant sin. Since the Moral Law is the rule of life for 

believers, it is their obligation to conform to the Moral Law in their thoughts and deeds, 

which necessarily involves attending to all the duties that God has commanded therein, e.g. to 

love their neighbours as themselves, to pray, etc. Thus, through their diligent attendance unto 

these duties of sanctification, believers will gradually mature in holiness. This happens too 

when believers mortify sin in their lives through the help of the Holy Spirit, because it brings 

about the gradual removal of indwelling sin from their lives. Rutherford asserts that 

mortification, just like the conforming of their lives in thoughts and deeds to the Moral Law, 

requires active participation on the part of believers; it is another duty that they must attend to 

as part of their sanctification. He further develops his charge that the English Antinomians 

reject sanctification by pointing out that they deny the necessity for believers to engage in its 

crucial component, mortification of sin. While there were indeed overlapping points of 

arguments between Rutherford and his companions in their polemics against the Antinomians 

on the doctrine of sanctification, he broadened and deepened the scope of ongoing 

discussions with an in-depth critique of the Antinomian view of sanctification, with particular 

emphasis on their stance of mortification of sin. However, Rutherford’s allegation that his 

opponents reject sanctification wholesale is an inaccurate portrayal of their doctrinal stance, 

because the representative Antinomian figures unanimously argue for the sanctification of 

believers. Nevertheless, there are irreconcilable differences that separate Rutherford from his 

opponents on the doctrine of sanctification. 

 

The current thesis has chosen to examine these three features of Rutherford’s doctrine 

of sanctification, because these are the features that Rutherford shared with his peers and 

predecessors of the English Antinomian Controversy. His predecessors, who published 

 
5 (1) Eaton and Towne deny believers’ responsibility to obey the Law of God. (2) Saltmarsh also rejects 
believers’ obligation to keep the Mosaic Law, but he asserts that believers are to obey the Gospel Law in the 
place of the former. (3) Crisp asserts that believers continue to keep the Law of God, closely resembling 
Rutherford’s view. 
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against English Antinomian theology in the 1630s, emphasised the presence of indwelling sin 

in believers and their responsibility to obey the Moral Law, because they perceived that their 

opponents erred primarily in these two aspects. Thus, even though Henry Burton and Thomas 

Taylor also charged the Antinomians with error in their view on believers’ relationship to 

sanctification, their respective responses were brief. Thomas Gataker and Anthony Burgess, 

Rutherford’s peers who wrote against English Antinomianism in the 1640s, emphasised the 

first two features in their respective works too. This thesis will demonstrate that Rutherford 

shared his companions’ theological concerns and he advanced their arguments deeper into the 

realm of believers’ sanctification with his polemics against Antinomianism. This reveals that 

Rutherford was not doing theology in isolation, but he was building on existing foundations. 

It is also significant to note that while the themes of covenant and the Holy Spirit are 

important to Rutherford, his response against English Antinomianism was not built around 

these themes. It was years later in 1655 that Rutherford published a treatise devoted to the 

subject of covenant theology.6 Hence, those themes that Rutherford was normally associated 

with have been excluded from this thesis. Nevertheless, if Rutherford had returned to engage 

with Antinomianism in later theological life, he would have added more arguments against 

his opponents and enriched the ongoing debate from a different theological perspective. 

 

Thesis Structure 

This thesis begins with a biographical chapter on Rutherford, his peers and 

predecessors in the Antinomian Controversy in England, as well as the representative figures 

of English Antinomianism, to introduce the individuals whose published works will be 

analysed in the subsequent chapters when evaluating the strengths and weaknesses of 

Rutherford’s arguments made during the Controversy in relation to his doctrine of 

sanctification. The public response to Antinomianism by the church community in England 

may be divided into two waves: (1) the 1630s, and (2) the 1640s. Being the first respondents 

to English Antinomianism, the published works of Burton and Taylor provide insight into 

Antinomian theology in an era where it spread by word of mouth, both through the sermons 

of preachers who espoused it and by members of the congregations who received it from their 

 
6 In 1655, Rutherford published a work on covenant theology. Samuel Rutherford, The Covenant of Life 
Opened: Or, A Treatise of the Covenant of Grace Containing Something of The Nature of Works, The 
Soveraignty of God, The Extent of the Death of Christ, The Nature & Properties of the Covenant of Grace: And 
Especially of The Covenant of Suretyship or Redemption between the Lord and the Son Jesus Christ, Infants 
Right to Jesus Christ, and the Seal of Baptisme: With Some Practicall Questions and Observations. (Edinburgh: 
Printed by Andro Anderson for Robert Broun, 1655). 
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preaching. In other words, their works encapsulate the core of Antinomian theology as it was 

being transmitted and its impact on the masses. The removal of press censorship in the early 

1640s led to the publication of Antinomian literature in England, giving rise to more 

sophisticated defences of its theological views. This led to the second wave of responses 

against English Antinomianism in the 1640s, amongst whom were Gataker, Burgess and 

Rutherford. They appropriated from the works of their predecessors the formulation of their 

responses against Antinomian sophistications, offering specific, in-depth answers to the 

errors that they observed, in order to tear down these freshly-erected defences. Gataker was a 

Church of England clergyman while Burgess was a non-conformist minister, but they shared 

core theological beliefs as is evident by their mutual participation in the Westminster 

Assembly. Rutherford was also a participant at the same Assembly, albeit in the capacity of a 

commissioner sent by the Kirk of Scotland; his active involvement in the Assembly attests to 

the theological common ground that he shares with Gataker and Burgess. Thus, these men 

have been specifically included in this study for the purpose of evaluating the arguments that 

Rutherford brought forth against their joint opponents, in order to establish the contributions 

that he has made to the Reformed doctrine of progressive sanctification through his response 

to the Antinomian Controversy. Eaton, Crisp, Towne and Saltmarsh have been acknowledged 

as representative figures of English Antinomianism in Rutherford’s writings against 

Antinomian, and they have also been accorded the same status by modern scholarship.7 

Hence, it is necessary to analyse Rutherford’s charges and arguments against Antinomianism 

in light of these men’s writings so that the validity of his position may be accurately 

evaluated. 

The second chapter will focus on the first key feature of Rutherford’s doctrine of 

sanctification, in order to demonstrate the centrality of the presence of indwelling sin in 

believers to Rutherford’s theology and the genuine differences that exist between him and his 

opponents on this doctrinal matter that ultimately contributes to a diverging doctrine of 

sanctification. The first section establishes the basic tenets of Rutherford’s view on the 

presence of indwelling sin in believers and its centrality to his doctrine of sanctification; this 

provides the basis for the subsequent evaluation of Rutherford’s charges and arguments 

against the English Antinomians concerning believers’ relationship to sin. The second section 

examines Rutherford’s perception of his opponents’ view on the same doctrinal issue, 

 
7 David R. Como, Blown by the Spirit: Puritanism and the Emergence of an Antinomian Underground in Pre-
Civil-War England (Stanford, California: Stanford University Press, 2004), 60, 62, 63. 
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through presenting and evaluating the charges and evidence that Rutherford brings forth 

against them. The allegations that Rutherford’s peers and predecessors made against their 

common opponents on this subject will then be examined to prove that Rutherford has 

advanced their arguments on this specific doctrinal issue, reinforcing the importance of the 

presence of indwelling sin in believers in Rutherford’s theology. At this juncture, it will also 

be shown that Rutherford’s belief that the Antinomians deny the presence of indwelling sin in 

believers, a view that was perpetuated by those within his camp, is a critical misconception of 

the Antinomian stance. The subsequent section will explore the views espoused by the 

English Antinomians concerning the relationship of sin to believers and prove that they 

affirm some form of indwelling sin in justified persons. The genuine differences that exist 

between Rutherford and English Antinomians on the relationship between believers and sin 

will also be set forth through this process. This will provide the basis for evaluating the 

differences between Rutherford and his opponents on the doctrine of sanctification in chapter 

four. 

The third chapter of this thesis proceeds to examine Rutherford’s view on the 

relationship between believers and the Law of God, in order to prove that believers’ 

responsibility to keep the Moral Law is an integral part of his theology as well as a key 

feature of his doctrine of sanctification, and also to show forth the true differences between 

Rutherford and his opponents concerning this particular subject. The opening section of this 

chapter delineates the central ideas of Rutherford’s view on the relationship between 

believers and the Law of God to show the necessity for believers to keep the Moral Law; this 

lays the groundworks for evaluating the rationality and consistency of the charges and 

arguments that Rutherford raised against English Antinomianism. The next section examines 

Rutherford’s perception of his opponents’ view on this doctrinal issue by evaluating the 

charges that Rutherford levels against his opponents. The allegations that Rutherford’s peers 

and predecessors made against their common opponents on this subject will be concurrently 

examined to prove that Rutherford has advanced their arguments on this specific doctrinal 

issue, reinforcing the significance in his theology of the concept of believers’ responsibility 

to keep the Moral Law. At this point, it will also be shown that there is some truth to 

Rutherford’s belief that the Antinomians deny the necessity for believers to keep the Moral 

Law, but it has failed to account for the complexity within the Antinomian camp. Thus, this 

chapter will close with an exploration of the views espoused by the English Antinomians 

concerning the relationship of God’s Law to believers and prove that all of them, except for 

Crisp, reject believers’ responsibility to keep the Law of God. 
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The fourth chapter examines Rutherford’s view on believers’ sanctification with two 

specific purposes: (1) to prove that he considers it essential for all justified persons to pursue 

sanctification, and (2) to demonstrate the actual differences that lie between Rutherford and 

the English Antinomians regarding this doctrine. The first section describes the central 

themes of Rutherford’s view on sanctification for believers; this forms the basis for 

evaluating the rationality and consistency of Rutherford’s charges and arguments against 

English Antinomianism. The second section examines Rutherford’s assessment of his 

opponents’ view on sanctification as expressed through the charges and arguments that he 

levels against them. In the ensuing section, the allegations raised by Rutherford’s peers and 

predecessors and the argumentations that they use will be examined to prove that Rutherford 

has advanced on their arguments on this specific subject; this reinforces the significance that 

Rutherford attaches to the necessity for believers to pursue sanctification. Nevertheless, it 

will be shown that Rutherford’s charge that the English Antinomians reject sanctification for 

believers failed to take into account their affirmation of the necessity of believers’ 

sanctification. An analysis of the views expressed by the English Antinomians on 

sanctification proves that despite their affirmation of this doctrinal concept, their respective 

formulations of sanctification are critically different from Rutherford’s view. The final 

section of this chapter will give particular attention to Crisp’s doctrinal view, for there are 

close resemblances between him and Rutherford that deserve further disambiguation. 

 

Literature Review 

During his lifetime, Samuel Rutherford published two Latin treatises, namely (1) 

Exercitationes Apologeticae pro Divina Gratia (1636), his first published work, and (2) 

Disputatio Scholastica de Divina Providentia (1649).8 These works show that Rutherford 

considered Arminianism to be the main theological threat faced by the Scottish Kirk then. 

This is further attested by the posthumous publication of the lectures that he gave at the 

 
8 Samuel Rutherford, Exercitationes Apologeticæ Pro Divina Gratia, In quibus vindicator doctrina orthodoxa 
de divinis decretis, & Dei tum æterni decreti, tum gratiæ efficacis operationis, cum hominis libertate 
consociatione & subordinatione amicâ: Adversus Jacobum Arminium ejusque asseclas, & Jesuitas, inprimis 
vero Fran. Suareziu, Gabri. Vasquezium, Lodiv. Molinam, Leonard. Lessium, Pet. Fonseca, & Robertum 
Bellarminum. (Amstelredami: Apud Henricum Laurentii Bibliopolam, 1636); Samuel Rutherford, Disputatio 
Scholastica De Divina Providentia, Variis Prælectionibus, Quod Attinet Ad Summa Rerum Capita, Tradita S. 
Theologiæ Adolescentibus Candidatis in Inclytâ Academiâ Andreapolitanâ, in Quâ Adversus Jesuitas, 
Arminianos, Socinianos, de Dominio DEI, Actione Ipsius Opersâ circa Peccatum, Concurs Primæ Causæ, 
Prædeterminatione & Contenditur & Decertatur. Adjectæ Sunt Disquisitiones Metaphysicæ de Ente, Possibili, 
Dominio DEI in Entia & Non Entia, & Variæ Quæstiones Quæ Ad Uberiorem Cognitionem Doctrinæ de 
Providentiâ Divinâ Imprimis Conducunt. (Edinburgi: Excudebant Haeredes Georgii Andersoni, pro Roberto 
Browne, suntque venales in latere plateæ Boreali, hand multum supra crucem, ad insigne Solis, 1649). 
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University of St Andrews, which were chiefly against Arminian theology.9 In between his 

first publication and his posthumously published works, Rutherford also published treatises 

on several subjects, including church government, political thought, as well as polemics 

against Antinomianism.10 All of the works published during Rutherford’s lifetime, as well as 

the first edition of his Letters and Examen Arminianismi (1668) are readily available in 

facsimile format and accessible through online digital resource depositories. For a detailed 

account of Rutherford’s works, please refer to John Coffey’s authoritative and 

comprehensive list of Rutherford’s primary sources, including unpublished manuscripts.11 

 
9 Samuel Rutherford, Examen Arminianismi (Ultraiecti: Smytegelt, 1668). 
10 Samuel Rutherford, The Due Right of Presbyteries or, A Peaceable Plea for the Government of the Church of 
Scotland, Wherein Is Examined 1. The Way of the Church of Christ in New England, in Brotherly Equality, and 
Independency, or Coordination, without Subjection of One Church to Another. 2. Their Apology for the Said 
Government, Their Answers to Thirty and Two Questions Are Considered. 3. A Treatise for a Church Covenant 
Is Discussed. 4. The Arguments of Mr. Robinson in His Justification of Separation Are Discovered. 5. His 
Treatise, Called, The Peoples Plea for the Exercise of Prophecy, Is Tryed. 6. Diverse Late Arguments against 
Presbyteriall Government, and the Power of Synods Are Discussed, the Power of the Prince in Matters 
Ecclesiastical Modestly Considered, & Divers Incident Controversies Resolved. (London: Printed by E. Griffin, 
for Richard Whittaker, and Andrew Crook, 1644); Samuel Rutherford, Lex, Rex: The Law and the Prince. A 
Dispute for the Just Prerogative of King and People. Containing the Reasons and Causes of the Most Necessary 
Defensive Wars of the Kingdom of Scotland, and of Their Expedition for the Ayd and Help of Their Dear 
Brethren of England. in Which Their Innocency Is Asserted, and a Full Answer Is given to a Seditious Pamphlet, 
Intituled, Sacro-Sancta Regum Majestas, or, The Sacred and Royall Prerogative of Christian Kings; Under the 
Name of J. A. But Penned by Jo: Maxwell the Excommunicate P. Prelat. With a Scripturall Confutation of the 
Ruinous Grounds of W. Barclay, H. Grotius, H. Arnisaus, Ant. de Domi. P. Bishop of Spalata, and of Other Late 
Anti-Magistratical Royalists; as The Author of Ossorianum, D. Fern, E. Symmons, the Doctors of Aberdeen, 
&c. In XLIV. Questions. (London: Printed for Iohn Field, 1644); Samuel Rutherford, The Tryal & Trivmph of 
Faith: Or, An Exposition of the History of Christs Dispossessing of the Daughter of the Woman of Canaan. 
Delivered in Sermons; In Which Are Opened, The Victory of Faith; The Condition of Those That Are Tempted; 
The Excellency of Jesus Christ and Free-Grace; And Some Speciall Grounds and Principles of Libertinisme and 
Antinomian Errors. (London: Printed by John Field, 1645); Samuel Rutherford, Christ Dying and Drawing 
Sinners to Himselfe. Or, A Survey of Our Saviour in His Soule-Suffering, His Lovelynesse in His Death, and the 
Efficacie Thereof. In Which Some Cases of Soul-Trouble in Weake Beleevers, Grounds of Submission under the 
Absence of Christ, with the Flowings and Heightnings of Free Grace, Are Opened. Delieverd in Sermons on the 
Evangel According to S. John Chap. XII. Vers 27. 28. 29. 30. 31. 32. 33. Where Are Also Interjected Some 
Necessary Digressions, for the Times, Touching Divers Errors of Antinomians; and a Short Vindication of the 
Doctrine of Protestants, from the Morall and Fained Way of Resistible Conversion of Sinners; and What Faith 
Is Required of All within the Visible Church, for the Want Whereof, Many Are Condemned. (London: Printed by 
J.D. for A. Crooke, 1647); Samuel Rutherford, A Survey of the Spirituall AntiChrist. Opening The Secrets of 
Familisme and Antinomianisme in the Antichristian Doctrine of John Saltmarsh, and Will. Del, the Present 
Preachers of the Army Now in England, and of Robert Town, Tob. Crisp, H, Denne, Eaton, and Others. In 
Which Is Revealed the Rise and Spring of Antinomians, Familists, Libertines, Swenck-Feldians, Enthysiasts, &e. 
The Minde of Luther a Most Professed Opposer of Antinomians, Is Cleared, and Diverse Considerable Points of 
the Law and the Gospel, of the Spirit and Letter, of the Two Covenants, of the Nature of Free Grace, Exercise 
under Temptations, Mortification, Justification, Sanctification, Are Discovered. In Two Parts. (London: Printed 
by J.D. & R.I. for Andrew Crooke, 1648). 
11 Coffey, Politics, Religion and the British Revolutions, 260-271. Notably, Reformation Heritage Books is in 
the process of producing a collection of Samuel Rutherford’s complete works. The gathering of all Rutherford’s 
primary sources into a multi-volume publication (which includes the English translation of his Latin works) will 
allow future scholars to engage more extensively with Rutherford’s writings and encourage further studies on 
Rutherford’s theology. 



 10 

A survey of the secondary sources on Samuel Rutherford reveals that his doctrine of 

sanctification has been examined by three individuals in four works as follows: (1) ‘Union 

with Christ in the Theology of Samuel Rutherford: An Examination of His Doctrine of the 

Holy Spirit’ by David Strickland;12 (2) ‘Deus qui regnat in excelso: Samuel Rutherford’s 

radical God-exalting theology and the grounds for his systematic opposition to Arminianism, 

with special reference to the Examen Arminianismi and the question of hyper-Calvinism’ by 

Guy Richard;13 (3) ‘The Two shall become One Flesh: Samuel Rutherford’s “Affectionate” 

Theology of Union with Christ in the Song of Songs’ by Guy Richard;14 and (4) ‘A Study of 

the Doctrine of Sanctification Held by Samuel Rutherford’ by Song-En Poon.15 

 

David Strickland 

In the introduction to his Ph.D. thesis, Strickland makes it clear that his study is 

focused on Samuel Rutherford’s doctrine of the Holy Spirit, seeking to answer the 

fundamental question, ‘where can man find knowledge of God?’16 He unfolds Rutherford’s 

doctrine of the Holy Spirit in a systematic manner, beginning with establishing the centrality 

of the theological concept of union with Christ in Rutherford’s understanding of the Holy 

Spirit, and he follows up by expounding on the work of the Holy Spirit in the lives of 

believers with regards to regeneration, faith, justification and sanctification. Strickland 

emphasizes that sanctification involves ‘a necessary two-fold activity of the Holy Spirit 

working in us so that we become more and more dead to sin and alive unto Christ.’17 He 

elaborates that mortification and vivification are ‘the applicatory work of the Spirit, built 

upon our union with the life and death of Jesus Christ.’18 However, Strickland does not go 

into an in-depth discussion of the relationship between sanctification and union with Christ; 

he merely asserts that the latter is foundational to the former. In addition, Strickland asserts 

Rutherford focuses mainly on mortification and rarely speaks of vivification, except for the 

 
12 David Strickland, ‘Union with Christ in the Theology of Samuel Rutherford: An Examination of His Doctrine 
of the Holy Spirit’ (unpublished PhD dissertation, The University of Edinburgh, 1972). 
13 Guy M. Richard, ‘Deus Qui Regnat in Excelso: Samuel Rutherford’s Radical God-Exalting Theology and the 
Grounds for His Systematic Opposition to Arminianism, with Special Reference to the Examen Arminianismi 
and the Question of Hyper-Calvinism’ (unpublished PhD dissertation, University of Edinburgh, 2006). 
14 Guy M. Richard, ‘The Two Shall Become One Flesh: Samuel Rutherford’s “Affectionate” Theology of Union 
with Christ in the Song of Songs’, in Samuel Rutherford: An Introduction to His Theology, ed. Matthew Vogan 
(Edinburgh: Scottish Reformation Society, 2012). 
15 Song-En Poon, ‘A Study of the Doctrine of Sanctification Held by Samuel Rutherford’ (unpublished ThM 
dissertation, Puritan Reformed Theological Seminary, 2016). 
16 Strickland, ‘Union with Christ in the Theology of Samuel Rutherford’, 29–30. 
17 Strickland, ‘Union with Christ in the Theology of Samuel Rutherford’, 77. 
18 Strickland, ‘Union with Christ in the Theology of Samuel Rutherford’, 78. 
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occasional use of the word ‘quickening,’  or vivification expressed in the form of positive 

mortification.19 Strickland’s examination of Rutherford’s view on sanctification is but a 

cursory one that requires further research to ascertain the validity of his assertions. 

 

Guy Richard 

Richard discusses union with Christ and mortification under ‘4.3.2 Sanctification’ in 

his Ph.D. thesis. He begins by affirming that Rutherford’s doctrine of sanctification is within 

the stream of Reformed Orthodoxy, following after the footsteps of John Calvin, which 

‘locate[s] the foundation of sanctification in union with Christ.’20 Richard acknowledges that 

Rutherford’s doctrine of sanctification consists of mortification and vivification, but points 

out that Rutherford ‘places overwhelming emphasis on the first of these – mortification.’21 

He notes that for Rutherford, mortification and vivification encompasses all areas of life, ‘to 

anything and everything that may distract one from the experiential love of Christ.’22 He adds 

that ‘the ultimate goal of the Christian life’ for Rutherford is ‘union with God.’23 Last but not 

least, Richard asserts that affections play a crucial role in Rutherford’s doctrine of 

sanctification, for the latter states that ‘[a] sermon that only concentrates on the presentation 

of information to the mind fails to excite the affections and, thus, leaves its hearers no better 

off in their pursuit of sanctification.’24 

In his research paper ‘The Two shall become One Flesh: Samuel Rutherford’s 

“Affectionate” Theology of Union with Christ in the Song of Songs,’ Richard asserts that 

Rutherford is an affectionate theologian because he insists on the primacy of affections in the 

lives of believers and he boldly employs the intimate love language found in the Song of 

Songs in his writings;25 these arose out of his understanding of believers’ union with Christ. 

As Richard discusses union with Christ, he observes that Rutherford’s soteriology, like John 

Calvin, ‘begins with this doctrine [union with Christ] and is centred upon it,’26 without which 

justification and sanctification would not have been possible. Drawing from Rutherford’s 

catechism, Richard shows that Rutherford uses the terms sanctification and regeneration 

interchangeably to denote ‘the entirety of the Christian life from beginning to end.’27 

 
19 Strickland, ‘Union with Christ in the Theology of Samuel Rutherford’, 79. 
20 Richard, ‘Deus Qui Regnat in Excelso’, 215. 
21 Richard, ‘Deus Qui Regnat in Excelso’, 216. 
22 Richard, ‘Deus Qui Regnat in Excelso’, 217. 
23 Richard, ‘Deus Qui Regnat in Excelso’, 217. 
24 Richard, ‘Deus Qui Regnat in Excelso’, 219. 
25 Richard, ‘The Two Shall Become One Flesh’, 81, 102. 
26 Richard, ‘The Two Shall Become One Flesh’, 85. 
27 Richard, ‘The Two Shall Become One Flesh’, 85. 
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According to Richard, Rutherford’s concept of sanctification consists of two parts, beginning 

with the Reformed theological concept of regeneration, followed by ‘a living out of the life of 

Christ that has been implanted within us’ which corresponds to the Reformed theological 

concept of sanctification. Rutherford’s use of the term ‘sanctification’ focuses primarily on 

this latter aspect, unless dictated otherwise by the context.28 As a result of believers’ union 

with Christ, sanctification is synergistic, whereby they will and work because ‘Christ is 

willing and working within [them].’29 Although Rutherford speaks of sanctification as 

consisting of both mortification and vivification, Richard points out that Rutherford considers 

mortification to be the most important part, which will happen only when believers are in 

union with Christ.30 Therefore, ‘sanctification in Rutherford’s thinking is all about union with 

Christ from beginning to end.’31 Although Richard’s research supports and strengthens 

Strickland’s assertion and his own assertion in ‘Deus qui regnat in excelso’ that union with 

Christ is foundational for sanctification by elucidating the relationship between sanctification 

and union with Christ, he does not elaborate on how Rutherford’s understanding of the 

believer’s union with Christ impacts the believer’s pursuit of sanctification. Therefore, an in-

depth study of the primary sources of Samuel Rutherford is necessary to provide a more 

definitive understanding of his view of union with Christ and its impact on sanctification. 

However, the particular focus on believers’ union with Christ in relation to sanctification 

reveals an existing gap in Rutherford studies: how believers are to engage in sanctification. 

Poon sought to bridge this gap with his study on Rutherford’s doctrine of sanctification. 

 

Song-En Poon 

In his Th.M. thesis ‘A Study of the Doctrine of Sanctification Held by Samuel 

Rutherford,’ Poon demonstrates that ‘the necessary pursuit of holiness in the lives of believers 

through diligently engaging in the duties of mortification and vivification, both of which are 

lifelong, daily duties of each and every believer, is a major theme in the theology of Samuel 

Rutherford.’32 Setting Rutherford’s works in their respective historical and theological context, 

this thesis explored six of Rutherford’s major treatises across three successive time periods: (1) 

‘The Early Years to the Westminster Assembly’ (1560-1647), (2) ‘The Post-Assembly Years 

 
28 Richard, ‘The Two Shall Become One Flesh’, 85. 
29 Richard, ‘The Two Shall Become One Flesh’, 86. 
30 Richard, ‘The Two Shall Become One Flesh’, 86–87. 
31 Richard, ‘The Two Shall Become One Flesh’, 87. 
32 Poon, ‘A Study of the Doctrine of Sanctification Held by Samuel Rutherford’, 5. 
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to the Defeat of Dunbar’ (1647-1650), and (3) ‘The Final Decade of Ministry’ (1650-1661).33 

Poon sets forth Rutherford’s thoughts on mortification and vivification as found in each treatise, 

arguing that Rutherford has written extensively on mortification in all six treatises and also on 

vivification in five of these treatises. Poon concludes his thesis with five observations: First, 

Rutherford expresses ‘the same conviction that the pursuit of holiness is a necessity for every 

believer (which by inference includes Rutherford himself)’ in all six treatises, albeit to varying 

degrees.34 Second, Rutherford considers mortification as ‘the lifelong, daily duty of every 

believer,’ comprising of two parts, ‘definitive mortification and progressive mortification.’35 

Third, believers must also engage diligently in vivification day by day for a lifetime, just as 

they ought to with regards to the mortification of sin.36 Fourth, although Rutherford rarely uses 

the term ‘vivification’ in these six treatises, Poon argued that ‘the necessity and importance for 

believers to grow in grace and maturity in Christ-likeness, which in essence is vivification, 

have been discoursed albeit in varying degrees in all the treatises apart from The Covenant of 

Life Opened.’37  Therefore, it is plain that Rutherford does not conflate mortification and 

vivification into one as Strickland has asserted; rather, Rutherford regards mortification and 

vivification as the twin duties belonging to each and every believer. Last, Rutherford’s 

emphasis on mortification and vivification in his works published amidst a time of great 

political, military and theological upheaval shows his conviction that mortification and 

vivification are duties that believers must diligently attend to ‘even in the midst of war and 

destruction, for the battle to kill sin and to put on righteousness to become more Christ-like is 

an ongoing spiritual war that does not cease even when physical war breaks out!’38 

Although Poon presented Rutherford’s doctrine of sanctification as found in six of his 

treatises, his work is mainly a descriptive analysis of Rutherford’s thoughts as expressed in his 

published writings and does not interact with the primary sources that Rutherford had engaged 

with in his writings, thus Rutherford’s thoughts were not subjected to a test of external 

consistency, nor to further critical analysis. One of the major aims of the current thesis is to 

bridge this gap in Rutherford studies and shed further light on his doctrine of sanctification. 

 
33 Poon, ‘A Study of the Doctrine of Sanctification Held by Samuel Rutherford’, i, 5. The works examined are 
(1) The Tryal and Trivmph of Faith (1645); (2) Christ Dying and Drawing Sinners to Himselfe (1647); (3) A 
Survey of the Spirituall AntiChrist (1648); (4) A Free Disputation Against Pretended Liberty of Conscience: 
Tending to Resolve Doubts (1649); (5) The Covenant of Life Opened (1655); and (6) Influences of the Life of 
Grace (1659). 
34 Poon, ‘A Study of the Doctrine of Sanctification Held by Samuel Rutherford’, 117. 
35 Poon, ‘A Study of the Doctrine of Sanctification Held by Samuel Rutherford’, 118. 
36 Poon, ‘A Study of the Doctrine of Sanctification Held by Samuel Rutherford’, 119. 
37 Poon, ‘A Study of the Doctrine of Sanctification Held by Samuel Rutherford’, 119–120. 
38 Poon, ‘A Study of the Doctrine of Sanctification Held by Samuel Rutherford’, 120–121. 
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Furthermore, in distinction from the generic approach that Poon had adopted to provide an 

overview of Rutherford’s doctrinal view on sanctification, this thesis focuses specifically on 

Rutherford’s response to the Antinomian Controversy in England, because this was the context 

in which his doctrine of sanctification germinated. In addition, the current thesis will examine 

Rutherford’s theology in light of the theology of his peers and predecessors in the Antinomian 

Controversy, in order to establish his theological contribution to the ongoing controversy. 

Since this thesis examines Rutherford’s doctrine of sanctification as expressed in his 

response to the Antinomian Controversy in 17th century England, it is also necessary to 

survey existing secondary sources on English Antinomianism that pertain to the doctrine of 

sanctification. Four individuals have produced five works that fall into this category: (1) The 

Glory of the ‘Third Time’: John Eaton as Contra-Puritan by Theodore Bozeman;39 (2) Blown 

by the Spirit by David Como;40 (3) The Precisianist Strain: Disciplinary Religion & 

Antinomian Backlash in Puritanism to 1638 by Theodore Bozeman;41 (4) Antinomianism: 

Reformed Theology’s Unwelcome Guest? by Mark Jones;42 and (5) ‘If Christ fulfilled the law, 

we are not bound’: The Westminster Assembly Against English Antinomian Soteriology, 

1643-1647 by Whitney Gamble.43 

 

Theodore Bozeman 

Bozeman’s The Glory of the ‘Third Time’ was a seminal work on Antinomianism 

because it introduced Antinomianism as a counterattack against mainstream Puritanism in 

seventeenth century England and gave particular attention to the theology of John Eaton, a 

‘most notable early exponent and standard-bearer.’44 Bozeman’s specific focus on Eaton’s 

theology is of particular significance to this thesis, because Rutherford counted Eaton as one 

of his major opponents in his response against Antinomian theology. Bozeman asserted that 

the Antinomians were against ‘the Puritan ideal of “holy walking” under the divine 

surveillance, in particular from its strenuous demands and its vulnerability to doubt.’45 He 

 
39 Theodore Dwight Bozeman, ‘The Glory of the “Third Time”: John Eaton as Contra-Puritan’, The Journal of 
Ecclesiastical History, 47.4 (1996). 
40 Como, Blown by the Spirit. 
41 Theodore Dwight Bozeman, The Precisianist Strain: Disciplinary Religion & Antinomian Backlash in 
Puritanism to 1638 (Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press, 2004). 
42 Mark Jones, Antinomianism: Reformed Theology’s Unwelcome Guest?, First edition (Phillipsburg, New 
Jersey: Presbyterian and Reformed, 2013). 
43 Whitney Greer Gamble, ‘“If Christ Fulfilled the Law, We Are Not Bound”: The Westminster Assembly 
Against English Antinomian Soteriology, 1643-1647’, 2014 <https://www.era.lib.ed.ac.uk/handle/1842/10585> 
[accessed 16 November 2017]. 
44 Bozeman, ‘The Glory of the “Third Time”’, 642. 
45 Bozeman, ‘The Glory of the “Third Time”’, 640–641. 
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contended that this Puritan ideology was a corruption of ‘classical, true Reformed thought’ 

which Eaton took upon himself to restore because Eaton considered himself as part of the 

Reformed tradition.46 Bozeman observed that Eaton produced a tri-epoch framework to 

counter the Puritan principle of ‘holy walking,’ in which Eaton argued that believers are no 

longer required to obey the law given in the Old Testament because they are now living in the 

third epoch.47 Consequently, ‘Eaton judged it the great objective of preaching and evangelism 

in his time to “lay out the glory of the third time.”’48 Bozeman concluded that Eaton 

conceived morality ‘in the third time … [as] virtually automatic. From the saints moral action 

pours so readily, indeed so ‘infallibly’ – and with all its imperfection removed from God’s 

gaze and concern – as to exempt them outright from law.’49 However, this rises an important 

question: is it still necessary for New Testament believers to strive to walk in holiness? 

Bozeman maintained that Eaton ‘would free the saints not from a scripturally guided life but 

from an obedience demanded and forced, and certainly this meant freedom from Puritan 

concepts of the Bible as a compendium of moral instruction and law.’50 This thesis will 

evaluate the validity of Bozeman’s claims through a critical analysis of Eaton’s theological 

views as expressed in his writings. 

Bozeman furthered his argument that English Antinomianism was a backlash against 

mainstream Puritanism in his book The Precisianist Strain.51 He construed mainstream 

Puritanism as a movement that ‘embraced the most intensive and largest-scale ascetic project 

in early modern Protestantism.’52 In Bozeman’s estimation, this movement was excessive in 

its quest for ‘purenesse through sanctification,’53 thus it earned a series of tags that ranged 

from ‘insubordination and democratic disorder to a rigidly biblical literalism, to an irritating 

sanctimony, to a disciplinary ethos so strict as to suggest association with historical 

perfectionist heresies.’54 Bozeman concluded that mainstream Puritanism, which effectively 

functioned as a regulatory system for life in seventeenth century England,55 was too much for 

the laity to bear, and thus the grounds were laid for the Antinomian backlash. He gave a 

detailed account of the factors that he interpreted as crucial to the rise of Antinomianism in 

 
46 Bozeman, ‘The Glory of the “Third Time”’, 643. 
47 Bozeman, ‘The Glory of the “Third Time”’, 647. 
48 Bozeman, ‘The Glory of the “Third Time”’, 647. 
49 Bozeman, ‘The Glory of the “Third Time”’, 648. 
50 Bozeman, ‘The Glory of the “Third Time”’, 648–649. 
51 Bozeman, The Precisianist Strain. 
52 Bozeman, The Precisianist Strain, 4. 
53 Bozeman, The Precisianist Strain, 3. 
54 Bozeman, The Precisianist Strain, 4. 
55 Bozeman, The Precisianist Strain, 3, 5. 
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seventeenth century England and its impact on New England from 1636 to 1638, but only 

one chapter in this book was allotted for the discussion of Eaton and English Antinomianism. 

In this chapter, Bozeman made it clear that ‘Eaton and his followers were not the only 

antinomian witnesses of the period, but arguably they were “the English antinomians who 

most directly and palpably challenged Puritan orthodoxy” at the time of the great 

Migration.’56 As he delved into Eaton’s theology, Bozeman noted ‘the supremacy of 

justification’ in Eaton’s thoughts, which was made evident by his citations of Martin Luther 

to advocate ‘free justification, or pardon.’57 According to Bozeman, this propelled Eaton to 

embrace and propound the view that ‘[t]he deity known by Christians, in brief, is a being of 

no anger who sees and punishes no sin, who “embraces us with a true fatherlike, and well-

pleased affection of love” and intends always to “make merry with us.” He is kindhearted 

through and through.’58 This is because ‘justified persons are ruled by “good and holy 

desires”; their new and cheerful mood embraces a grateful goodwill that must simply 

“abound” in good acts.’59 Bozeman concludes that this drove Eaton to espouse and teach that 

believers are exempted ‘outright from law.’60 However, Bozeman did not elaborate further on 

Eaton’s view of believers’ relationship to the Law of God. This thesis will demonstrate that 

Eaton held to a complex view of the relationship between believers and the Law of God. 

Moreover, it is noteworthy that throughout his study of Eaton’s theology, Bozeman presented 

Eaton’s rejection of the Puritan concept of believers’ sanctification, but he was remarkably 

silent on Eaton’s own expressions regarding the doctrine of sanctification. This highlights 

another gap in the study of Eaton’s theology: when Eaton rejected the Puritan view of 

sanctification, was it a wholesale rejection of this doctrinal concept, or did Eaton continue to 

maintain that believers are to engage in sanctification, albeit sanctification may be construed 

differently? 

In the same chapter, Bozeman also gave a sweeping survey of the theologies of those 

who were associated with Eaton. For example, Bozeman asserted that ‘[n]either Crisp nor 

Brierley fully accepted Eaton’s outright removal of law from the Christian dispensation.’61 In 

another instance, Bozeman stated that ‘[n]ot only Eaton but also Brierley, Traske, Shaw, 

Crisp, the Cambridge Antinomian, and probably others were disillusioned veterans of godly 

 
56 Bozeman, The Precisianist Strain, 189. 
57 Bozeman, The Precisianist Strain, 191. 
58 Bozeman, The Precisianist Strain, 192. 
59 Bozeman, The Precisianist Strain, 193. 
60 Bozeman, The Precisianist Strain, 195. 
61 Bozeman, The Precisianist Strain, 197. 
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religion. … Like Eaton’s theology, their mature theologies recoiled point for point from the 

pietist way.’62 Bozeman also observed that ‘Eaton, Towne, Brierley, Crisp, and Shaw urged 

their hearers to strike free from the tyranny of rites.’63 However, apart from the occasional 

footnote that would provide support for his claims, Bozeman did not engage critically with 

those men’s writings, even though individuals such as Robert Towne and Tobias Crisp, 

whose works will be examined in this thesis, were representative figures of English 

Antinomianism. Bozeman’s survey of their views suffers from a severe lack of critical 

analysis of their respective theological beliefs, especially on the subject of believers’ 

sanctification. Thus, the current thesis will engage critically with the primary sources of 

Eaton, Towne and Crisp, as well as other key English Antinomian figures, with particular 

emphasis given to the doctrine of sanctification; this will make up for the existing gaps in 

scholarly research that have appeared in Bozeman’s works. 

 

David Como 

Como held Bozeman’s The Glory of the ‘Third Time’ in high esteem. He stated that 

the task of ‘trac[ing] the nature and history of antinomianism … has been rendered 

considerably less taxing in the wake of the publication of T. D. Bozeman’s outstanding recent 

study of Eaton’s theology.’64 Como dedicated the sixth chapter of his book Blown by the 

Spirit to the examination of John Eaton’s theology. He conceded that he was ‘building on 

[Bozeman’s] basic conclusions while attempting to locate Eaton more firmly in the 

constellation of early Stuart religious thought and practice.’65 Como’s chief aim in 

investigating Eaton’s theology was ‘to track both the similarities and the differences between 

mainstream puritans and the Eatonists, in order to observe the manner in which Eaton’s 

thought evolved out of prior forms of entirely conventional godly divinity.’66 Como delved 

into Eaton’s writings and presented clear analyses of Eaton’s thoughts throughout the entire 

chapter. His critical engagement with Eaton’s primary sources advanced on the work done by 

Bozeman in The Glory of the ‘Third Time’ by establishing Eaton’s view on doctrinal matters 

such as justification and sanctification, taking readers deeper into Eaton’s mind. For example, 

Como asserted that ‘[f]or Eaton, imputation was no mere decision to look the other way, or to 

count one thing for another. … Those who wore the “white robe” of Revelations 3:18 were 

 
62 Bozeman, The Precisianist Strain, 198. 
63 Bozeman, The Precisianist Strain, 202. 
64 Como, Blown by the Spirit, 177. 
65 Como, Blown by the Spirit, 177. 
66 Como, Blown by the Spirit, 177. 
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rendered utterly and objectively perfect in God’s sight by virtue of their faith alone, despite 

their own rank condition.’67 He backed it up with the following quotation from Eaton: ‘so 

true faith of free Justification, being the having on of his wedding-garment … alone doth 

truly abolish all the filthy nakedness of our sins out of Gods sight, and it alone doth make us 

perfectly holy, sufficiently righteous in the sight of God freely, without works.’68 

Como was careful in his analysis and presentation of Eaton’s theology. He devoted 

many pages to explain Eaton’s aversion to the Puritan doctrine of sanctification, which the 

latter regarded as ‘a false bastard sanctification.’69 Como also noted that Eaton affirmed some 

form of sanctification for believers,70 which is significant because this was not picked up by 

Bozeman. However, apart from stating it, Como did not elaborate on Eaton’s thoughts on this 

particular doctrinal matter. Thus, even though Como entered into an extensive discussion of 

Eaton’s critique of the Puritan concept of sanctification, his discussion essentially suffers 

from the same weakness as Bozeman’s: a failure to account for Eaton’s personal view on the 

doctrine of sanctification against the backdrop of his critique. Moreover, like Bozeman, 

Como failed to elaborate on Eaton’s view of the relationship between believers and the Law 

of God. As Como sought to give a thorough account of the Eatonists’ view of believers’ 

relationship to the Law, the primary contribution of his analysis of Eaton’s view was a brief 

presentation of Eaton’s tri-epoch framework to account for Eaton’s rejection of believers’ 

necessity to obey the Law in ‘the glorious, “third time.”’71 As stated earlier, this thesis will 

bridge these gaps in Antinomian studies by examining and establishing Eaton’s doctrinal 

views on believers’ relationship to the Law, as well as believers’ relationship to 

sanctification; in addition, the current thesis will also scrutinise the impact of one aspect of 

Eaton’s theology on the other, namely how believers’ relationship to the Law of God affects 

their sanctification. 

Furthermore, in spite of Como’s willingness to engage with Robert Towne’s writings, 

his focus was predominantly on Eaton’s works, such that his interactions with Towne were 

but piecemeal in comparison. Therefore, further research on Towne’s treatises needs to be 

carried out in order to determine his view on the doctrine of sanctification.  Although Como 

stated at the beginning of the chapter that he would only be engaging with the works of 
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Eaton, Towne and John Eachard,72 it is noteworthy that there was virtually no interaction 

with the theologies of Crisp and Saltmarsh even though both men were also representative 

figures within the English Antinomian camp. This thesis will examine and establish Eaton’s 

personal view on the doctrine of sanctification, as well as the views of Towne, Crisp and 

Saltmarsh, in order to bridge the existing gap in Antinomian studies and also to clarify the 

similarities and differences between Samuel Rutherford’s view and the English Antinomian 

view on this doctrinal matter. 

 

Mark Jones 

In his book Antinomianism: Reformed Theology’s Unwelcome Guest?, Mark Jones 

presented the doctrinal views of seventeenth century English Antinomians on believers’ 

relationship to the Law of God, as well as sanctification, and he gave an in-depth account of 

some of the responses that were issued by their Reformed counterparts. Jones detailed a list 

of debates that went on during the Antinomian Controversy, so that his readers may gain a 

better grasp of the theological exchanges between the Antinomian and Reformed 

theologians.73 While Jones deserves commendation for his thorough analysis of the various 

Reformed responses to English Antinomian theology, his portrayal of the Antinomian 

doctrinal views suffers from a severe lack of critical analysis. For instance, when Jones 

claimed that ‘the antinomians, both in England and New England… basically held to a 

radical form of substitution between the believer and Christ. Christ, not the believer, acted,’ 

he cited Gert van den Brink’s assessment of the Antinomians to support his argument: ‘Gert 

van den Brink accurately claims that “conversion, sorrow, faith, sanctification, or any other 

part of the order of salvation in which human activity seems to be necessary is interpreted by 

the antinomians in substitutionary ways.”’74 While it is true that Jones also cited the words of 

Tobias Crisp for support,75 it is noteworthy that he did not offer any analysis of Crisp’s 

thoughts; he simply interpreted those words at face value. Jones’ reliance on van de Brink’s 

assessment of Antinomianism and his lack of interaction with Antinomian primary sources 

apart from plain citation demonstrates a lack of critical analysis in his portrayal of 

Antinomian views. Critical interaction with Antinomian primary sources is essential for 

determining the plausible thoughts that the Antinomian theologians were attempting to 

 
72 Como, Blown by the Spirit, 177. 
73 Jones, Antinomianism, 8–9. 
74 Jones, Antinomianism, 26. 
75 Jones, Antinomianism, 26. 
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convey through their writings and thus avoid a superficial understanding of their words which 

may prove to be far from the truth. This in turn provides the basis for determining the 

accuracy of the assessments that are found in secondary sources. 

The critical analysis of primary sources is also necessary because Jones is inclined to 

accept the assessments made by seventeenth century Reformed theologians about 

Antinomian theology as received knowledge. For example, Jones cited Samuel Rutherford 

when he concludes that ‘the antinomians utterly rejected the view that the law could function 

as an instrument of sanctification.’76 Jones did not prove the validity of Rutherford’s 

argument, he simply echoed Rutherford’s view. In another instance, Jones cited Rutherford’s 

writings when he states that ‘the antinomians essentially subsumed sanctification under 

justification.’77 It may be duly inferred that Jones accepted Rutherford’s assessment of 

English Antinomianism without reservation. This is further confirmed by Jones’ citation of 

Thomas Shepherd to advance his argument that the Antinomians confuse sanctification and 

justification: ‘The Antinomians essentially “confound” justification and sanctification and 

insist that true sanctification is nothing but believing the gospel more and more. Moreover, if 

any positive change takes placed in the believer, it is because “Christ hath mortified sin for 

them.”’78 In this instance, Jones relied solely on Shepherd’s assessment of English 

Antinomianism to build his case; he did not offer his readers insights into the actual writings 

of the Antinomian theologians to validate his argument. It is apparent that Jones assumed that 

Shepherd’s evaluation of the Antinomian view was accurate. However, an individual ought to 

exercise extra caution when he seeks to present the views of a particular group (the 

Antinomians) through the eyes of its opponent (the Reformed), as misinterpretations may 

abound during polemical exchanges. Therefore, a critical analysis of Antinomian primary 

sources would provide the basis for a critical evaluation of Rutherford’s and Shepherd’s 

interpretations of their joint opponents, which in turn would aid in establishing a more 

accurate portrayal of the Antinomian doctrinal views. Thus far, it has been demonstrated that 

Jones did not interact critically with Antinomian primary sources in his work. This highlights 

the necessity for more in-depth interactions with Antinomian primary sources, in order to 

ascertain the genuine Antinomian perspectives and evaluate the validity of their opponents’ 

assessments of their theology. This thesis will evaluate and establish the doctrinal views of 

leading Antinomian theologians on the doctrine of sanctification through critical analyses of 
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 21 

their published writings. Consequently, the findings would provide the basis for evaluating 

the assessments made in secondary sources concerning the theological views of the English 

Antinomians, as well as provide the building blocks for future research. 

As mentioned earlier, Jones gave an in-depth account of the theological responses that 

seventeenth century Reformed theologians issued against Antinomianism. This was one of 

Jones’ chief instruments to counter Antinomian theology. Although he shared about the 

doctrinal views of men such as Samuel Rutherford and Anthony Burgess (key figures whose 

views will be examined in this thesis), it is evident that he was focused on expounding the 

doctrinal views of John Owen79 and John Flavel.80 For example, when Jones stated that 

‘orthodox Reformed theologians, such as Rutherford, insisted that God “is really angry at his 

own children’s sins” because he punishes them for their sins,’81 he did not elaborate on it. 

Consequently, when Jones was discussing about God’s punishment of believers, he cited 

Rutherford in the footnote, but his discussion was focused on elaborating Flavel’s view.82 In 

another instance, when Jones spoke about sanctification and believers’ union with Christ, he 

cited from Owen’s works, but he did not discuss about Rutherford’s view on the same 

doctrinal matter.83 As such, even though Jones mentioned Rutherford’s doctrinal views in his 

work, he did not engage extensively with Rutherford’s works. The current thesis will bridge 

this gap in Rutherford studies by engaging critically with Rutherford’s works and provide a 

detailed exposition of his doctrine of sanctification. 

 

Whitney Gamble 

Gamble’s thesis focused on the theological interactions between the Westminster 

Assembly and English Antinomianism. Her thesis approach combined the social-cultural 

approach adopted by Bozeman and Como in their respective works on Antinomianism with 

Jones’ theological approach in his study of the same subject, because she recognised that 

‘both the Westminster divines and antinomian theologians wrote and debated in a specific 

historical and cultural context.’84 She sought to demonstrate that ‘the theological issues raised 

by antinomianism not only impacted, but also completely shaped, the Assembly’s debates on 

justification, the moral law, faith, works, and covenant theology.’85 This contributed to 
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Gamble’s argument that ‘the Assembly’s debates on antinomianism during its revision of the 

Thirty-nine Articles in 1643 were instrumental in the final wording of the Confession of 

Faith, which appeared in 1646.’86 In her analysis of English Antinomian theology, Gamble 

portrayed the English Antinomians as a theologically cohesive group that unanimously reject 

the necessity for believers to keep the Moral Law.87 She was also persuaded that the 

Antinomians were all on the same page concerning believers’ relationship to sin.88 In 

addition, Gamble was convinced that the Antinomians collectively reject progressive 

sanctification for believers, because they ‘conflate justification and sanctification.’89 Her 

citations for the final point appear to support her argument, but upon closer scrutiny, it is 

revealed that she has misunderstood Crisp’s words which may be interpreted sympathetically 

to a different end.90 This finding reinforces the necessity of analysing Antinomian primary 

sources in a critical and careful manner, in order that their doctrinal views may be set forth in 

a faithful manner for the evaluation of Rutherford’s assessment of English Antinomian 

theology. 

 

Limitations 

Although this thesis centres on Samuel Rutherford’s response to the Antinomian 

Controversy in England, it will not trace the rise of English Antinomianism, because the 

primary focus is on the theological conversations that were carried out during the 

Controversy and not the circumstances that gave rise to it. However, throughout this thesis, 

emphasis will be accorded at relevant junctures to account for the historical-societal impact 

upon the ongoing discussions. In addition, even though Strickland and Richard expressed the 

importance of union with Christ to Rutherford’s doctrine of sanctification, it was not the 

focus of Rutherford’s writings as he responded to the Antinomian Controversy, hence it shall 

be left for others to take up in future research projects. 
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CHAPTER 1: A BIOGRAPHICAL INTRODUCTION OF SAMUEL RUTHERFORD, 

HIS COMPANIONS AND THE KEY FIGURES THAT HE INTERACTED WITH IN 

THE ENGLISH ANTINOMIAN CONTROVERSY 

This chapter will introduce Samuel Rutherford, his peers and predecessors, as well as 

the key figures from the opposite camp of the Antinomian Controversy in England, with a 

brief biographical account of each individual’s life and works. This is done to demonstrate 

the role of Rutherford in the Antinomian Controversy, and also to clarify the significance of 

the other persons in relation to the current research on Rutherford’s doctrine of sanctification. 

 

Samuel Rutherford and his companions 

Samuel Rutherford 

Samuel Rutherford (ca.1600-1661) was a Scottish Presbyterian minister who began 

his ministry in 1627 at the rural parish of Anwoth, Galloway, Scotland. Rutherford’s ministry 

at Anwoth spanned slightly over a decade, punctuated only by his trial and subsequent 

sentence into exile at Aberdeen from 1636 to 1638 because of his published polemics against 

Arminianism,1 which he recognised as a major threat to the vitality of the Scottish Kirk. 

Following the signing of the National Covenant in 1638, Rutherford regained his freedom 

and returned to Anwoth, but he was soon appointed by the General Assembly of 1639 to 

teach at the University of St Andrews, where he assumed the role of Professor of Divinity. 

After the signing of the Solemn League and Covenant in September 1643, Samuel Rutherford 

was sent by the Scottish Kirk as one of its commissioners to the Westminster Assembly, 

where he participated actively from 1643 to 1647.2 Amidst the proceedings of the 

Westminster Assembly in London, Rutherford published his first treatise against 

Antinomianism in 1645, The Tryal and Trivmph of Faith. Subsequently, Rutherford’s other 

treatise against Antinomianism, Christ Dying and Drawing Sinners to Himselfe, was 

published in 1647. These were among the varied works published by Rutherford during his 

stay in London, which also include The Due Right of Presbyteries (1644), Lex Rex (1644), 

and The Divine Right of Church Government and Excommunication (1646). Upon his return 

from the Westminster Assembly and his resumption to the post of the Professor of Divinity at 

the University of St Andrews, Rutherford continued his polemics against English 

 
1 Rutherford, Exercitationes Apologeticæ Pro Divina Gratia. 
2 Although Rutherford did not have the right to vote, he participated actively in the Assembly’s debates. When 
he informed the Assembly of his imminent return to Scotland, the Assembly expressed their appreciation for his 
participation and contribution. The Minutes and Papers of the Westminster Assembly 1643-1652, ed. Chad Van 
Dixhoorn, 5 vols (Oxford, U.K.: Oxford University Press, 2012), V, 334–335. 
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Antinomianism with the publication of A Survey of the Spirituall AntiChrist in 1648. These 

three treatises mark a temporary shift in Rutherford’s focus from Arminianism to 

Antinomianism as the most imminent theological threat that the Church was up against.3 In 

his works, Rutherford showed a particular interest in the subject of believers’ sanctification, 

which he took the English Antinomians to task for rejecting. It will be demonstrated in this 

thesis that Rutherford carried on the dialogue with the Antinomians into previously uncharted 

territories of sanctification by advancing on the arguments of his companions.  

 

Henry Burton 

Henry Burton (d.1647/8) was a Church of England clergyman who eventually left the 

Established Church and became a Congregationalist minister.4 He attributed the ‘popish 

practices’ of bishops Richard Neile and William Laud as the main factor that pushed him into 

taking up a nonconformist stance.5 During the years 1621 to 1636, Burton published many 

works against Arminianism, because he observed that the Church of England was affected by 

Arminian doctrines, under William Laud’s leadership.6 Burton was also concerned with the 

threats that Roman Catholicism might bring to the Church of England, therefore he wrote 

several treatises against Roman Catholicism too.7 He was a principled man who stood by his 

convictions even though it led to great personal losses; in 1637, as part of the punishment 

dealt upon him, Burton’s ears were cut off, but he continued to publish works against the 

Episcopalian form of church government after his recovery and release from imprisonment.8 

Amidst his varied concerns, Burton published a treatise in 1631 titled The Law and the 

Gospell reconciled to confront the Antinomian threats that assailed believers in London. In 

this work, Burton responded to the issues that were found in a letter that was sent by ‘an 

Antinomian to a faithfull Christian,’ which he asserted were representative of the Antinomian 

doctrinal position on various matters.9 In his epistle dedicatory written to King Charles I, 

 
3 This was a temporal shift in focus for Rutherford, because he continued to view Arminianism as the major 
threat to the well-being of the Scottish Kirk; his magnum opus Examen Arminianismi (1664), a compilation of 
his lectures as Professor of Divinity at the University of St Andrews, a post he resumed after his return from the 
Westminster Assembly, reveals his sustained contentions against Arminian theology. 
4 Kenneth Gibson, ‘Burton, Henry’, in ed. H. C. G. Matthew and B. Harrison, The Oxford Dictionary of 
National Biography (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015). 
5 Gibson, ‘Burton, Henry’. 
6 Gibson, ‘Burton, Henry’. 
7 Gibson, ‘Burton, Henry’. 
8 Gibson, ‘Burton, Henry’. 
9 Due to constraints, Burton did not attach the original letter in his response. However, he was satisfied that he 
had penned down the full substance of it in the treatise. As a result, it is not possible to verify Burton’s response 
against the original document. Burton, The Law and the Gospell Reconciled, Title page, (ix), 4. 



 25 

Burton states that if Antinomian doctrines were left to propagate, it will surely bring about 

devastating consequences to ‘christian charity, … all ciuill society, and happy vnion and 

communion between King and Subiects, Heads and Members.’10 In other words, 

Antinomianism will cause the ruin of the church as well as all levels of the society, because 

they reject the first table of the Decalogue concerning true worship of God and the second 

table in which God has commanded ‘all christian and ciuill duties between man and man.’11 

Notably, he was one of the first respondents who published an extensive response against 

Antinomianism in England. 

 

Thomas Taylor 

Thomas Taylor (1576-1632) was a clergyman of the Church of England who was 

renowned for his published work against Antinomianism.12 Being a student of William 

Perkins (1558-1602), the Father of English Puritanism, Taylor embraced Reformed theology 

in the same mould;13 thus he remained and ministered in the Church of England in the 

footsteps of Perkins. In 1627, Taylor took part in securing help for Calvinist preachers, and 

was ‘reprimanded by the court of high commission and the new bishop of London, William 

Laud.’14 Taylor was representative of those within the established church who embraced 

Reformed theology and continued to espouse Episcopalian polity; a conformist committed to 

Reformed principles. In 1631, Taylor published his treatise against Antinomianism titled 

Regula Vitae, in which he expressed a deep concern that the spread of Antinomianism will 

give rise to licentiousness in the lives of believers and consequently the decay of the 

Church.15 Like Burton, he was one of the first who published an extensive treatise against 

Antinomianism in England, distinguishing both men as key figures of the first wave of 

respondents to the English Antinomian Controversy. In his response against Antinomianism 

in the 1640s, Rutherford gave an elaborate defence of Taylor’s Regula Vitae (1631) in his 

treatise Christ Dying and Drawing Sinners to Himselfe (1647) to vindicate the latter from 

Robert Towne’s allegations, revealing the significance of Taylor’s treatise in the ongoing 

Controversy. 

 

 
10 Burton, The Law and the Gospell Reconciled, (ii). 
11 Burton, The Law and the Gospell Reconciled, (ii). 
12 This is attested by Rutherford’s defence of Taylor’s work against the English Antinomian Robert Towne. 
13 J. Sears McGee, ‘Taylor, Thomas’, in ed. H. C. G. Matthew and B. Harrison, Oxford Dictionary of National 
Biography (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008). 
14 McGee, ‘Taylor, Thomas’. 
15 Taylor, Regula Vitae, (viii). 
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Thomas Gataker 

Thomas Gataker (1574-1654) was an English preacher and scholar, who served as the 

rector of Rotherhithe from 1611 until his death in 1654.16 Although he was a Church of 

England clergyman, Gataker was ‘nominated to the Westminster Assembly’ in 1643, because 

he espoused some tenets of Presbyterianism.17 He was actively involved in the Westminster 

Assembly, but had to withdraw his participation in 1645 due to ill health.18 Nevertheless, in 

the same year, he published his first polemical treatise against Antinomianism titled Gods 

Eye on His Israel.19 In the following year, Gataker published a treatise titled A Mistake, or 

Misconception, Removed in response to a work published by the English Antinomian John 

Saltmarsh whom Gataker perceived had intentionally misled readers into thinking that they 

share theological common grounds.20 Saltmarsh published a response to Gataker’s treatise, 

which prompted Gataker to publish yet another treatise titled Shadowes without Substance 

within the same year in 1646 to further refute Antinomianism.21 Years later in 1652, Gataker 

would publish his final work against Antinomianism titled Antinomianism Discovered and 

Confuted.22 However, a close scrutiny of Gataker’s final publication reveals that it was 

essentially a republication of his treatise A Mistake, or Misconception, Removed (1646) under 

a fresh title. In other words, Gataker’s treatises against Antinomianism were completed by 

1646. Gataker’s persistent and extensive responses to English Antinomianism mark him out 

 
16 Brett Usher, ‘Gataker [Formerly Gatacre], Thomas’, in ed. H. C. G. Matthew and B. Harrison, Oxford 
Dictionary of National Biography (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013). 
17 ‘Like James Ussher, Gataker had come to favour a judicious mixture of episcopacy and presbyterianism and 
in 1643 he was nominated to the Westminster Assembly.’ Usher, ‘Gataker [Formerly Gatacre], Thomas’. 
18 ‘In 1644 and 1645 he was placed on the committees appointed to examine ministers; to select scholars for the 
translation of the directory into Welsh; and to draft a confession of faith.’ Usher, ‘Gataker [Formerly Gatacre], 
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19 Thomas Gataker, Gods Eye on His Israel. Or, A Passage of Balaam, out of Numb. 23.21. Containing Matter 
Very Seasonable and Suitable to the Times; Expounded and Cleared from Antinomian Abuse, With Application 
to the Present Estate of Things with Us. (London: Printed by E. G. for Foulke Clifton, 1645). 
20 Thomas Gataker, A Mistake, or Misconstruction, Removed. (Whereby Little Difference Is Pretended to Have 
Been Acknowledged between the Antinomians and Us.) And, Free Grace, As It Is Held Forth in Gods Word, as 
Wel by the Prophets in the Old Testament, as by the Apostles and Christ Himself in the New, Shewed to Be 
Other Then Is by the Antinomian Party in These Times Maintained. In Way of Answer to Some Passages in a 
Treatise of Mr. John Saltmarsh, Concerning That Subject. (London: Printed by E.G. for F. Clifton, 1646), 3, 5. 
21 Thomas Gataker, Shadowes without Substance, Or, Pretended New Lights: Together, With the Impieties and 
Blasphemies That Lurk under Them, Further Discovered and Drawn Forth into the Light: In Way of Rejoynder 
unto Mr Iohn Saltmarsh His Reply: Entituled Shadowes Flying Away. Wherein Nothing Lesse Is Shewed to 
Have Been Performed, Then What the Title Page Importeth; or the Preface Promiseth. As Also, Divers Points of 
Faith and Passages of Scripture Are Vindicated and Explained. (London: Printed for Robert Bostock, 1646). 
22 Thomas Gataker, Antinomianism Discovered and Confuted: And Free-Grace As It Is Held Forth in Gods 
Word: As Well by the Prophets in the Old Testament, as by the Apostles and Christ Himself in the New, Shewed 
to Be Other Then Is by the Antinomian-Party in These Times Maintained. (London: Printed by T.R. and E.M. 
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as a key figure amongst the second wave of respondents in the ongoing Antinomian 

Controversy. 

 

Anthony Burgess 

Anthony Burgess (d. 1664) was a Church of England clergyman and Westminster 

divine.23 He was ordained into the ministry in the Church of England, but for a time he served 

as ‘one of the chaplains to the parliamentary garrison at Coventry’ prior to the Westminster 

Assembly, and some time thereafter he served as a clerical assistant to ‘the Cromwellian 

ecclesiastical commission for Warwickshire and Starffordshire.’24 Although Burgess 

remained a Church of England clergyman until his ejection from ministry in 1662, he 

embraced the tenets of Presbyterian theology.25 He was nominated to the Westminster 

Assembly in 1644 as ‘a delegate for Warwickshire,’26 in which he participated actively. 

During the Assembly years, Burgess published a treatise titled Vinciæ Legis in 1646, directed 

specifically against the Antinomian errors that abounded in his time. This extensive treatise 

was Burgess’ sole published work against Antinomianism and thus it will be examined 

accordingly to determine how Rutherford had advanced on the former’s arguments in his 

dialogue with their common opponents. Burgess’ in-depth response to English 

Antinomianism distinguishes him as a key contributor to the ongoing Controversy; this sets 

him apart with Gataker and Rutherford as key respondents in the 1640s. 

 

Samuel Rutherford’s opponents in the Controversy 

John Eaton 

John Eaton (1574/5-1630/1) was a Church of England clergyman, who became 

known as the ‘father’ of English Antinomianism. Although he was trained at Trinity College, 

Oxford, and he served for a time as vicar of Wickham Market, Suffolk, his theology soon 

deviated from the doctrinal beliefs of the Church of England. The first glimpse appeared in 

1614, when Eaton was censured for the doctrines expressed in his sermon delivered at ‘a 

clerical synod in Norwich;’27 in the following year, a fellow clergyman from the county of 

 
23 E. C. Vernon, ‘Burgess, Anthony’, in ed. H. C. G. Matthew and B. Harrison, Oxford Dictionary of National 
Biography (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004). 
24 Vernon, ‘Burgess, Anthony’. 
25 Vernon, ‘Burgess, Anthony’. 
26 Vernon, ‘Burgess, Anthony’. 
27 Como, Blown by the Spirit, 178. 
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Suffolk, Peter Gunter, published a sermon that decried Eaton’s views.28 In 1619, he was 

removed from the ministry by the Court of the High Commission for propagating his 

antinomian convictions, only to experience removal from office a second time after he was 

readmitted into the ministry.29 Nonetheless, Eaton attracted a fair following, amongst whom 

was Robert Towne. Eaton’s theological viewpoints were clearly laid out in his magnum opus 

The Honey-combe of Free Justification by Christ Alone published posthumously in 1642, 

which was cited by Rutherford in his polemics against English Antinomianism. 

 

Robert Towne 

Robert Towne (1592/3-1664) was also a clergyman in the Church of England who 

experienced much upheaval in his ministry like his Antinomian predecessor Eaton. In 1629, 

he was suspended from ministry by the Court of High Commission because of his antinomian 

convictions.30 Thereafter, he wrote The Assertion of Grace as a response to Thomas Taylor’s 

Regula Vitae (1631) and sent it to the latter before his death in 1632, but it was only 

published in 1644. In 1647, Rutherford published Christ Dying and Drawing Sinners to 

Himselfe, his second treatise against English Antinomianism, in which he engaged 

extensively with Towne’s The Assertion of Grace (1644) as he sought to vindicate Taylor 

from the errors that Towne alleged was present in Regula Vitae. Hence, Towne was one of 

the primary Antinomian figures whom Rutherford interacted with in his published works, a 

direct recipient of his polemics against Antinomianism.31 

 

Tobias Crisp 

Tobias Crisp (1600-1643) was a clergyman in the Church of England who was 

regarded by his contemporaries as having deviated away from the Church’s doctrinal beliefs 

 
28 Peter Gunter, A Sermon Preached in the Countie of Svffolke, before the Clergie and Laytie, for the Discouerie 
and Confutation of Certaine Strange, Pernicious, and Hereticall Positions, Publikely Deliuered, Held, and 
Maintayned, Touching Ivstification, by a Certaine Factious Preacher of Wickam Market, in the Said Countie, by 
Which, Diuers, Especially of the Vulgar, Farre and Neare, Were Greatly Seduced. With a Plaine and Manifest 
Resolution of the Said Point, as Also an Answere Vnto the Obiections Vsed and Produced, to Maintayne the 
Said Dangerous Position. And Lastly, a Three-Fold Reflection of the Text, According to the Present Occasion. 
(London: Printed by William Stansby for Henrie Fetherstone, 1615). 
29 Bozeman, The Precisianist Strain, 187. 
30 Bozeman, The Precisianist Strain, 187. 
31 Although there is an article on Robert Towne in the Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, this section has 
not drawn any material from it, because it contains critical errors that cast doubts on its academic usefulness. 
For example, Sheils states that ‘[Towne’s] book was attacked in Samuel Richardson’s A Survey of the Spirituall 
Antichrist, published in 1648,’ when in fact Samuel Rutherford was the author of the said book. William Joseph 
Sheils, ‘Towne, Robert’, in ed. H. C. G. Matthew and B. Harrison, Oxford Dictionary of National Biography 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004). 
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because he espoused Antinomianism. He graduated with a BA from Cambridge in 1624 and 

became rector of Newington Butts, a former hamlet that is located in present-day London, 

only to be removed from his ministry the following year because he was alleged to have 

committed simony.32 Sometime later, Crisp was readmitted into the ministry at Brinkworth, 

Wiltshire. During the outbreak of the English civil war, Crisp sided with the 

Parliamentarians. In 1642, he left Wiltshire with his family and went to London, where he 

died shortly after on 27 February 1643 as a result of smallpox.33 His sermons were gathered 

and published posthumously in three volumes under the title Christ Alone Exalted, two of 

which were published in 1643 and the final volume in 1646. He was one of the primary 

figures whom Rutherford would quote to substantiate his polemics against Antinomianism. 

 

John Saltmarsh 

John Saltmarsh (d.1647) was a clergyman of the Church of England who began his 

ministry as rector of Heslerton, Yorkshire in 1629. After spending slightly more than a 

decade in parish ministry at Heslerton, he resigned from his role as rector in 1643 because he 

refused to continue taking tithes. Although in 1645 Saltmarsh assumed the role of rector of 

Brasted, Kent, he left promptly the following year over the prevailing issue of receiving 

tithes.34 Soon after, he joined the Cromwellian army as a chaplain to Sir Thomas Fairfax. By 

this time, Saltmarsh was already deeply steeped in Antinomianism, as evidenced by his 

works The Fountaine of Free Grace Opened and Free-Grace which were published in 1644 

and 1645 respectively. In 1646, Reasons for Unitie, Peace, and Love was published, and 

Sparkles of Glory followed on in 1648, after Saltmarsh’s death in 1647. His opponents would 

cite these works as proof of his subscription to antinomian theology, and this was certainly 

the rhetoric of Rutherford who alleged that Saltmarsh had fallen into grave errors concerning 

the doctrine of sanctification. Hence, it is necessary to examine the works of Saltmarsh, as 

well as those of his fellow Antinomians, Eaton, Towne and Crisp to establish the veracity of 

Rutherford’s allegation against English Antinomianism. 

  

 
32 Victor L. Nuovo, ‘Crisp, Tobias (or Crispe: 1600-43)’, ed. A. C. Grayling, Naomi Goulder, and Andrew Pyle, 
The Continuum Encyclopedia of British Philosophy (Bristol: Thoemmes Continuum, 2006), 750. 
33 Roger Pooley, ‘Crisp, Tobias’, in ed. H. C. G. Matthew and B. Harrison, Oxford Dictionary of National 
Biography (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004). 
34 Roger Pooley, ‘Saltmarsh, John’, in ed. H. C. G. Matthew and B. Harrison, Oxford Dictionary of National 
Biography (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004). 
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CHAPTER 2: BELIEVERS AND SIN 

Chapter Introduction 

In order to demonstrate that Samuel Rutherford advanced the ongoing conversation 

with the English Antinomians into previously uncharted territories of sanctification, it is 

prudent to begin with a study of the foundational component that is critical to his doctrinal 

position, the relationship between sin and the justified person.  This chapter seeks to: 

examine the paradigms that are central to Rutherford’s view of believers’ relationship to sin; 

evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of Rutherford’s arguments; identify the factors that 

contribute to the formulation of his doctrinal stance; and explore its impact on his doctrine of 

sanctification, through an analysis of the treatises published by Rutherford in response to 

Antinomianism, similar works published by his peers and predecessors, and the published 

works of his Antinomian opponents. This study will demonstrate the following: (i) 

Rutherford affirms the presence of indwelling sin in believers, (ii) Rutherford shares this core 

similarity with his peers and predecessors, and he contributes to the ongoing discussion by 

advancing on their arguments, (iii) Rutherford’s assessment of the Antinomian position on 

this doctrinal issue does not paint an accurate portrait of the English Antinomian scene, and 

(iv) in spite of the similarities that exist between Rutherford’s view and his Antinomian 

opponents on the correlation between sin and the justified person, there are fundamental 

differences which ultimately contribute to a diverging doctrine of sanctification. 

 

The Basic Tenets of Rutherford’s view on Believers and Sin 

Rutherford defines a justified person as a true believer of Jesus Christ, a new creature 

who knows and trusts in Christ as his Lord and Saviour;1 those who make a mere profession 

of faith are not counted among the justified, for they do not possess a personal, saving 

knowledge of Christ, neither do they trust in Him. Although Christ has saved believers from 

their sins by His death and resurrection, and all who put their trust in Him have been declared 

righteous before God, Rutherford asserts that there is remnant sin that continues to dwell in 

every believer, such that believers may be aptly referred to as sinners, 

 
1 ‘To the new Creature, there is in Christs Word some character, some sound of Heaven, that is in no voyce in 
the world, but in his only, in Christ represented to a beleevers eye of Faith: there is a shape, and a stampe of 
Divine Majesty, no man knoweth it, but the beleever; and in Heaven and Earth, Christ hath not a Marrow like 
himselfe. Suppose there were an hundred counterfeit Moons, or fancied Sunnes in the Heaven, a naturall eye can 
discern the true Moone, and the naturall Sun from them all; the eye knoweth white not to be blacke, nor green. 
Christ offered to the eye of Faith, stampeth on faiths eye, speces, little Images of Christ, that the soule dare goe 
to Death, and to Hell with it; this, this only was Christ, and none other but he only.’ Rutherford, The Tryal & 
Trivmph of Faith, 98. 
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But being once in Christ, and justified, we remaine sinners, as touching the 
indwelling blot, but we are not sinners, as we are justified in Christ, as 
touching the Law-obligation to eternall condemnation, from which we are 
fully freed. But the justified and redeemed of Christ remaine as formally and 
inherently sinners, as Milk is formally white, a Raven black: Iustificiation 
removeth not the indwelling of sin, and so in regard of sense, reason, and 
conscience, we are sinners to our dying day, but not condemned sinners.2 

For Rutherford, the justified person and indwelling sin are not mutually exclusive entities but 

are closely bound together in every believer. He compares the state of believers to that of 

milk and a raven: although the colour of dairy products vary and a raven may appear different 

when its feathers are soiled, but milk is white by nature and a raven is black; in the same 

manner, believers are sinners by nature even after they have been saved by Christ and freed 

from eternal condemnation, because they will still sin against God. Hence, Rutherford 

acknowledges justified persons as sinners, but he emphasizes that believers are ‘not 

condemned sinners,’ differentiating them from unbelievers who remain in a condemned state. 

Since believers continue to possess a corrupt nature after their conversion, believers will 

continue to sin against God. 

In sermon XVIII of The Tryal and Trivmph of Faith, Rutherford exhorts believers not 

to be surprised by the remnant sin that is in them, 

We are to wait in patience, and not to fret that we cannot at our first 
conversion pray out of us the indwelling body of sin, and sigh out the weight 
and sin that doth so hardly besset us, Heb. 12.1. God is wise who will have our 
day to break and dawn by degrees, and our shadowes to flee away; and our 
Sun to arise to Noon-day-light, through length of time.3 

After conversion, believers will continue to experience the influence of sin in their lives; they 

will continue to sin, because there is indwelling sin in them. Their sins will weigh heavily 

upon their hearts and cause them distresses. However, believers do not need to worry that 

there is indwelling sin in them, as if it happened because their salvation in Christ was 

incomplete, or the presence of indwelling sin had taken God by surprise; rather, it is God’s 

wise plan to eradicate sins from the lives of the justified little by little over time, as opposed 

to a complete eradication at the point of conversion. There is a clear emphasis that there will 

come a day when the indwelling sin in believers will be totally vanquished. He reaffirms 

indwelling sin in believers with a comment that references 1 John 1:8, ‘Pardoned sinne, that 

Christ payed for, is so sinne, that if wee who are pardoned, John and the rest of beleevers, 

who have an Advocate with the Father, Jesus Christ the righteous, say wee have no sin, wee 

 
2 Rutherford, The Tryal & Trivmph of Faith, 289–290. 
3 Rutherford, The Tryal & Trivmph of Faith, 156. 
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deceive our selves and the truth is not in us.’4 He asserts that there is sin remaining in 

believers even though Christ has already paid the full penalty for sin and the sins of believers 

have been fully pardoned; the full forgiveness of sin brought about believers’ deliverance 

from eternal condemnation, but there continues to be a remnant of sin lingering in every 

believer, thus to claim otherwise is to fall into self-deception and stand contrary to the truth 

of God. In other words, though believers’ sins have been fully atoned for by Jesus Christ, yet 

they are neither perfect nor sinless. 

Although there is indwelling sin in the justified, Rutherford makes it clear that this 

indwelling sin has no dominion over believers: ‘sin in the justified hath but house-room, and 

stayeth within the walls as a Captive, an Underling, a servant, it hath not the keys of the 

house to command all, nor the Scepter to rule: All the keys are upon Christs shoulder, far 

lesse hath it a Law-power to condemne.’5 Just as a captive is unable to lord it over his captor, 

indwelling sin cannot compel the justified to sin against God. It has lost its power in the lives 

of the justified, and it can no longer condemn them, because Jesus Christ is now the Lord of 

the justified. In addition, this captive is serving a life sentence. Citing Augustine, Rutherford 

points out that the remnant of sin will remain in the justified as long as they are alive, such 

that perfect holiness can never be achieved on this side of heaven, 

therefore saith Augustine excellently, Cont. Julian, lib.6.c.5. Sanat vitiatum à 
reatu statim, ab infirmitate paulatim: God healeth the sinner from his 
guiltinesse (its a Law word, and a Law cure) presently, but from his infirmity 
by degrees, by little and little, ... The holiest in this life, is but the dawning of 
the morning, we are half night, half day.6 

Rutherford reaffirms that sin dwells in believers for a lifetime when he states that ‘sin must 

go with us, as near to heaven as to the threshold of the gates, that the sinner may halt and 

crook, when he moveth his foot on the threshold-stone of Glory; that so pardoning Grace may 

enter the new City with us.’7 It is only upon entering heavenly glory that the justified will no 

longer have to contend with the sin that dwells in them, for by then they would be made 

perfectly holy and righteous. Rutherford is adamant that indwelling sin is in every justified 

person, even those who have proven themselves to be most godly, 

No lust had any life or stirring in Christ, this cannot be in us; the old man that 
has lived five thousand yeers and above, is not so, gray haired as to dye, in any 
Saint while he dy [sic], his deceivable lusts at best come to a staffe and 

 
4 Rutherford, A Survey of the Spirituall AntiChrist, Part II: 24. 
5 Rutherford, The Tryal & Trivmph of Faith, 151. 
6 Rutherford, The Tryal & Trivmph of Faith, 151. In this citation, all italicised words have been non-italicised to 
prevent confusion over textual emphasis, except for Latin terms which serves to remind the readers that the 
original wordings are non-English. This is the approach adopted for the remainder of this thesis. 
7 Rutherford, The Tryal & Trivmph of Faith, 254. 
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trembling, and gray hairs in the holiest and most mortified [emphasis added], 
but expire not till dust retune to dust.8 

As far as Rutherford is concerned, there are no exceptions; the vestige of sin remains in every 

justified person as long as he is alive. It is crucial for believers to recognize their 

predisposition to sin, because ‘God is truly angry with the sinnes of elect, and beleevers.’9 

Since believers will continue to sin against God while they are still alive, therefore they need 

to pursue sanctification, so that they may please God with their lives and strive against 

incurring God’s wrath for sinning. 

The presence of indwelling sin in believers is a crucial feature of Rutherford’s 

doctrine of sanctification; it presupposes the need for believers to engage in a lifelong 

journey of growing in holiness. One of Rutherford’s major areas of contentions against 

English Antinomianism is their denial of indwelling sin in justified persons. The subsequent 

section will investigate the charges that Rutherford levels against his Antinomian opponents 

concerning the presence of indwelling sin in believers and evaluate the accuracy of those 

charges in light of the proofs that he has provided. This will confirm Rutherford’s conviction 

on the presence of indwelling sin in believers and furnish the basis for evaluating his 

contribution in advancing on the arguments of his companions in the Antinomian 

Controversy, as well as his subsequent expansion of the ongoing conversation with the 

Antinomians into uncharted territories of progressive sanctification. 

 

Samuel Rutherford’s Contentions against Antinomianism 

Proofs of Perfectionism in English Antinomianism 

According to Rutherford, the Antinomians erred in asserting that ‘there is no sin in the 

beleever, more then in Christ, that Justification is a taking away of sin, root and branch, in its 

essence and nature, so that pardoned sin is no sin, and hath lost the nature of sin, the justified 

man is but a sinner seemingly, not in Gods, but in the worlds account.’10 These errors may be 

divided into three related aspects: (1) believers are perfectly sinless like Christ; (2) 

justification abolishes believers’ corrupt nature and thus their propensity to sin; (3) believers 

are not true sinners, because even though fellow men see their sinful acts, God does not see 

 
8 Rutherford, Christ Dying and Drawing Sinners to Himselfe, 527. 
9 Rutherford, A Survey of the Spirituall AntiChrist, Part II: 31. 
10 Rutherford, A Survey of the Spirituall AntiChrist, Part I: 129. 
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those acts as sins. For Rutherford, these errors constitute a twofold charge – the denial of 

indwelling sin in believers and perfectionism.11 

 

Robert Towne 

Rutherford sees the Antinomians and Familists as theological companions who 

embrace the common error of perfectionism: ‘The Familists are perfect in this life, and so are 

Antinomians Towne as. p 77, 78. Saltm. free grace 140.’12 If believers are perfect and sinless 

like Christ, by implication they cannot and will not sin, and there is no remnant sin in them 

that predisposes them to sin. He identifies Robert Towne and John Saltmarsh as advocates of 

this error. 

On page 77 of The Assertion of Grace, Robert Towne states that ‘[w]hatsoever is not 

perfectly and completely righteous, is not accepted of God.’13 This was a rebuttal against 

Thomas Taylor’s claim that believers are acceptable in God’s sight even though their persons 

and duties are ‘imperfect and defective.’14 He elucidates that Taylor’s view is untenable, 

because ‘[w]hat God hath manifested to be detestable, and accursed, that he cannot accept: 

But he hath manifested by these Scriptures, that what ever is not absolutely perfect, is 

detestable and accursed; Ergo, whatsoever is not absolutely perfect, cannot be accepted with 

God.’15 In other words, unless a believer is absolutely perfect, he cannot be acceptable in 

God’s sight. Towne asserts believers must present their persons and works ‘absolutely entire 

and perfect, according to the exact and spirituall meaning of [God’s] whole Law,’ that they 

may be accepted by God.16 How it is possible that believers are perfect and sinless in the 

sight of God when Taylor observes imperfections in their persons and duties? Towne 

explains that in spite of observable imperfections in their lives, believers are not ‘impure and 

 
11 Jones asserts that ‘[t]he idea that God does not see any sin in the justified was a hallmark of antinomian 
thinking in England during the seventeenth century, especially in the 1630s and 1640s.’ He adds that ‘[n]ot only 
the polemical Rutherford, but the irenic Sibbes, wrote against this error.’ From Jones’ words, it may be duly 
inferred that he thinks the English Antinomians have committed the same theological error of espousing 
perfectionism. Jones, Antinomianism, 82–83; Likewise, Gamble thinks that the English Antinomians 
unanimously embraced the error of perfectionism. Gamble, ‘If Christ Fulfilled the Law, We Are Not Bound’, 
66ff. 
12 Rutherford, A Survey of the Spirituall AntiChrist, Part I: 66. 
13 Robert Towne, The Assertion of Grace. Or, A Defence of the Doctrine of Free-Justification, against the 
Lawlesse, Unjust, and Uncharitable Imputation of Antifidians, or Favorites of Antichrist, Who under a 
Pretended Zeal of the Law, Do Pervert, Oppugne, and Obscure the Simplicitie of the Faith of the Gosel. 
Contatining an Answer to That Book, Entituled, The Rule of He Law under the Gospel, &c. Which Book Set 
Forth by Dr. Taylor Is Shewed to Be Full Both of Scandall and Danger, as It Was Sent to the Said Doctor a 
Little before His Death, By Robert Tovvne, Minister of the Gospel., 1644, 77. 
14 Towne, The Assertion of Grace, 76. 
15 Towne, The Assertion of Grace, 77. 
16 Towne, The Assertion of Grace, 78. 
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defective’ because they have in reality been ‘changed, washed, purified, and made thoroughly 

perfect’ through the cleansing of Christ’s precious blood and His ‘everlasting 

righteousnesse.’17 It may be duly inferred that Towne affirms believers are truly and 

completely perfect in the sight of God, such that there is not a single spot of blemish in their 

persons and works. Although this may suggest that there is no indwelling sin in believers and 

thus, they cannot and will not sin, the textual reference cited by Rutherford does not offer 

further evidence to confirm this logically plausible inference, as Towne did not elaborate 

further on his view of imperfect works at this particular point, for example whether imperfect 

works may be regarded as a sin albeit only in the sight of men and so believers may still sin. 

In light of the lack of evidence, coupled with his allowance for the existence of imperfections 

in believers’ lives, it would be presumptuous to assume that Towne’s thinking necessarily 

follows Rutherford’s line of logic. Nevertheless, prima facie evidence shows that Towne 

holds to a form of perfectionism that allows for imperfections to exist in believers, which he 

explains away by appealing to the salvation that Christ has accomplished on the cross, 

insisting that believers have therefore been made absolutely perfect in persons and works and 

thus accepted by God. This makes Towne liable to Rutherford’s twofold charge of 

perfectionism and the denial of the presence of indwelling sin in believers. However, it will 

be shown in subsequent analysis that Towne rejects the allegation of perfectionism and he 

affirms the presence of indwelling sin in believers, challenging the veracity of Rutherford’s 

twofold charge.18 

 

John Saltmarsh 

On page 140 of John Saltmarsh’s work Free-Grace, under Part II Chapter XXIX 

titled ‘A Beleevers glorious freedom,’ are the following words, 

The Spirit of Christ sets a beleever as free from Hell, the Law, and bondage 
here on Earth, as if he were in Heaven; nor wants he anything to make him so, 
but to make him beleeve that he is so; for Satan, sin, sinful flesh, and the Law, 
are all so near, and about him in this life, that he cannot so walk by sight, or in 
the clear apprehension of it; but the just do live by faith, and faith is the 
evidence of things not seen.19 

By inference, Rutherford’s indictment of perfectionism against the Antinomians stemmed 

from the first clause of chapter XXIX, in which Saltmarsh speaks of believers’ freedom from 

‘bondage here on Earth, as if he were in Heaven.’  He interprets the freedom from bondage 

 
17 Towne, The Assertion of Grace, 78. 
18 See pages 79-83. 
19 Saltmarsh, Free-Grace, 140. 
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on earth to imply believers’ freedom from the influences of sin while they are still alive, as 

opposed to their freedom from the oppression and captivity of sin which he would have 

readily agreed to:20 ‘Sal. abets nothings of what Libertines say, he will not have sinne 

dwelling in the Saints, but will have the justified as clean from sinne, both the guilt and 

obligation to eternall wrath (which we yield) and from the bondage and in-dwelling of sinne, 

of which Paul complaineth so sadly, Rom. 7. as the glorified in heaven.’21 Rutherford 

confesses he concurs with Saltmarsh that believers are freed from sin in the sense that they 

are freed from eternal condemnation, but he is adamant that Saltmarsh rejects indwelling sin 

in believers, which is a major theological aberration that must be righted. He construes 

Saltmarsh as asserting that believers are freed from sin while they are on earth in the same 

manner as the saints in heaven, without any blemishes or traces of sin, in a state of perfection 

whereby sin can influence believers no more, which implies that there is no indwelling sin in 

believers. When Rutherford cites chapter XXIX again in Christ Dying and Drawing Sinners 

to Himselfe, he interprets the clause ‘for Satan, sin, sinful flesh, and the Law, are all so near, 

and about him in this life’ in Saltmarsh’s words to the same end: ‘If the justified sinne only, 

he doth not really sinne, but only in the dreamings and lying imaginations of his sinfull flesh; 

because, Sin, Sathan and the Law, are near him; so that it is the Devill and the living flesh, 

the asse; not Paul that makes him Rom. 7. complaine he was sold under sinne.’22 Rutherford 

argues that Saltmarsh conceives of sin as an imaginary thing that troubles the unwitting 

believer because he continues to experience sin in his life resulting from the sinful actions 

that his flesh commits, even though these are no longer sins in God’s sight. In other words, 

Saltmarsh recognises that believers will still commit sinful actions, but he rejects that God 

considers those actions as offensive to Himself, thus the believer has not sinned against God 

in spite of his actions. Therefore, Saltmarsh must have espoused perfectionism and denied 

indwelling sin in believers. 

While the first and third clauses of Saltmarsh’s words may be construed to this end, a 

careful reading of the remainder of chapter XXIX provides the contextual basis for 

understanding these clauses, thereby opening the door for an alternative interpretation of 

Saltmarsh’s thoughts concerning the relationship between sin and the justified person. In the 

second clause, Saltmarsh elucidates that even though believers have been made perfect, yet 

there may be times when they doubt their perfection. In the third clause of chapter XXIX, 

 
20 See page 32. 
21 Rutherford, Christ Dying and Drawing Sinners to Himselfe, 504. 
22 Rutherford, Christ Dying and Drawing Sinners to Himselfe, 504. 
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Saltmarsh identifies the possible causes of doubts in believers concerning their perfection: 

‘Satan, sin, sinful flesh, and the Law, are all so near, and about him in this life, that he cannot 

so walk by sight, or in the clear apprehension of it.’23 From the second and third clauses, the 

following observations may be made concerning Saltmarsh’s view of believers’ condition: 

(1) The doubts that may arise in believers proves that they are not freed from weaknesses 

while they are alive on earth, otherwise there would have been no room for doubts about their 

condition; thus, believers are not perfect. (2) Saltmarsh reaffirms the imperfection of 

believers when he asserts that believers are beset with sin and a corrupt nature throughout 

their life on earth. In light of Rutherford’s argument that sinful flesh is an intrinsic element 

that constitutes the believer, the same argument may be made for sin as an intrinsic element 

that is found in the believer, for Saltmarsh speaks of sin and sinful flesh in the same breath, 

both are ‘all so near, and about him in this life.’ Although in chapter XXIX Saltmarsh does 

not provide any proof for his assertion, it is evident that he does not perceive believers to be 

perfect and sinless, for he affirms the contrary to be true. In summary, while Saltmarsh 

affirms that believers are perfect like saints in heaven, yet at the same time they are imperfect 

because they possess a corrupt nature that leaves them vulnerable to weaknesses and sin. 

These observations suggest that Saltmarsh does not espouse perfectionism as per 

Rutherford’s charge. 

Therefore, the first clause may be interpreted alternatively as referring to a particular 

aspect of believers’ life and not their entirety, such that they are indeed perfect as the saints in 

heaven in one sense while in another they continue to be weak and may fall into sin. Since 

Saltmarsh affirms that believers are both perfect and yet imperfect, when he speaks of 

believers as perfect, he could simply be asserting that believers are truly freed from the 

bondage of sin in a manner just as the saints in heaven are, such that sin no longer dominates 

them, however sin continues to affect believers in a manner that is distinctly incongruent with 

the heavenly state. Although the first clause may be liable to misinterpretation, the 

succeeding clauses has provided the context for this alternative interpretation of Saltmarsh’s 

words. Therefore, chapter XXIX does not necessarily advocate perfectionism or deny the 

presence of indwelling sin in believers. At this juncture, there is an apparent lack of evidence 

from Saltmarsh’s work to sustain Rutherford’s twofold charge of perfectionism and denial of 

indwelling sin in believers. It is significant to note that Rutherford refers to Part II Chapter 

XXIX of Saltmarsh’s Free-grace more than once in his works against Antinomianism, in 
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Christ Dying and Drawing Sinners to Himselfe and A Survey of the Spirituall AntiChrist 

respectively. It may be duly concluded that Saltmarsh’s chapter XXIX is one of the primary 

texts upon which Rutherford builds and launches his twofold charge against the Antinomians. 

At this point, however, it has proven to be an insufficient basis to sustain the charge. 

In light of Rutherford’s charge of perfectionism, it is noteworthy that one of 

Saltmarsh’s section titles reads ‘A justified person is a perfect person.’24 It appears to suggest 

perfectionism, but upon closer scrutiny it turns out otherwise. This section consists of just 

one paragraph as follows: 

A Person justified or in covenant, is as pure in the sight of God as the 
righteousnesse of Christ can make him, (though not so in his own eyes, that 
there may be work for faith) because God sees His onely in Christ, not in 
themselves; and if they were not in such a perfect righteousnesse, they could 
not be loved of him, because his eyes are purer then to behold iniquity, or to 
love a sinner as a sinner.25 

When Saltmarsh speaks of a justified person, he denotes this individual as someone who has 

entered into a covenantal relationship with God; in other words, he is referring to a true 

believer. He perceives that a genuine believer is blameless in God’s sight, having been made 

so by Christ’s righteousness. Although Saltmarsh does not elaborate on it, it may be inferred 

that he is speaking of the imputation of Christ’s righteousness to believers. At this point, he 

inserts a clarification in parentheses to point out that when the believer inspects himself, he 

would realise and confess that he is not blameless. This is significant, because Saltmarsh is 

showing that there is a difference between how God sees believers and how they view 

themselves. The reason God would see the believer, who is sinful in his own sight, as a 

blameless person is because God does not see the believer in his own standing but views him 

in relation to Christ; the believer is seen as in Christ, never apart from Him, therefore he is 

blameless in God’s sight. This is made possible by the perfect righteousness of Christ that 

was imputed to the believer. Although Rutherford does not speak of believers as perfect 

persons, he agrees with Saltmarsh that Christ’s perfect righteousness has been imputed to 

believers, rendering them righteous and blameless in God’s sight: ‘sure as Christ took on him 

our nature, so he changed persons and names with us legally; he was made the sinner, and the 

sinner made the Sonne; there was reciprocation of imputation here.’26 However, Rutherford 

would argue that Saltmarsh erred in claiming ‘if they were not in such a perfect 

righteousnesse, they could not be loved of him, because his eyes are purer then to behold 
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25 Saltmarsh, Free-Grace, 129. 
26 Rutherford, Christ Dying and Drawing Sinners to Himselfe, 561. 
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iniquity, or to love a sinner as a sinner,’27 because Saltmarsh construes perfect righteousness 

as a condition that deserves God’s love in exchange, which is contrary to 1 John 4:10, 19. 

Rutherford asserts that it is because God loves believers, therefore He gave Christ to them, to 

save them from their sins and make them righteous in His sight: ‘good will stayeth within the 

bowels and heart of God, in free election, but in conversion, and justification, infinite love 

comes out, and here the Lord giveth us the great gift, even himselfe, Christ.’28 In spite of 

existing differences in their views on God’s love towards believers, apart from Saltmarsh’s 

language denoting believers as ‘perfect persons,’ there is an apparent lack of conclusive 

evidence in this section of the treatise to suggest that Saltmarsh espouses perfectionism. 

Notably, in other parts of Free-Grace, Saltmarsh affirms the existence of indwelling 

sin in believers, contradicting the charge that Rutherford has levelled against him. When he 

addresses the concerns that believers have about relapsing into a former sin, Saltmarsh asserts 

that ‘sinful nature is not wholly healed in this life; so there remains a natural inclination to 

that particular sin as well as another; nay rather, because nature is more byassed towards it 

then any other.’29 Saltmarsh reasons that sinful nature is the cause for a believer’s relapse into 

a former sin, such that he will remain more prone to commit this sin than he would other sin 

through his lifetime. There are two crucial assumptions that sustain Saltmarsh’s reasoning: 

(1) sinful nature remains in believers for their whole life; (2) believers will fall into sin. When 

these two assumptions are combined, it is undeniable that Saltmarsh affirms the presence of 

indwelling sin in believers. He cites the experiences of Jesus’ disciples and Peter in particular 

as examples that believers will still sin against God: ‘Christ upbraided his Disciples how soon 

their hearts were hardened; and we finde the spiritual affection and resolution of Peter, 

wherein his soul was raised up on high, wasting and flatting in his denial.’30 By inference, 

Saltmarsh would have refuted Rutherford’s twofold charge of perfectionism and denial of 

indwelling sin in believers. A preliminary survey has shown that Rutherford’s allegation 

against Saltmarsh appears to have fallen short; this will be further established in subsequent 

analysis of Saltmarsh’s doctrinal view.31 
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31 See pages 83-84. 
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John Eaton 

Besides Towne and Saltmarsh, Rutherford charges John Eaton with the same twofold 

error of embracing perfectionism and rejecting indwelling sin in believers. He asserts that 

Eaton’s treatise The Honey-Combe of Free Justification by Christ Alone is permeated with 

perfectionism, because ‘Mr Eaton frequently, especially Honey Combe, chap.6. chap.7. saith, 

being justified we are made perfectly holy and righteous from all spot of sinne in the sight of 

God.’32 Rutherford would undoubtedly have agreed with Eaton that believers, being justified, 

have been made perfectly holy and righteous in God’s sight; thus, his primary contention lies 

in the second part of Eaton’s claim that believers have been freed from ‘all spot of sinne in 

the sight of God.’33 It may be inferred that Rutherford considers this clause to be an 

admission of believers’ sinlessness, and therefore a necessary rejection of the presence of 

indwelling sins in believers. However, is Rutherford’s allegation valid? 

In the opening paragraph of Honey-Combe chapter VI (which Rutherford cited as a 

generic proof), Eaton identified that those who assert God continues to see and punish sin in 

believers would point to the saints of the Old and New Testament periods such as David as 

evidence for their case; however, he rejects their assertion as erroneous, because it implies 

that ‘the children of God are not made by Justification, so perfectly holy and righteous, that 

they have no spot, or wrinkle, in the sight of God.’34 He asserts that believers, having been 

justified, stand before God as perfectly holy and righteous persons, such that they who were 

formerly sinners are now sinless in God’s sight. Eaton claims that the Roman Catholics and 

some Protestants insist that God continues to see and punish sin in believers, because they 

fail to understand ‘free justification’ and have fallen into legalism.35 

He is adamant that there is a difference in the manner that God treated believers who 

lived in the same era as David, and the way in which God treats believers of his day; God 

sees and punishes the sins of believers who lived in the earlier time period, but He neither 

sees nor punishes the sins of believers today. While believers now are ‘perfectly holy and 

 
32 Rutherford, Christ Dying and Drawing Sinners to Himselfe, 504. 
33 Rutherford raised a similar contention by citing pages 30-32 of Eaton’s work’s The Honey-Combe of Free 
Justification by Christ Alone (1642) as a basis for his assertion. Rutherford, A Survey of the Spirituall 
AntiChrist, Part II: 24; Rutherford was focused on the third of six proof texts that Eaton proposed to justify his 
case, ‘not having now a this present time… one spot or wrinkle of sinne or any such thing, Ephes.5.25,26,27.’ 
John Eaton, The Honey-Combe of Free Justification by Christ Alone. Collected out of the Meere Authorities of 
Scripture, and Common and Unanimous Consent of the Faithfull Interpreters and Dispensers of Gods Mysteries 
upon the Same, Especially as They Expresse the Excellency of Free Justification. (London: Printed by R.B. at 
the Charge of Robert Lancaster, 1642), 30. 
34 Eaton, The Honey-Combe of Free Justification by Christ Alone, 97. 
35 Eaton, The Honey-Combe of Free Justification by Christ Alone, 97–98, 102. 
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righteous from all spot of sin in the sight of God freely, Galath. 3.23,24.,’ the same cannot be 

said of those believers who lived during the time of David, whom Eaton describes as ‘longing 

for their freedome by the comming of Christ.’36 For Eaton, the coming of Christ is a major 

divide that separates believers today from those who lived prior to Christ’s first advent, 

including the believers of the Davidic era. His affirmation that God sees and punishes sin in 

believers such as David, reveals that he does not deny that there was sin in them; however, 

his assertion that believers now are sinless in God’s sight reveals a contradictory position. Is 

this an apparent contradiction, or genuine confusion in Eaton’s doctrinal conviction 

concerning the relationship between believers and sin? Eaton’s attempt at reconciling the 

glaring differences will be analysed at a later stage in order to establish his doctrinal stance 

and the accuracy of Rutherford’s accusation against him.37 Nevertheless, prima facie 

evidence indicates that Eaton thinks present day believers are perfectly sinless in God’s sight, 

giving credence to Rutherford’s allegation that the Antinomians espouse perfectionism and 

deny that believers have indwelling sin. 

 

Tobias Crisp 

In addition to those mentioned, Rutherford likewise charges Tobias Crisp with 

espousing and advocating that believers are sinless after conversion. Rutherford finds 

unmistakable evidence in Crisp’s claim that believers need not worry about sinning because 

the apostle Paul too was not worried, which Crisp sought to prove from Romans 7. According 

to Rutherford, Crisp claimed that Paul was lying when he said that he was ‘sold under sin’ 

(Romans 7:14),38 because Paul was not speaking about his personal condition but that of an 

unbeliever.39 Crisp thinks that Paul wrote those words because he was ‘personat[ing] a 

scrupulous spirit, and doth not speak out his own present case as it was at this time when he 

speaks it, but speaks in the person of another, yet a Believer; … Because the Apostle, in 

respect of his own person, what was become of his sins, was already resolved.’40 If Paul, a 

believer, was not sold under sin, this implies that all believers are not sold under sin; in other 

words, there is no indwelling sin in believers. According to this assumption, the words of 

 
36 Eaton, The Honey-Combe of Free Justification by Christ Alone, 102. 
37 See pages 73-78. 
38 Rutherford, Christ Dying and Drawing Sinners to Himselfe, 504. 
39 Rutherford, Christ Dying and Drawing Sinners to Himselfe, 23–24. 
40 Tobias Crisp, Christ Alone Exalted In the Perfection and Encouragements of the Saints, Not Withstanding 
Sins and Trialls. Being Laid Open in Severall Sermons, By the Late Spirituall and Faithfull Preacher of the 
Gospel, Tobias Crispe, D.D. Volume III. (London: Printed by M.S. for Henry Overton, 1646), 20. Emphasis 
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Romans 7:15, ‘The good that I would do, that do I not, and the evill [sic] that I would not do, 

that do I,’ reflects the struggle that unbelievers face in their lives, culminating in the outcry of 

Romans 7:19, ‘O wretched man that I am, who shall deliver me from the body of this 

death?’41 This denotes an explicit denial that Romans 7:15-19 records the struggles that 

justified persons face because of the remnant sin that dwells in them after their conversion. 

Hence, Rutherford construes Crisp’s interpretation of Romans 7 as an attempt to ‘manifestly 

free the justified man of all sin.’42 

In response, Rutherford points out that the experience encapsulated in Romans 7:15 is 

not unique to unbelievers, because believers share it too.43 In addition, with particular 

reference to Psalm 38, Psalm 77:1-4 and Psalm 88, Rutherford asserts that ‘a scrupulous and 

troubled conscience will never yield, so long as hee is in that condition, that hee does any 

good, or that hee belongs to God, … but Paul in this case yeeldeth,’44 therefore Paul could 

not have been impersonating an unbeliever as Crisp has claimed. Rutherford strengthens his 

argument by citing Chemnitz, Calvin and Beza as notably examples of divines who affirm the 

presence of indwelling sin in believers when they argue in their writings against Roman 

Catholicism that ‘concupiscence is sin after baptisme, even in the regenerate.’45 These men 

concurred with Augustine that Romans 6, 7 and 8 reveals indwelling sin in believers, because 

‘Inest non ut non sit, sed ut non imputetur.’46 It may be concluded that Rutherford interprets 

Romans 7 as Paul speaking in his personal capacity, which affirms the presence of indwelling 

sin in believers. However, it is significant to note that the alternative reading espoused by 

Crisp is inconclusive as a proof that he rejects the presence of indwelling sin in believers, 

because it simply demonstrates that Crisp does not think believers would fall into the 

situation that Paul was describing in those verses of Romans 7; any further allegations would 

fall into the realm of conjecture. Crisp argues that Romans 7 is unquestionable proof that 

believers do not have to be fearful of sin, because Paul exemplifies that ‘[t]here is not one sin, 

nor all the sins together of any one believer, that can possibly do that believer any hurt, real 

hurt I mean.’47 It is noteworthy that Crisp’s argument is grounded upon the fact that believers 

will continue to sin; hence, his contention is not against believers’ propensity to sin, but how 
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44 Rutherford, Christ Dying and Drawing Sinners to Himselfe, 24. 
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they ought to respond after they fall into sin. A closer scrutiny of the evidence that 

Rutherford presents against Crisp reveals that the latter assumes believers continue to sin 

against God, which is clearly contrary to the case that Rutherford is building against his 

opponent. Therefore, it may be duly concluded that the presenting evidence fails to sustain 

Rutherford’s allegations that Crisp believes Christians are sinless after conversion; instead, it 

shows that Crisp affirms the presence of indwelling sin in believers and their propensity to 

sin, which parallels Rutherford’s conviction on the same doctrinal matter. 

Rutherford also accuses Crisp of affirming that believers are perfectly free from sin, 

just like Christ, 

This is our very doctrine, point blanke contrary to Antinomians. Crisp saith, 
Sin is taken away, as money removed out of a place, it was once in, it is no 
more in its being and nature there, then if it had never been there. The beleever 
is as just and as clean from sinne as Christ; God cannot see sinne in a beleever, 
because pardoned sinne has lost the nature of sinne, and both his person and 
his workes are perfect and sinless before God.48 

According to Rutherford, Crisp believes that sin has been completely abolished from 

believers in the same way as money taken out will never be found again in its original 

location. As a result, believers are sinless like Christ in both their persons and acts. In other 

words, believers would no longer fall into any sin, for to be like Christ necessitates that the 

propensity to sin has been completely removed from their lives. Even though Rutherford 

states that Crisp claims ‘God cannot see sinne in a beleever’ and ‘pardoned sinne has lost the 

nature of sinne,’ such that these claims allow for the interpretation that Crisp acknowledges 

sin continue to exist in believers in some ways yet it is no longer looked upon as sin, 

Rutherford is convinced that Crisp’s assertions are a deliberate denial of indwelling sin, 

because the presence of indwelling sin means that believers continue to possess a corrupt 

nature which predisposes them to sin against God who sees and punishes them for sinning. 

To claim that God sees no sin in believers is, for Rutherford, tantamount to affirming that 

there is no indwelling sin. Rutherford emphasises that believers were not made perfect at 

justification, whereby their corrupt nature has been eradicated as Crisp claimed, 

The devill cannot teach a more fleshly doctrine; for we are only by 
justification just by a relative righteousnesse as the prodigall bankerupt is just 
legally, and free from debt, for which his surety hath satisfied. But the 
bankerupt personally, inherently, subjectively and in himself, is an unjust 
waster a theef and a robber, and hath in him still a sinfull disposition to take 
one new debt, expect both the inherent and assisting grace hinder him.49 
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This is a reaffirmation that even though indwelling sin is present in believers, yet it has no 

power to lord over them. While it is true that believers possess a sinful disposition, they are 

not compelled to sin against God; instead, by the help that they receive from God, they may 

put a stop to their sins. At this juncture, Crisp’s arguments appear self-contradictory, for he 

affirms that a believer with indwelling sin is sinless at the same time. How is this possible? 

Has Rutherford misunderstood Crisp’s stance? Crisp’s precise thoughts on the relationship 

between sin and the justified person will be examined in greater depth in a later section of 

this chapter in order to establish the veracity of Rutherford’s allegation.50 

Thus far, a brief survey of Rutherford’s charges against English Antinomianism has 

revealed several strains of thought that do not converge. It will be shown in a later section of 

this chapter that the men whom Rutherford has cited hold to a range of views concerning 

believers’ relationship to sin, proving that it is an oversimplification to conclude with 

Rutherford that the Antinomians share a homogenous view. In addition, it will also be 

established that all the representative Antinomian figures affirm the presence of indwelling 

sin in believers, contrary to Rutherford’s allegation. Nevertheless, there exist genuine and 

irreconcilable differences that separates Rutherford from his opponents. 

 

Contentions raised by Rutherford’s Peers and Predecessors against Antinomianism 

Rutherford was not a lone voice that charged the English Antinomians with espousing 

perfectionism and the consequent denial of indwelling sin in believers. He was simply 

perpetuating the common twofold charge of his companions in the Antinomian Controversy. 

Therefore, this section will evaluate the charges that Rutherford’s predecessors of the 1630s 

levelled against their common opponents, as well as the errors that his peers of the 1640s 

perceive to be present in Antinomianism, so as to demonstrate that they too affirm the 

presence of indwelling sin in believers. In the process, it will be shown that they and 

Rutherford share a consensus concerning the Antinomians’ rejection of the presence of 

indwelling sin in believers, whom they also charge with perfectionism. Finally, it will also be 

demonstrated that Rutherford advanced on the arguments that his peers and predecessors 

raised against English Antinomians with respect to believers’ relationship to sin. 
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God sees no sins in believers 

According to Burton, the Antinomians hold fast to two basic assumptions about sin in 

relation to believers: (1) Sin is an abomination to God, because ‘the horrible filthinesse of sin 

is such to Gods infinite, pure, and righteous nature, that God cannot but abhorre, curse, and 

detest the creature, that hath any sin in his sight.’51 In other words, the Antinomians believe 

that God hates both the sin and the sinner. Burton asserts that all protestant theologians and 

ministers would readily assent that God hates the sin as well as the sinner, ‘What one 

Protestant Diuine doth not hold and teach, that sin is most detestable to God, which his pure 

eyes cannot behold, and that it makes a man odious in Gods sight?’52 Burton considers this 

assumption to be well grounded in the teaching of the Scriptures. (2) God sees no sin in 

believers, 

for the remedy of this my misery by sin, God by the power of his imputation 
doth, though mystically, yet soe truly cloth mee with the wedding garment of 
his sons perfect holinesse, and righteousnesse, Esa.61.10 that all my sins, both 
of my person and works being truly abolished, not out of me, … that there 
may be place for fayth, … but yet vtterly abolished out of Gods sight… I and 
all my workes are of vniust made iust before God, that is perfectly holy & 
righteous from all spot of sin in the sight of God freely by faith only without 
works.53 

In other words, God sees no more sin in believers or their works because they have been 

made perfectly holy and righteous by God’s imputation of Christ’s perfect holiness and 

righteousness to them. While Burton readily agrees with the Antinomians on the first 

assumption, he resoundingly rejects their second assumption. 

Burton concurs with the Antinomians that all sins in believers have indeed been 

‘vtterly abolished out of Gods sight.’54 However, he expresses grave concern with the typical 

Antinomian expression of the second assumption, namely that ‘God seeth no sin in his 

children.’55 Burton acknowledges that there is some veracity to this Antinomian expression, 

‘True it is, God seeth no sin in his beleeuing children, for which hee inflicteth the curse, or 

any satisfactory penalty vpon them.’56 God may be said to see no sin in his children because 

the penalty for sin that was to be required from them for the satisfaction of God’s justice has 

been paid in full by Christ on their behalf, such that God is no longer a judge to his children 
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to inflict punishment upon them whenever they sin,57 ‘yet [God] may be sayd to see as a 

father, to chastise them.’58 Therefore, even though God no longer sees sin in his children 

from the perspective of a judge, but in His capacity as their Father, God sees their sins and 

chastises them for it. This does not mean that God is inflicting a new sentence of 

condemnation upon his believing children; rather, He is disciplining them to prevent them 

from continuing in their sins. In addition, when God chastises His children, it is with the 

intention of demonstrating that they have indeed been forgiven of their sins through the 

accomplished work of Jesus Christ, that their conscience may experience the pardon of sin.59 

For Burton, when the expression ‘God seeth no sin in his children’ is used without caveats, it 

obscures the biblical truth that believers will incur God’s fatherly displeasure whenever they 

sin, hence he rejects the Antinomian use of this expression. From Burton’s affirmation that 

believers will continue to sin against God, it may be duly inferred that he concurs with 

Rutherford on the presence of indwelling sin in believers. 

Another reason underlying Burton’s rejection of the phrase ‘God seeth no sin in his 

children’ is his observation that the Antinomians claim all believers are as pure and perfect as 

Christ Himself: 

Againe they say, that they are as pure from all sin in Christ, and as perfect in 
rightouesnesse and holinesse, as Christ himself is: alledging that in Iohn. 1 
Iohn.4.17. Herein is our loue made perfect, that we haue boldnesse in the day 
of iudgement: because as hee is so are we in this world. Hence they conclude 
such absolute perfection to bee in the beleeuer, as in Christ now glorified in 
heauen.60 

Burton disagrees with the Antinomian interpretation of 1 John 4:17, because it implies that 

believers are already perfect and without a single blemish of sin, and also it is impossible for 

believers to ever sin again while they are living on earth just as Christ cannot sin. Burton 

states that the Antinomians’ failure to distinguish the state of believers here and now from 

their future state in heavenly glory greatly confounds him: 

I should not (I confesse) haue beleeued, that euer any man endued with 
common sense and reason, would haue so much as once conceiued, much 
lesse uttered such a senseless and monstrous Paradox, had I not my selfe heard 
one of their antinomian Ministers affirme so much to me and others together. 
For I asking him what difference there was between the state of grace here, 
and that of glory here after: hee answered, none at all, but in our sense and 

 
57 Burton, The Law and the Gospell Reconciled, 15. 
58 Burton, The Law and the Gospell Reconciled, 15. 
59 Burton, The Law and the Gospell Reconciled, 15. 
60 Burton, The Law and the Gospell Reconciled, 36 (pagination error). 



 47 

apprehension. And thereupon another Minister asking him, whither we were 
perfectly glorified in this life: he answered, wee were.61 

Throughout Burton’s interaction with the Antinomians, he confirms that they steadfastly 

deny that there is indwelling sin in believers, because they affirm that all believers are made 

perfect and sinless when they believe in Jesus Christ; believers are now in a state of perfect 

glorification, such that they cannot sin anymore. Burton’s response provides further evidence 

that he affirms there is indwelling sin in all believers. He clearly distinguishes between the 

perfection that will only belong to believers when they enter into the state of glory versus the 

imperfection that will be ever present while believers are in the current state of grace. This 

shows that he affirms remnant sin dwells in believers for an entire lifetime; in other words, 

indwelling sin in believers is lifelong. 

Burton finds further grounds for his charge of perfectionism against English 

Antinomianism in the claim that all the works of believers ‘are of uniust made iust before 

God.’62 From his observation of other materials written by the unnamed author of the 

Antinomian letter to which he was chiefly responding, Burton notes that the ‘unjust works’ 

refer to ‘all natural, ciuil, religious, sanctified actions,’ which his opponent acknowledged to 

be ‘in themselves… foule and filthy,’ but they have been ‘made perfectly holy and righteous 

by free justification.’63 Burton rejects this Antinomian assertion as absurd because ‘[i]t is 

impossible for God to make a worke, that is vniust to bee iust,’ as this would be a 

contradiction of God’s character and attributes.64 It is apparent that Burton thinks his 

opponent is making an argument for the ontological perfection of works, as opposed to the 

reckoning of imperfect works as perfect. Furthermore, he points out that ‘our workes are of 

vniust made iust, … is a phrase not vsed in scripture, so in the Antinomians sense it tends to 

the bringing in of a heauenly state of perfection in this life.’65 Burton testifies that the author 

of the letter affirms elsewhere that ‘the iustified man not onely cannot sin, but also abstaineth 

from all appearance of euill.’66 Therefore, Burton concludes that his Antinomian opponent 

necessarily espouses perfectionism and denies the presence of indwelling sin in believers. 

Thus, in his estimation, the Antinomian slogan ‘God seeth no sin in his children’ and its 
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accompanying assertions must be rejected, because it obscures the truth about believers’ 

relationship to sin. While a sympathetic case may be made that the Antinomian whom Burton 

was writing against could be advocating that believers have imperfections but they are not 

noted by God who chooses to see no sin in his children, this is apparently refuted by the 

former’s assertion that believers cannot sin. 

Nevertheless, Burton’s allegation is an oversimplification of the Antinomian position, 

for a proponent such as Crisp, whose works were published posthumously about a decade 

after Burton’s even though he preached those sermons in the 1630s, asserts that believers will 

genuinely sin against God, but God who sees no sin in them and does not punish them for 

sinning, does not transform their sinful actions into just acts; rather, ‘the Lord doth leave the 

sinnes that beleevers doe act, legible still, that they may read, though crossed.’67 Saltmarsh, a 

later proponent of Antinomianism, affirms that believers will continue to sin against God 

even after conversion, ‘I speak now to the weak and wounded believers for sin, not to the 

carnal and unregenerate in sin.’68 While Burton’s assessment may be true of those 

Antinomians whom he interacted with, there is such a variety amongst those labelled as 

Antinomians that his charge of perfectionism is not an accurate depiction of the views held 

by members of the opposition camp.69 

 

Misinterpretation of Numbers 23:21 

In addition to Burton, Thomas Taylor and Thomas Gataker also consider ‘God sees 

no sins in believers’ to be a chief error in Antinomian theology, which they perceive was 

grounded in a misinterpretation of Numbers 23:21. Both Taylor and Gataker responded with 

their individual interpretation of Numbers 23:21 to counter the Antinomian misapprehension 

of the said text. 

Taylor identifies that the Antinomians erred in their interpretation of Numbers 23:21 

which they cite as a major proof for their claim that ‘God seeth no sinne in the justified.’70 

According to Taylor, the Antinomians understand this phrase in the literal sense, which gives 

backing for their claim. In response, he argues that this phrase ought to be interpreted as 

follows: ‘[God] sees not with this judiciary eye: so he sees not the sins of the elect with the 

 
67 Tobias Crisp, Christ Alone Exalted; In Seventeene Sermons: Preached in or Neare London, by the Late 
Reverend Tobias Crisp Doctor in Divinity, and Faithfull Pastor of Brinkworth in Wiltshire, as They Were Taken 
from His Owne Mouth in Short-Writing, and Compared with His Notes. Volume II. (Printed for the Edification 
of the Faithfull, 1643), 156–157. 
68 Saltmarsh, Free-Grace, 57. 
69 See page 73ff. 
70 Taylor, Regula Vitae, 88. 
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eye of severity; hee discerns the sinne, but not with purpose of revenge.’71 Taylor 

acknowledges that God sees the sins in the elect because he is all-seeing,72 but God may be 

said to see no sin in them because He does not pass a condemning sentence over their heads 

for those sins. He duly notes that Augustine shares the same understanding when the latter 

asserts ‘[w]hat is it for God to see sinne, but to punish sinne?’73 This interpretation sets 

Taylor apart from the Antinomians, for he clearly affirms the presence of indwelling sin in 

believers. Even though Gataker concurs with Taylor that the Antinomians have 

misinterpreted Numbers 23:21, he disagrees on the interpretative error committed by their 

opponents. According to Gataker, any argument that is built upon ‘God seeth no sinne in the 

justified’ is untenable, for the Antinomians as well as for Taylor. 

In his treatise Gods Eye on his Israel (1645), Gataker points out that the Antinomian 

assertion ‘God seeth no sin in the justified’ was borne out of a wrong reading of the Numbers 

23:21 text, ‘He seeth none iniquity in Jacob; nor seeth no transgression in Israel’ (Geneva 

translation),74 thus they claimed that ‘God doth not, will not, cannot, in those times, see any 

sin in any of his justified children.’75 Gataker pinpoints this assertion as the chief error in 

Antinomian theology.76 Furthermore, he identifies Eaton’s tri-epoch division of salvific 

history as the root cause for the Antinomian misreading of Numbers 23:21. Gataker observes 

that Eaton sought to justify the Antinomian stance that ‘God seeth no sin in the justified’ by 

dividing human history into three distinct epochs: (1) ‘the time of the Law,’ (2) ‘the time of 

Iohn Baptist,’ and (3) ‘the time of the Gospel.’77 In the first period, God saw the sins 

committed by the justified persons and He punished them for their sins.78 During the second 

period, God continued to see the sins committed by the justified persons, but He no longer 

punishes them for their sins.79 In the third and final period, God sees no sins in the justified 

persons.80 

Concerning the first epoch, Eaton claims that God would ‘take vengeance on every 

offence, both upon good and bad, with sterne and horrible punishments.’81 Consequently, 
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74 Gataker, Gods Eye on His Israel, 3. 
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77 Gataker, Gods Eye on His Israel, Preface (vi). 
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79 Gataker, Gods Eye on His Israel, Preface (vii). 
80 Gataker, Gods Eye on His Israel, Preface (vii). 
81 Eaton, The Honey-Combe of Free Justification by Christ Alone, 99. 
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God punished the justified persons for their sins. He cites Moses’ failure to enter the 

Promised Land and Eli’s death as a result of his failure to correct his children as two 

examples amongst many from the Scriptures that support his viewpoint. Therefore, God sees 

sins in the justified persons who were living in the time of the Law. Next, Eaton claims that 

during the second epoch, ‘the time of Iohn Baptist, continuing unto the death of Christ,’ there 

are no biblical records of punishments for the sins committed by the justified persons.82 

Peter’s denial of Jesus Christ after His arrest was cited as a prime example to demonstrate 

that even though the justified persons will still sin in this time period, nevertheless, they do 

not receive any punishment for their offence against God.83 Thus, Eaton asserts that while 

God still saw the sins of the justified persons who lived in the second period just as He did of 

those who lived in the first, God had ceased to punish the justified persons for their sins. 

According to Eaton, the third period begins with Christ’s death on the cross and continues at 

the time of his writing.84 In other words, after Jesus’ death on the cross, every true believer of 

Jesus Christ falls under this subcategory of justified persons. In this epoch, the sins of 

justified persons have been washed away in a thorough manner as never before, such that 

God does not see sin in them anymore: 

For now is fulfilled finished that Prophecy of Zechary saying, In that day there 
shall bee a fountaine opened to wash away sinne and uncleanesse. Why, were 
not the sins of Gods people washed away before that day that the Prophet 
speakes of? Yes; but whereas they had been vessels, as the Brazen Sea, and 
such like to wash in, signifying their spirituall washing, then at that day of 
Christs death, the full flowing fountaine of Christs blood should so abundantly 
wash them cleare from all their sins, that they should, from all their 
uncleanesse, be made in the sight of God whiter than snow.85 

There is a clear progression moving through the epochs, from God seeing the sins committed 

by justified persons and being offended by their sins, to God seeing no sins in justified 

persons and thus by implication God is no longer offended even if the justified persons were 

to commit the same deeds that were formerly judged as sinful and were deserved of God’s 

punishments. These changes have been succinctly encapsulated in Gataker’s assessment of 

Eaton’s argument to justify that God sees no sin in justified persons, which Gataker rejects as 

Scripturally unworthy.86  

 
82 Eaton, The Honey-Combe of Free Justification by Christ Alone, 102. 
83 Eaton, The Honey-Combe of Free Justification by Christ Alone, 103–104. 
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Calvin and other worthy Divines, who in all likelihood never once dreamed of this his fancy.’ Gataker, Gods 
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Although theologians belonging to the Reformed tradition might acquiesce with the 

assertion that justified persons have been ‘made in the sight of God whiter than snow,’87 as 

well as the assertion that God ‘doth see no sin in his justified children,’88 yet Gataker does 

not agree with Eaton when he sets forth these points, because of the irreconcilable differences 

in their views concerning the condition of justified persons. When Eaton states that God sees 

no sin in his justified children, he is speaking specifically about believers living in the time of 

the Gospel, asserting that God utterly abolished all the sins in believers, such that there is no 

remnant sin left in them.89 Concerning the sins that these justified persons continue to 

manifest in their lives, Eaton asserts that these sins are covered from God’s sight and in 

reality have been abolished even though believers still notice them: ‘some sin in the 

imperfections of… Sanctification that the Devill seeth; and every one of us in our 

consciences doe feele it: but God sees none.’90 In other words, the sins that believers commit 

after they believe in Jesus Christ are not really sins, because these are not sins in God’s sight. 

Gataker refutes Eaton’s argument that the sins that are covered have been abolished and are 

no longer sins, by pointing out that God saw and punished the sins of those persons in the Old 

Testament times whose sins were said to have been covered in Psalm 85:2.91 

He observes that Eaton cited Numbers 23:21 as a primary proof for his doctrinal 

stance.92 It is the fifth of six Scriptural proofs that Eaton cites to demonstrate that believers 

are sinless in God’s sight: ‘how truely and utterly our sinnes are abolished out of Gods sight, 

and how perfectly cleane the blood of Christ doth make us from all sin.’93 He regards this as 

the penultimate proof of the complete abolishment of believers’ sins through the shed blood 

of Jesus Christ, such that God sees no sin in them, a proof that sets forth the glory of this 

truth in greater clarity.94 He claims that this is confirmed by the close connection between 

Numbers 21:4-9 and Numbers 23:21; the former passage records how the Israelites were 

saved from certain death when they look to the bronze serpent that Moses made and set on a 
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pole, which Eaton interprets as pointing to Christ, and thus Numbers 23:21 sets forth the 

accomplished work of Christ for believers, abolishing all of their sins from God’s sight.95 

Eaton argues that Christ’s work has abolished both the quoad effectum and quoad causam of 

sin from believers; as a result, not only has the punishment for sin been removed, sin itself 

has also been abolished.96 This reveals two important assumptions that influenced Eaton’s 

reading of Numbers 23:21: (1) God will not punish believers even if they were to sin in the 

future, because all punishments of sin have been removed. (2) Believers are sinless and 

perfect in God’s sight, because the cause of sin has also been abolished. If believers are 

sinless, how is it possible for them to sin against God? Eaton clarifies that believers, just like 

the people of Israel, are not without sin, but ‘their iniquitie is (though mystically above 

reason, sence and feeling) yet truely put out from before God, and utterly abolished, so hee 

sees no iniquitie in Jaacob, and so hee sees no transgression in Israel.’97 It is significant to 

note that Eaton affirms believers will continue to sin against God, yet in a special manner 

God does not see sin in them. Therefore, Eaton insists that believers will not be punished 

when they sin against God: ‘blessed is he, whose sinne is covered, for that which is covered, 

is not seene: that which is not seene is not imputed; that which is not imputed, shall not bee 

punished.’98 Although Eaton presented the guiding assumptions for his interpretation of 

Numbers 23:21, Gataker did not engage with these assumptions but chose to focus his 

response on the Scripture text, because a careful exegesis of the text was sufficient to prove 

that the Antinomians had misconstrued it to their advantage. 

Gataker offers three contextual reasons to demonstrate that the Antinomians have 

failed to expound Numbers 23:21 rightly. First, the Antinomian interpretation of Numbers 

23:21 that God saw no sin in Israel is contrary to the clear record of the Scriptures, which 

states that God ‘so oft… grievously complainteth of, professeth to take notice of, and to be 

highly displeased with, threatneth to avenge, … punished by plagues and judgements of 

sundry sorts’ the people of Israel.99 Gataker has shown that God saw the sin in the people of 

Israel, He was provoked by their sins, and He punished them for their sinning, thus it is 

impossible to argue that God saw no sin in this same group of persons as the Antinomians 

have claimed the verse to be teaching. Eaton would readily concur with Gataker that God saw 
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sin in the Israelites and He punished them for it, because he interprets ‘God saw no sin in 

Israel’ as applicable only to New Testament believers. Although Gataker gave an accurate 

account of Eaton’s view on the relationship between Old Testament believers and sin, yet he 

failed to factor this into his argument. This proves to be the Achilles’ heel in Gataker’s 

argument, for he fails to prove that the Antinomians have on this account misread Numbers 

23:21. However, his argument exposes a genuine contradiction in Eaton’s argument: on the 

one hand, Easton claims that God did see and punished the sins of believers living in the Old 

Testament period, yet on the other hand, he applies ‘the truth’ of Numbers 23:21 solely to 

believers today (believers of the third epoch), denying the same truth to the people of Israel 

living in the immediate context of Numbers (believers living in the first epoch). If Eaton’s 

interpretation of Numbers 23:21 is correct, the truth revealed therein ought to be applicable to 

both the people recorded in Numbers and all believers who come after them. It is significant 

to note that Eaton did not account for the inconsistency in his application of Numbers 23:21. 

Although Gataker failed to notice this flaw in Eaton’s argument, it was picked up by Anthony 

Burgess in his work Vindiciæ Legis, who takes Eaton to task for this inconsistency.100 

Second, Gataker argues that it would never have occurred to Balaam who spoke the 

words in Numbers 23:21 to think that God sees no sins in Israel, because Numbers 31:16 

identifies Balaam as the culprit who gave counsel to Balak to entice the Israelites to sin, so 

that God will be angry against them and punish them.101 If Balaam had believed that God saw 

no sin in Israel, surely he would not have advised Balak to entice the Israelites to sin, because 

that would be to no avail. Balaam’s later action proves that his earlier words must be contrary 

to the Antinomian reading. 

Third, Gataker contends that if the Antinomian interpretation of Numbers 23:21 is 

correct, God ought not to be angry with any person who belongs to the people of Israel, and 

neither would God punish this individual for his thoughts and deeds. However, the Scriptures 

are filled with records of God’s anger and punishment towards various persons in whom 

supposedly He sees no sin.102 For example, (1) God was angry with Moses for his reluctance 

to be sent to the Pharaoh, (2) God was angry with Aaron for his part in creating the golden 

calf, (3) God punished Moses and Aaron and excluded them from the ‘possession and 

enjoyment of the promised Land,’  (4) For David’s adultery with Bathsheba, God sent Nathan 
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to rebuke him and he confessed that ‘his sinnes were committed in Gods sight.’103 These 

examples prove that God saw the sins of these men, contrary to the Antinomian interpretation 

of Numbers 23:21 that God sees no sin in Israel. 

According to Gataker, an accurate, word for word, translation of Numbers 23:21 is 

‘He hath not beheld wrong against Jacob; nor hath he seen grievance against Israel.’104 To 

help his readers better understand the verse, Gataker provides an alternative rendering: ‘He 

hath not beheld, or he doth not, or will not behold wrong offered to Iacob; nor hath he seen, 

or nor doth he, or will he see, grievance done to Israel.’105 Gataker asserts that Numbers 

23:21 is not concerned with ‘iniquity in Jacob’ and ‘transgression in Israel’ as the English 

Antinomians have claimed, a misinterpretation that likely arose from a plain reading of the 

Geneva Bible’s translation (which was in common circulation in 16th to 17th century England) 

that appears to support their claim,106 but the Scriptural text is concerned with ‘wrong offered 

to Jacob’ and ‘grievance done to Israel.’ 

The words ‘iniquity’ and ‘transgression’ are translated from the Hebrew words aven 

and amal respectively. Delving into the meaning of these words, Gataker argues that neither 

of these words signify sin as the Antinomians have claimed.107 Instead, aven conveys the 

notion of affliction, ‘a means of affliction to the wronged, as that which caused them… to 

mourn and lament,’108 while amal connotes ‘labour, travel, trouble, grievance, vexation.’109 

Gataker discusses both the ‘proper and native sense’ of these words,110 as well as their 

‘figurative and metaphorical [sense],’111 providing an elaborate list of their occurrences and 

usage in the Scriptures, concluding that ‘Calvin doth also accordingly observe to signifie 

such kinds of iniquity or evill doing as do tend to the wronging and hurting, or molesting and 

vexing of others.’112 Concurring with Calvin, Gataker translates aven as ‘wrong offered to’ 

and amal as ‘grievance done to.’ At this juncture, Gataker has demonstrated that Numbers 

23:21 does not suggest that God sees no sin in Jacob and Israel; instead, the verse states that 

God will not tolerate the wrong that has been done to Jacob and Israel. Through his word 

study of aven and amal, Gataker argues that the Antinomian has misinterpreted these crucial 
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words and thus they have misconstrued the meaning of Numbers 23:21. Bible commentator 

Dennis Cole concurs with fellow commentator Jacob Milgrom that ‘the connotations of 

moral evil and iniquity are not in view here because these have been evidenced often in 

Israel’s wilderness experience.’113 This confirms the accuracy of Gataker’s understanding of 

the Hebrew words aven and amal, and thus gives credence to his reading of Numbers 23:21, 

demonstrating the validity of his argument against the English Antinomians. 

As for the genuine meaning of Numbers 23:21, Gataker asserts this verse teaches that 

‘[God] hath not seen, or behold, will not see, cannot endure to see, or behold any wrong or 

grievance, that hath been, shall be, is or may be, by any offered unto, or attempted against, 

his Jacob, his Israel.’114 In other words, Numbers 23:21 teaches that God is with His people 

to protect them from those who might seek to harm them.115 Therefore, the Antinomians 

cannot rely on this portion of the Scriptures to sustain their doctrinal assertion that God sees 

no sin in His justified children. In addition, through the arguments that Gataker had presented 

against the Antinomians’ misinterpretation of Numbers 23:21, it is evident he affirms that 

God sees the sin in justified persons, regardless of the time period they were living in, for 

God chastises them for their sins. In other words, there is indwelling sin in all believers, in 

believers today as well as in believers who lived in former times. 

Like Taylor and Gataker, Anthony Burgess picked up on the Antinomian usage of 

Numbers 23:21 in his treatise, pointing out the internal inconsistency in Eaton’s application 

of the said text in his refutation of Eaton’s claim that only believers of the Old Testament 

were punished by God for their sins. Burgess asserts that when Numbers 23:21 says ‘God 

seeth no iniquity in Jacob,’ its original reference must be to ‘the Church in the Old 

Testament;’116 if Eaton’s interpretation and application of this verse is sustained, it leads to 

the necessary conclusion that God sees no sin in Old Testament believers. Burgess adds that 

in accordance with Eaton’s argument that God sees no sin in New Testament believers 

because they are in Christ, God ought to see no sin in Old Testament believers too because 

they were also in Christ, for there can be no salvation apart from being in Christ.117 
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It is significant to note that Eaton did not explain why Numbers 23:21 is applicable to 

New Testament believers only but not to its immediate hearers; he simply assumes it. By 

holding the Antinomians accountable to their own principles, Burgess charges them with 

inconsistency and absurdity for claiming that God sees no sins in New Testament believers 

only; this will be evaluated against the actual arguments made by the representatives of 

English Antinomianism in a later section of this chapter.118 Burgess also cites 1 Corinthians 

11 to demonstrate that God sees sin in believers of the New Testament (contrary to Eaton’s 

claim) and punishes them for it, noting the words of the Apostle Paul to the church in Corinth 

about how some of their members ‘were sick, and some did sleep’ because God’s judgement 

came upon those individuals.119  He points out Ananias and Sapphira as another notable 

example of God judging and punishing New Testament believers for sinning. Thus, it may be 

duly concluded that Burgess, like Taylor and Gataker, rejects the Antinomian interpretation 

of Numbers 23:21 as a proof text for supporting their claim that God sees no sins in believers; 

instead, Burgess, together with Rutherford, Burton, Taylor and Gataker affirm the presence 

of indwelling sin in believers. 

 

An arbitrary separation of the believer from his sins 

Taylor perceives that the Antinomians would raise the following objection against his 

assertion that believers continue to sin against God, ‘These were foule sins in themselves, but 

not in him because he was justified.’120 This argument drives a wedge between the action 

committed and the person committing the act, such that the believer committing a sinful act 

may be considered guiltless by virtue of his justified status. This is an arbitrary separation of 

the believer from his sins, which severs him from the ensuing responsibility that his actions 

entail. In addition, since sin is a violation of the Moral Law of God, as well as an offense that 

either a person or a group of persons commit against God, then it is questionable to label any 

act that does not constitute an offense against God as a sin or sinful act. Taylor demonstrates 

that the Antinomian distinction is untenable by pointing to various portions of the Scriptures 

for evidence that believers continue to sin against God and were accountable for their sinful 

actions. 
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First, Taylor highlights that when David committed sins of adultery and murder, he 

committed them in the capacity of a believer, a justified person: ‘Davids murder, and adultery 

were sins after faith; and the same man that beleeved in God, committed adultery with 

Bathsheba;’ this is substantiated by David’s confession that he has sinned when he was 

confronted by the prophet Nathan.121 Since David sinned after being justified, Taylor 

concludes that David was ‘under a Law for obedience: for every sinne is the transgression of 

the Law, and where no Law is, can be no transgression.’122 By implication, all believers 

continue to be under the Law of God even though they are justified. Although Taylor does 

not name Eaton, the most prominent Antinomian contemporary, as an adversary, it is 

significant to note that Eaton would regard Taylor’s use of David as a norm for believers 

today to be the result of a failure to understand the Scriptures correctly. As discussed 

earlier,123 Eaton acknowledges that God sees and punishes the sins of believers who were 

living during David’s time, but he asserts God does not see or punish the sins of believers 

today, because Christ has already paid the full ransom on behalf of believers. Eaton sees 

believers such as David to be living during a period he coined as ‘the time of the Law,’ 

stretching from the Fall until the start of John the Baptist’s ministry, in which believers ‘were 

chiefly driven to rightesounesse, with the legal rigour and government, wherein God was 

eager in all the Old Testament to exact, and extort their good works, and righteous living; to 

this end, greatly magnifying and extolling, the legal righteousnesse of holy and righteous 

living.’124 As a result of the legal demands that God placed on men, Eaton argues that all who 

fail to obey God will be punished severely, citing Moses’ failure to enter the Promised Land, 

Uzzah’s death for touching the ark of God, as well as Jonah’s hazardous journey at sea, as 

prime examples.125 Therefore, Eaton would have considered Taylor’s argument that focuses 

on David to be very unpersuasive. 

Next, Taylor draws the attention of his readers to the circumstances that surrounded 

the apostle Peter when he denied that he knew Jesus Christ. Taylor asserts that Peter was a 

believer when he committed ‘foule sinnes against the Law, [by] rash swearing, … false 

swearing, and cursing himself,’ because prior to those occurrences, Christ had prayed for 

Peter that he would continue to persevere in faith; Peter’s sorrowful reaction confirms that he 
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knew he had sinned against God.126 Eaton would have dismissed this argument on the same 

ground as the previous one, a failure to understand the teaching of the Scriptures on the 

doctrine of sin. He asserts that Peter lived during ‘the time of John Baptist,’127 a time period 

in which God continues to see the sins of believers just like those living during ‘the time of 

the Law,’ but God now ceases to punish the believers fosr sinning.128 Eaton claims Ambrose, 

Bishop of Milan, was in agreement with him, for the latter pinpointed that though Peter wept 

over his denial of Jesus Christ, yet there was no Scriptural record that he was punished by 

God for his sin.129 Therefore, Eaton would have readily agreed with Taylor that Peter was a 

believer when he sinned against God by denying that he knew Christ. If Taylor had argued 

further that God saw and punished Peter for sinning, Eaton would certainly have disagreed 

with him. As it stands, Taylor’s second strain of argument would again appear unpersuasive 

to Eaton. 

Lastly, Taylor turns to the words of the apostle Paul in Romans 7 which he asserts 

reveal a personal, ongoing struggle with sin: ‘Doth Paul know but in part, and after faith find 

a law in his members rebelling against the law of his minde? and that after grace received, the 

good hee would doe, he did not, and the evill hee would not doe, that did hee?’130 Even 

though Paul was a justified person, he was not freed from the influences of sin that dwelt in 

him. Taylor reaffirms there is indwelling sin in believers by appealing to 1 John 1:8, ‘[i]f 

wee… say we have no sinne, we deceive our selves,’ asserting that ‘wee’ refers to those who 

‘walke in the light, and have communion one with another.’131 Thus, believers cannot be 

separated from their sins; they are personally accountable for their sinful actions. However, it 

will be shown in subsequent analyses that representative figures of English Antinomianism 

do not subscribe to a common understanding on this matter, but they unanimously affirm that 

there is indwelling sin in believers.132 

Nevertheless, Taylor anticipates that the Antinomians will object to his arguments by 

claiming ‘[h]e that is borne of God sinneth not.’133 The basis for this objection appears to be 

1 John 5:18, ‘We know that whosoever is born of God sinneth not; but he that is begotten of 

God keepeth himself, and that wicked one toucheth him not.’ (KJV) Taylor presents a simple 
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exegesis of 1 John 5:18 to clarify that the apostle John was not teaching that believers will 

never sin: ‘The Apostle saith not simply and absolutely that he hath no sinne, or sinneth not; 

but hee sinneth not industriously, hee makes not a trade of sinne, he sinnes not as the wicked 

doe, nor sinneth not in raigning sin, nor sinneth unto death, without returned and 

repentance.’134 In other words, the apostle John is asserting that while believers do still sin, 

they do not run headlong into it like an unbeliever who thinks that there is nothing wrong 

with sinning, ‘because the seede of God abideth in him, and destroyeth in him the worke of 

the Divell.’135 Rutherford makes a similar distinction when he asserts that there is a 

difference between sinning and serving sin: ‘it is one thing to sinne, and another thing to 

serve sinne; so acts of mortification must be in abstaining from greedy sinne, as hired 

servants make it their life and work to sin; and in remisse and weakned acts of sinne, as a 

dying mans operation are lesse intended and hightned then of a  strong man in vigor and 

health.’136 He compares the relationship that believers have to sin as analogous to a dying 

man who is too feeble to attend to outstanding matters, whose strength is so worn out that 

there is a distinct lack of enthusiasm to accomplish what is left, as opposed to the dynamism 

that is ever present in a healthy person. Thus, while believers will continue to sin after 

conversion, their propensity to sin has been so weakened that they no longer experience a 

persistent drive to sin against God, unlike unbelievers who will experience a constant desire 

to do so and thus sin indiscriminately against God. Rutherford attributes this change in the 

state of believers to mortification, an aspect of sanctification. He asserts that acts of 

mortification will serve to weaken believers’ desire to sin. Herein, Rutherford posits a close 

correlation between indwelling sin in believers and their sanctification. 

Like Rutherford, Taylor clarifies that the presence of indwelling sin in believers does 

not mean that they are under the dominion of sin: ‘Christ by his meritorious obedience to the 

death, hath not onely freed us beleevers from the condemning power of sinne, but from the 

commanding power of it; and so renewed our nature, as that the Law of God shall be fulfilled 

in us.’137 As a result of Christ’s death on the cross, sin can no longer condemn believers, and 

it was also forced to give up its kingly power over them. Consequently, believers are no 

longer compelled to sin, but they have been transformed such that they could now obey God. 

Nevertheless, believers will continue to experience soul sufferings and physical afflictions 
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because of the remnant sin that is in them, but they will certainly receive the ‘full and final 

remisson of sinnes’ when Christ returns, drawing all sufferings to a close.138 It may be duly 

inferred that Taylor was convicted that remnant sin dwells in believers for a whole lifetime; 

Rutherford concurs fully with Taylor on the nature of indwelling sin in believers. 

 

The denial of Law-keeping causes believers to falter in their fight against sin 

Burgess identifies the Antinomian denial of Law-keeping for believers as a great 

detriment to believers’ fight against sin, because he posits an intertwining relationship 

between believers’ obedience to the Moral Law and their capacity to combat sin 

(sanctification).139 He asserts that it is important for believers to obey the Law, because it 

‘excite[s] and quicken[s] [believers] against all sinne and corruption.’140 Believers need the 

help of the Law to fight against sin and corruption, because sin continues to dwell in their 

persons even after they come to faith in Jesus Christ. Burgess states that ‘none of the godly 

are perfectly righteous, and there is none but may complaine of his dull love, and his faint 

delight in holy things, therefore the Law of God, by commanding, doth quicken him.’141 Due 

to their imperfect state, there are moments in life when believers will delight in holy things, 

but there will also be times when they will complain about God’s love and grow weak in their 

desire to obey His commandments. During such difficult times, the Law of God helps to spur 

believers onto obedience by reminding them of their duty to do so. However, if believers are 

misled along the Antinomian path to think that they are freed from authority of the Law, their 

neglect of the Law will only cause them to sink deeper into despondency when they fall into 

difficult circumstances because they are bereft of genuine help. This reaffirms that Burgess 

espouses the presence of indwelling sin in justified persons, in the same mould as his fellow 

companions in the Antinomian Controversy. It may be inferred that he thinks his opponents 

necessarily deny the presence of indwelling sin in believers when they reasoned against Law-

keeping.  

Burgess observes that when believers are left on their own, they are prone to think 

that all is well when the contrary is true, such that they may perceive themselves to be free of 

sin when in reality sin is present in their lives but hidden from their sight. In such times, the 
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Law is able ‘[t]o enlighten and discouver unto them daily more and more heart-sinne, and 

soule-sinne.’142 In other words, the Law will bring to light the sins that are hidden in 

believers’ hearts, by demonstrating how their thoughts and deeds stand in the sight of the 

holy God. Burgess appeals to the words of the Apostle Paul in Romans 7, ‘he had not knew 

sinne, but by the Law,’ as the basis for his assertion.143 Through the Law, believers come to 

‘know the depth of originall sinne, all the sinfull motions flowing from it,’144 and thus the 

wickedness of their hearts. Notably, Burgess asserts the discovery of sin to be a daily matter. 

Thus, the Law is not just a long-lasting help for believers in their fight against sin, it is a 

constant help to them; its benefit to believers is both daily and lifelong. Once again, the 

believers’ need of the Law is grounded upon the reality that there is indwelling sin in them, 

refuting the Antinomian claim that the Law is irrelevant for believers. 

 

Continuities and Discontinuities between Rutherford and His Companions 

Henry Burton 

Burton charges English Antinomianism with espousing the perfection of believers’ 

persons and works, both of which he rejects as untenable because there is indwelling sin in 

believers. Although Samuel Rutherford’s works against Antinomianism were published more 

than a decade later than Burton’s, it is noteworthy that he also argued against the Antinomian 

claim that believers have been made perfect and sinless in God’s sight. Exactly in line with 

Burton, Rutherford interprets the Antinomian claim as advocating perfectionism. Rutherford 

also counters their common opponents by demonstrating that the vestige of sin remains in 

believers as long as they live on earth. 

While it is tempting to conclude that Rutherford must have appropriated from 

Burton’s work for his view on the relationship between believers and sin, such as the 

observations and arguments Burton advanced against Antinomianism, it is significant to note 

that Rutherford had a poor opinion of Burton. As he aired his misgivings towards Burton, he 

accuses the latter of failing to write against Antinomianism, 

I speake not of many eminent lights in Scotland, who now shine in another 
firmament, of M. Knox, M. Bruce, M. Welch, and many the like worthies, if 
these who are asleepe in the Lord, were now living, they would deny you 
[Burton], and your Independencie, and seperation, your Schismes, Atheisticall 
and Epicurean tenets of toleration of all Sects, Religions, false wayes, your 
Antinomians, Familists, Socinians, Arminians, Arrians, Antitrinitarians, 
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Antiscripturians, Seekers, Anabaptists; all which I cannot but judge to bee 
yours, because you are so farre from writing against them, or denying them, 
that in your bookes, to write against them, is to persecute the Saints of the 
most high, few or not any of your way wrote ever one jot against them.145 

Rutherford perceives Burton’s toleration of Antinomianism amongst other heresies as the 

primary reason for his failure to write against them. It is evident that Rutherford’s accusation 

was unfounded, because Burton published The Law and the Gospell reconciled (1631) to 

expose the errors of Antinomianism! Could it be that Rutherford genuinely thought Burton 

did not write against Antinomianism because he never came across that particular work? Or 

that he had not read Burton’s work? Delving into the context in which Rutherford accuses 

Burton of tolerating Antinomianism and thus failing to write against it will help to shed light 

on Rutherford’s relationship with Burton and thus the rationale for his comments. 

In the lengthy preface of A Survey of the Spirituall AntiChrist which Rutherford titled 

‘A brotherly and free Epistle to the patrons and friends of pretended Liberty of Conscience,’ 

he noted that violent objections were raised against the Scottish Presbyterians for 

encroaching on the liberties of believers in England with their attempt to import the 

Presbyterian form of church government. He identified Henry Burton as the author of those 

allegations, published under the title Conformitie’s Deformity (1646).146  Rutherford notes 

that Burton called the Scots ‘the vilest of men, and if I mistake him not partakers with 

murtherers, with rebells, with Traitors, Incendiaries, underminers of Parliament and City.’147 

In addition, Rutherford observes that Burton spoke negatively of the General Assembly of the 

Kirk of Scotland, comparing it’s authority to the Roman Catholic Pope, 

Thus in reference to the spirituality or the Church there seemes to be set up in 
their Nationall Assembly the like Supremacie, which the Pope himself 
claimeth over Kings, States, Kingdomes, Common-wealths, and M. 
Rutherford in his government of the Church of Scotland tells us that though 
none in this Grand Assembly have decisive voices, save only Commissioners, 
yet the acts of the Assembly oblige all the absents not present in all their 
members, and that because, what is by these Commissioners determined and 
concluded is matter necessary and agreeable to Gods word, as being no lesse 
infallible then those decisions of the Apostles, Act. 15.148 
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Burton explicitly mentioned Rutherford in his comments on the General Assembly of the 

Kirk of Scotland. From these two citations, it may be inferred that the relationship between 

Rutherford and Burton was anything but cordial. In response, Rutherford casts doubt on the 

authority of Burton to speak on matters of church government due to the number of times that 

he has changed his views on this doctrine, 

M. Burton is but a man, and speaketh thus from the flesh, and hath three times 
changed his minde or professions touching Church-government and other 
points tolerating Arminians, Socinians, and the like against which he gave 
testimony in his Apologie and other writings, hee that changeth thrice, may 
change four times and ten times.149 

From Rutherford’s reference to Burton’s writings, it may be deduced that Rutherford has read 

Burton’s works and was familiar with them. Therefore, when Rutherford claims that Burton 

has never written any treatise against Antinomianism, it is most probable that he had not 

come across Burton’s treatise The Law and the Gospell reconciled; to allege that Rutherford 

was intentionally withholding the truth to strengthen his case against Burton would be 

tantamount to a value judgement that casts doubt on Rutherford’s integrity. Although it could 

be argued that Rutherford’s allegation of Burton’s failure to write against Antinomianism 

was not a genuine failure to do so but a perceptive failure in Rutherford’s reckoning because 

he considers Burton to be an unstable teacher whose views fluctuates rapidly, it is significant 

to note that he did not expressly charge Burton with espousing fluctuating views of 

Antinomianism in the manner that he had charged Burton concerning ‘Arminian[ism], 

Socinian[ism], and the like.’150 Thus, the burden of proof lies on those who argue that 

Rutherford had read Burton’s The Law and the Gospell reconciled or knew of that particular 

treatise’s existence yet he insisted that Burton has failed to write against English 

Antinomianism. Since Rutherford had not read Burton’s polemic against the Antinomians 

prior to completing his third and final treatise against Antinomianism, it may be duly 

concluded that Rutherford did not appropriate Burton’s view on the relationship between 

believers and sin in formulating his own polemic against his Antinomian opponents. How 

then may the similarities in their doctrinal position be accounted for? 

When Rutherford dismissed the authority of Burton to speak on the issues of church 

government, he gave a list of men whose testimony he esteems as worthy of consideration: 

‘But if we should stand or fall by the Testimony of men, I should rather name Apostlicke 

Calvin, renowned Beza, godly and learned Cartwright, Propheticall Brightman, with other 
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worthies, M. Dod, M. Hildersam, M. Dearing, M. Greenham, M. Perkins, M. Raynes, M. 

Pemble, D. Ammes, D. Sybs, D. Preston.’151 All these men named by Rutherford are not 

Scottish Presbyterians, but men who ministered under different forms of church government, 

such as John Dod, William Perkins and William Pemble who were Church of England 

clergymen. It may be inferred that Rutherford’s theology was shaped by his reading of the 

published works authored by these men. Although Burton did not cite any of these persons in 

The Law and Gospell reconciled, yet the indisputable similarities in their doctrinal 

convictions on the relationship of sin and the justified person implies that they possibly 

benefited from the same theological stream, such as Augustine whom Burton cites and whom 

Rutherford would often refer to.152 Martin Luther could be another source whose doctrinal 

view was appropriated by both Rutherford and Burton, even though Burton does not 

explicitly mention Luther in his work, for Luther published the first treatise against 

Antinomianism titled A Treatise against Antinomians written in an Epistolary way, which 

Rutherford included in A Survey of the Spirituall AntiChrist and devoted a whole section to 

vindicate Luther from Antinomian affiliation. Although there is no explicit evidence to 

demonstrate that Burton had read A Treatise against Antinomians, it may be inferred that 

Burton read this work of Luther’s before he wrote against Antinomianism, because Burton 

uses ‘Antinomian’ as a technical term of reference for his opponents, after the fashion of 

Luther who coined this term to denote Joannes Eislebius Agricola and those who held to the 

same theological aberration. Considering the close parallels that exist between Luther’s 

rejection of perfectionism and the arguments advanced by Rutherford and Burton in their 

respective works, it indicates a strong possibility that both men appropriated Luther’s view 

on the relationship between believers and sin. Over and above their shared concerns and 

convictions, Rutherford adds to Burton’s polemics against Antinomianism by discussing in 

detail how believers are freed from the dominion of sin, establishing the foundation for a 

more elaborate treatment of the doctrine of sanctification. In other words, Rutherford 

advanced on Burton’s polemic on the relationship between sin and the justified person in his 

treatment of Antinomianism. 
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Thomas Taylor 

Taylor contended against the Antinomians’ arbitrary separation of the believer from 

his sins, as well as their misinterpretation of Numbers 23:21. While Taylor’s treatise against 

Antinomianism may be an adequate portrayal of, and response to, his adversaries’ view at the 

time of writing, it fails to address related challenges that sprang up as the Antinomian 

Controversy gained traction in the 1640s with the publication of Antinomian literature, such 

as the sophisticated defence of free justification and the Antinomian view of the doctrine of 

sanctification. When Taylor was writing, he was responding to Antinomian doctrines that 

flowed out of the pulpits in and around London, those that he was made aware of. The 

content of his treatise reflects that he did not have access to the same cache of Antinomian 

theology that became available to the second wave of respondents (1640s); thus the latter 

group were able to engage the English Antinomians in greater depth. Nevertheless, Taylor’s 

work has demonstrated yet again that Rutherford was not alone in his contentions against his 

Antinomian opponents; both Rutherford and Taylor concur on the lifelong presence of 

indwelling sin in believers and the consequential need for believers to fight sin. It is 

noteworthy that both men appealed to Augustine’s view of indwelling sin as they sought to 

assert their stance. This implies that Taylor and Rutherford were standing in a long line of 

theologians who affirm the presence of indwelling sin in believers; their doctrines were not 

their own outworking but may be traced to the fruitful labours of theologians from previous 

years. In addition, Rutherford carried forward their shared view on the relationship between 

believers and sin into the realm of sanctification, to address the challenges that their 

Antinomian opponents raised on the doctrine of sanctification. 

 

Thomas Gataker 

From Gataker’s exegesis of Numbers 23:21, it is evident that he and Rutherford share 

the same doctrinal conviction that there is indwelling sin in believers, and there is a genuine 

difference between them and Eaton, even though the latter affirms some form of indwelling 

sin in believers that varies across three distinct epochs in human history. Although 

Rutherford also interacted with Eaton in his treatises, he adopted a generic approach in 

setting forth the inherent errors of Eaton’s view of believers’ relationship with sin, differing 

markedly from Gataker’s lengthy exposition which focused on a particular error that was 

identified in Eaton’s stance. However, Rutherford’s choice of approach to uncover Eaton’s 

doctrinal errors should not be regarded as a deficiency in his argument against 

Antinomianism, because Rutherford covered a wider scope of errors that he perceives to be 
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inherent in Eaton’s doctrinal view in comparison with Gataker.153 A generic approach served 

Rutherford well, for it was never his intention to dwell on the specific error of a particular 

Antinomian; he sought to present a comprehensive response to the Antinomians’ errors. For 

example, Rutherford elucidates the character of the indwelling sin that is present in believers, 

noting that indwelling sin is lifelong, but it has no dominion over believers, thereby refuting 

that believers are sinless. Rutherford’s response to Antinomianism went beyond the scope of 

believers’ relationship to sin, extending most notably to the doctrine of progressive 

sanctification. 

Therefore, Rutherford was more comprehensive than Gataker in his critique of 

Antinomianism on the relationship between believers and sin, and he advanced on the latter’s 

arguments with his foray into the realm of progressive sanctification. In addition, since 

Rutherford and Gataker shared the same doctrinal conviction on the presence of indwelling 

sin in believers, and all three of Rutherford’s treatises against Antinomianism were published 

from 1645 onwards after the publication of Gataker’s work Gods Eye on His Israel in 1644, it 

may be inferred that his response to Eaton was conditioned by his agreement with Gataker’s 

argument against Eaton, such that he sees no necessity to engage in another lengthy 

exposition like Gataker’s to refute the Antinomian view and stake a counter claim. 

 

Anthony Burgess 

From Burgess’ treatise, it is evident that he concurs with Gataker and Rutherford, as 

well as Burton and Taylor on the presence of indwelling sin in believers, and they 

unanimously charge their Antinomian opponents with a denial of the same. He contributes to 

ongoing conversations on the relationship between believers and sin in a brief but significant 

manner, by pointing out the inconsistency in Eaton’s application of Numbers 23:21. 

Furthermore, Burgess’ approach is unique among his peers and predecessors, because 

he begins with a consideration of the Law, before moving on to elucidate the correlation 

between believers and sin in light of the Law of God. Given the brief nature of his discourse 

on the relationship of believers to sin, it may be concluded that Rutherford advanced on his 

arguments in both breadth and depth on this doctrinal issue. More importantly, Rutherford 

carried the on-going conversation with the English Antinomians on the presence of 

indwelling sin into the realm of progressive sanctification. 
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Thus far, it has been demonstrated that Rutherford, together with his peers and 

predecessors in the Antinomian Controversy, laid a common charge against their opponents 

concerning their view of the correlation between believers and sin: a denial of indwelling sin 

in believers. In addition, Rutherford joined Burton and Gataker in accusing their Antinomian 

adversaries of advocating perfectionism. However, it is noteworthy that existing Antinomian 

primary sources counter the common perception that has been held against their authors. 

They reveal that the allegations made by the opponents represent an oversimplification of the 

Antinomian viewpoint, which also failed to account for the variety of views that existed 

within the camp. Therefore, the next section will proceed to analyse Antinomian 

perspectives, with particular focus on John Eaton, Tobias Crisp, and John Saltmarsh, in order 

to assess the legitimacy of the charges that Rutherford and others have placed upon them. 

 

Antinomian Perspectives on the Correlation between Believers and Sin 

Although John Eaton, Tobias Crisp, Robert Towne and John Saltmarsh share core 

doctrinal similarities on the relationship between believers and sin, their views are by no 

means identical. This section will demonstrate that Rutherford misinterpreted their views on 

the relationship between believers and sin and will set forth the genuine differences that exist 

between Rutherford and his opponents. In addition, it will be shown that this results in a 

diverging doctrine of progressive sanctification. 

 

Shades of Perfectionism 

Believers are sinless 

Tobias Crisp asserts that when sinners come to faith in Christ, they are saved from 

both the guilt and the power of sin.154 The guilt of sin is removed from believers when they 

are declared as truly innocent and just, acquitting them from all charges of sin.155 This 

declaration comes from faith in Jesus Christ alone, apart from any works, because believers 

cannot save themselves from the guilt of sin by their own righteousness, as any righteous acts 

that they may perform cannot satisfy the penalty that is required of their sins.156 

Consequently, believers stand faultless and blameless in God’s sight. In addition, Crisp 
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asserts that God will never hold believers responsible for any sin that they shall commit after 

conversion: ‘[t]here is not one sin you commit, after you receive Christ, that God can charge 

upon your person.’157 This is grounded on the assumption that it is a contradiction to charge a 

righteous person whom Christ has justified with sin, because ‘if he be faulty he is not 

innocent: if he be innocent he is not faulty.’158 

To substantiate his argument that believers are truly sinless in God’s sight, Crisp 

refers his readers to Ephesians 5:25-27. He claims that Ephesians 5:26 does not solely refer to 

believers’ sinlessness in eternal glory, but it has present implications too, because the words 

of verse 26 ‘run in the present tense.’159 Thus, he interprets Ephesians 5:26 as teaching that 

‘even now [believers] shall be without blemish, [believers] shall be without spot, and 

wrinkle.’160 It may be inferred that Crisp’s focus was on the words ‘not having spot or 

wrinkle or any such thing,’ because ‘not having’ is in the present tense; however, it is 

significant to note that according to NA27, ‘not having’ is a present participle that modifies 

the main verb ‘he might present,’ an aorist subjunctive, indicating that the ‘presenting’ has 

yet to take place but it will certainly occur in the future. Therefore, while Rutherford and his 

companions would certainly agree that this process has begun, yet they reject Crisp’s reading 

that it has already been accomplished here on earth. 

Crisp appeals to 1 John 1:9 for further support that believers are already without 

blemish, spot and wrinkle: ‘he doth not say, the blood of Christ shall clense us from all sin: 

but he saith for the present time the blood of Christ doth clense us from all sin.’161 1 John 1:9 

in its entirety reads, ‘If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just to forgive us our sins, and 

to cleanse us from all unrighteousness.’ (KJV) Since Crisp’s emphasis is on Christ cleansing 

believers from all sin, his focus is on the phrase ‘cleanse us from all unrighteousness,’ even 

though his wording is different. In his commentary on 1 John, Calvin points out that when 

John speaks about ‘cleanse us from all unrighteousness’ (KJV), he is ‘not telling us what God 

performs in us now,’ because believers are ‘never cleansed from all unrighteousness so far as 

our reformation goes.’162 Calvin elaborates, 

[John] says that [God] is faithful to cleanse us, not today or tomorrow (for so 
long as we are confined in the flesh we should be in a continual progress), but 
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what He has once begun, He continues to do daily until He at last completes it. 
Thus Paul says that we are chosen that we may appear unreproveable before 
God (Col. 1.22). And in another place, that the Church is cleansed that it may 
be without wrinkle or spot. (Eph. 5.27).163 

Calvin asserts that believers are not cleansed from all unrighteousness until they enter into 

eternal glory, and he interprets Ephesians 5:27 as speaking solely of the future in eternal 

glory too, as opposed to Crisp’s insistence that believers are already without blemish, spot 

and wrinkle. It may be inferred that Calvin and Crisp interpret the same Scriptural texts to 

different ends because they hold to different assumptions about the correlation between sin 

and justified persons. Rutherford and his companions follow Calvin closely in rejecting that 

believers are already perfect and sinless before God because of their consensus on the 

relationship between believers and sin, thus separating them from Crisp. 

 

Believers’ works and persons are both perfect 

John Eaton concurs with Crisp that believers’ persons are perfect, but he goes one 

step further to assert that all the works performed by believers are perfect too: ‘this imputing 

and mysticall cloathing of us with Christs righteousnesse, doth not only make our persons 

both bodies and soules perfectly holy and righteous, in the sight of God: but also all our 

works, vocations, affaires and businesses, that we take in hand, are made perfectly holy and 

righteous from all spot of sin in the sight of God freely.’164 When Eaton speaks about 

perfection, he has holiness and righteousness in mind, which he extends beyond believers’ 

persons unto their works. Hence, he affirms that ‘all our works’ have been made ‘perfectly 

holy and righteous;’ in other words, believers’ works are sinless in God’s sight. All believers’ 

works would cover even those sinful acts committed by believers in time; by implication, 

even those sinful acts have been made holy and righteous in God’s sight. As stated in an 

earlier section, Burton rejects this claim as absurd, because he maintains that God cannot 

make a work that is unjust by nature into something just.165 Contrary to Burton, Eaton asserts 

that believers’ works are made perfectly holy and righteous ‘by the blood and righteousnesse 

of Christ’ which abolished ‘whatsoever imperfection is in them.’166 He credits justification as 

the root cause for the perfection of both believers’ persons and works, 

Justification doth not only present us, and our persons, perfectly holy and 
righteous, from all spot of sin in the sight of God freely; but also taketh away 
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from before God, and abolisheth all the imperfections of all our works out of 
the sight of God: so that to be pure and to the believing all things are pure; as 
to the unbelieving nothing is pure; but their best good works are filthy and 
abhominable [sic] in the sigh to God.167 

According to Eaton, believers are pure, and everything associated with them shares the same 

attribute of purity, because the imperfection that is present in believers’ works has been 

removed from God’s sight by Christ’s blood and righteousness, such that their works are now 

perfect (free from ‘all spot of sin’) before God. It may be inferred that Eaton posits an 

ontological change has taken place with regards to believers’ works, whereby the imperfect 

has undergone a transformative process into that which is now holy and righteous. 

Consequently, believers’ works are now freed from ‘all spot of sin in the sight of God,’ just 

as their persons are.  

However, prevailing scholarship asserts that Eaton was not making an ontological 

argument when he speaks of the perfection of believers’ persons, because he is merely 

speaking about a change in God’s perception towards believers upon their conversion: 

God, [Eaton] explained, ‘imputeth … his sonnes righteousnesse … in us, and 
upon us’, and he effects this ‘so powerfully that we thereby are made of 
unjust, just before God … objectively’. This language should not be 
misunderstood. In keeping with orthodox doctrine Eaton had in view a change 
not in human nature but in the divine cognition; yet there the imputing was no 
pretence or legal fiction but a potently real event. … So the wedding-garment 
symbolizes the divine decision ‘not imaginarily to count us, but to make us’ 
pure before his eyes.168 

According to Bozeman, Eaton is not arguing for an ontological change in believers that 

results in the complete removal of their sins; he is merely arguing that believers’ sins are 

henceforth hidden from God’s sight. Como makes a similar assertion when he states that 

‘[Eaton] was not arguing that the justified were actually rendered perfect in themselves. 

Much like the mainstream puritans, Eaton maintained that far from being objectively and 

inherently perfect in this life, justified sinners retained the remnants of sin within them. … 

The faithful were perfect imputatively (that is, in the divine gaze), but not inherently.’169  

However, this view fails to take into account of Eaton’s argument for the perfection of 

believers’ persons and works, which asserts that sinful persons and their sin-tainted works 

have been made holy and righteous in a real and tangible sense, such that they now appear as 
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genuinely perfect and sinless in the sight of God who cannot count what is unjust to be just if 

it is not truly so. Therefore, in light of Eaton’s claim that believers have been made perfectly 

holy and righteous in both their persons and their works through free justification, it ought to 

be concluded that Eaton is arguing for a change in the nature of both the persons and works 

of believers. 

Besides Eaton, Robert Towne also insists on the perfection of believers’ persons and 

works. Contending against Taylor’s claim that believers, as well as their acts, remain 

imperfect in God’s sight after their conversion, Towne asserts that believers and all their acts 

must necessarily be perfect because this is the fundamental basis upon which they who were 

sinners became acceptable to God: 

The just and wise God who accepteth of every thing by due weight and 
measure, even as it is found to be, he doth not, nay cannot simply account that 
which is but inchoate and partiall, for full and compleat obedience. Neither 
can it stand with his justice to accept any thing which is not first perfect, 
seeing that perfection and absolutenesse is the ground of acceptance both of 
our persons and performances.170 

According to Towne, it is impossible for believers to appear as imperfect in God’s sight, 

because if they were truly imperfect as Taylor has claimed, they would have remained 

unacceptable to God just as all unconverted sinners are; this would have negated their status 

as believers. This argument holds true for believers’ works as well as their persons. In 

addition, if God had counted the imperfect as perfect, it would be contrary to God’s justice 

and wisdom, which Towne asserts is impossible. Towne thinks that Taylor’s claim arises 

from a gross misunderstanding of free justification and its consequent effect on believers, 

thus he rejects Taylor’s concurrent assertion that believers are ‘now called perfect and 

undefiled’ as a baseless claim.171 

Towne was responding to Taylor’s assertion that believers’ obedience ‘hath promise 

of acceptance, and is accounted as full, and compleat obedience to the Law,’172 which implies 

that believers are unable to obey God’s Law perfectly, yet they are counted as having done so 

in God’s reckoning whenever they obey the Law of God. Taylor elucidates that ‘God looketh 

not now on their obedience as theirs, but as on his owne worke in them, nor approveth the 

person for the work, but the work for the person.’173 In other words, believers’ works are 

accepted by God because (i) they are engendered in believers through the workings of the 
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Holy Spirit, and (ii) they are performed by the believers, but not on the basis that believers 

have performed their works perfectly; thus Taylor states that God does not look upon their 

obedience as theirs. However, Towne dismisses this as a contradiction in Taylor’s theology, 

because Taylor rejects that God sees believers’ obedience in this instance, but he affirms that 

God looks upon their obedience on other occasions: ‘But, I. If God looketh not on their 

obedience now as theirs, how seeth he it defective unlesse you will hold Gods work to be 

imperfect. Secondly, how then is God offended, and angry with his childrens failings? For 

both those you afterwards affirm But you seeme little to mind or know what you write.’174 

Towne is adamant that God always sees believers’ works; therefore, their works must be 

perfect. Since believers’ works are perfect, by logical inference their persons are perfect too, 

for perfect works can only be performed by perfect persons; this reinforces Towne’s view 

concerning the persons and works of believers.  

Thus far, a preliminary analysis of Towne’s view confirms that he consistently 

affirms believers are perfect with regards to both their persons and works, which is the 

ground of their acceptance by God. However, this makes him susceptible to Rutherford’s 

charge of perfectionism, because his argument for the perfection of believers’ persons and 

works in God’s sight implies that believers do not and cannot sin in all their thoughts and 

deeds.  

Towne’s denial that the Holy Spirit will cause believers to sorrow for sin and rejoice 

over the forgiveness that they receive from repentance gives further credence to Rutherford’s 

charge. In response to Taylor’s statement ‘for the spirit of grace is ever a spirit of mourning, 

and from that sowing in teares ariseth the harvest of joy,’175 Towne counters that  

[t]o speak properly according to Scripture, Its the spirit of bondage that 
causeth this mourning, and sowing in teares which you speak of, after which 
in the elect succedeth the spirit of joy; but neither immediately, nor as an 
effect caused by heavinesse, and sorrow of mind; but onely it ariseth from the 
glad tiding of the Gospel being mingled with, and received by faith.176 

Towne argues that Taylor committed a crucial exegetical error in stating that ‘the spirit of 

grace’ caused mourning in believers, because it is ‘the spirit of bondage’ that causes 

mourning and sowing in tears. He asserts the Scriptures teaches that the elect of God remains 

in this negative state prior to receiving Christ, but when they receive Christ by faith through 

the Gospel preached to them, they become filled with ‘the spirit of joy.’ Why is Towne 
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raising an exegetical dispute against Taylor at this juncture? The clue lies in the preceding 

sentence to Taylor’s statement cited above, which reveals that he was speaking about the 

doctrinal concepts of forgiveness and repentance, recurring events in the life of genuine 

believers: ‘But this peace [of conscience] followeth not from unfeelingnesse [a numbness 

towards sin], but from feeling sin pardoned, from perceiving sin subdue, and from discerning 

sinne repented of, striven against and conquered.’177 Taylor was speaking about a series of 

actions that takes place in believers’ lives concerning sin, which involves them as recipients 

of forgiveness for sins committed as well as active participants to take the fight to sin, by 

which they will experience peace of conscience. He concluded his brief discourse with the 

above-cited statement to point out to his readers that it is the Holy Spirit who works in 

believers mourning for sin, bringing them to repentance, that they may find joy when they 

experience forgiveness for their sins. Thus when Towne charges Taylor with committing an 

exegetical error, he is disputing Taylor’s claim concerning the work of the Holy Spirit (‘the 

spirit of grace’) in believers’ lives; in essence, he is dismantling Taylor’s assertion that 

believers continue to sin, they need forgiveness for sin, they will receive pardon for sin when 

they repent, and their continuous need to strive against sin that they may conquer it. This is 

confirmed by Towne’s allegation that Taylor tries to obtain peace by ‘Repentance, and 

reformation of life then justification by faith in Christ Jesus, which onely is effectuall to 

make and cause true peace, and joy.’178 It is evident that Towne frowns upon what he 

considers to be Taylor’s repentance and reformation of life; by inference, Towne rejects the 

possibility that believers continue to sin after their conversion. This is consistent with 

Towne’s assertion that believers are perfect in both persons and works. 

 

Evidences against Perfectionism 

Presence of Indwelling Sin in Believers 

As stated earlier, Eaton claims that God perceived the believers of the Old Testament 

period differently from believers today.179 He divides believers into three epochs in the 

history of salvation: ‘the time of the Law,’ ‘the time of Iohn Baptist’ and ‘the time of the 

Gospel.’180 The start of John the Baptist’s ministry and Jesus Christ’s death on the cross are 

the two signposts dividing these three time periods. The conviction that God sees no sin in 
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the justified is central to his three-epoch framework, which in turn is grounded upon Eaton’s 

view of the impact that free justification brought about in the lives of believers. Eaton argues 

that through free justification, believers who were formerly unjust were made just in God’s 

sight by the imputation of Christ’s perfect righteousness to them, such that 

all our sinnes that we feele daily, dwelling in us, so (aboue our reason, sense 
and feeling, that it may be by the faith of Gods power) quite taken away from 
before God, and so utterly abolished in his sight, that we have not one spot or 
wrinkle of sinne, or any such thing in the sight of God, because the blood of 
Christ doth make us cleane from all sin.181 

There are a few significant observations to be made concerning Eaton’s view of the 

correlation between believers and sin: (1) even though believers have been justified, they 

possess a daily awareness of sins inside them; (2) in spite of the tangibility of sin, the reality 

is these sins have been completely removed from God’s sight, eradicated without leaving a 

trace; and (3) believers now stand sinless before God. All these were made possible by Jesus 

Christ who shed His blood for believers and cleansed them from all their sins. Eaton appeals 

to John 1:25 as a basis for his claim that the sins of believers have been completely removed: 

‘Behold the Lambe of God that taketh away the sine of the world.’182 He expounds six 

Scriptural texts which he considers to be the ‘principall and most emphaticall phrases or 

similitudes’ that teaches the complete abolishment of believers’ sins, namely Psalm 103:12, 

Micah 7:18-19, Ephesians 5:25-27, Isaiah 1:18, Numbers 23:21, and Isaiah 43:25.183 It is 

upon these foundations that Eaton argues God sees no sin in believers, yet he concurrently 

affirms that believers continue to feel sin in their lives. 

But how is it possible for God not to see the sins that exist in believers? Eaton does 

not resolve this contradiction by construing those sins as unreal or a mere figment of the 

believers’ imagination; he affirms that sins truly dwell in believers, however God does not 

see those sins because believers have been clothed with Christ’s righteousness.184 Eaton 

elaborates that the wedding garment of Christ’s righteousness is ‘a covering and abolisher of 

[believers’] sinnes out of Gods sight,’185 such that it obliterate sins like how ‘the Sun-beames 

doe abolish darknesse out of a dark house, Esay 44.22,’186 leaving believers sinless in God’s 

sight. To impress upon his readers the extent to which sin has been abolished, Eaton asserts 

that ‘whether [the sins] be great, or whether they be little, whether they bee many, even all, 
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past, present, and to come; this Lamb of God taketh away all; For with one sacrifice hath 

Christ made perfect for ever all them that are sanctified, Heb. 10.14.’187 This is a 

reaffirmation that believers’ sins have been completely wiped out, that there is indeed no 

more sin left in them, contrary to their feelings of indwelling sin, because Christ has made 

believers perfect. 

The perfection of believers is further emphasised when Eaton claims that ‘all sin, as 

sins of commission, and sins of omission; actuall sins, and originall sins; all are done 

away.’188 It is significant to note that he perceives original sin to be a greater evil than actual 

sin, because ‘it is the spring and fountaine of all other sins.’189  By claiming that both original 

sin and actual sins have been removed from believers, Eaton has effectively removed the 

propensity for believers to sin. It may be inferred that he sees believers as sinless and also 

incapable of sinning against God, corresponding to the charge of perfectionism raised by 

Rutherford, Burton, and Gataker. This reveals a major inconsistency in Eaton’s view of the 

correlation between believers and sin, because on the one hand he claims that the fountain of 

sin has been removed and thus believers cannot sin, yet on the other hand he affirms that 

believers have this daily awareness of sin in them because they are predisposed to sin as a 

result of their corrupt nature. Eaton describes believers’ sinning as ‘our misery before God… 

our spiritual leprosie before God… our spirituall Plague-soare, and sicknesse to the death of 

hell-fier [sic].’190 So, are believers predisposed to sin and thus will continue to do so 

throughout their lives, or have they been made perfect and thus incapable of sinning? These 

are incongruent positions that cannot be reconciled. It is noteworthy that Eaton did not offer 

any advice towards reconciliation. However, this major internal inconsistency was 

overlooked by Bozeman and Como in their respective discussions on Eaton’s doctrinal 

views.191 For example, on the one hand Bozeman asserts that in Eaton’s theology, ‘[t]here 

was no denying that impulses toward sin remain, but these were bare remnants of the old 

man,’192 yet on the other hand he maintains that ‘now the saints simply “cannot but chuse” to 

control themselves and to perform good works.’193 If believers will infallibly do what is right 

as Bozeman has understood Eaton, it negates the possibility of them sinning, which 

contradicts the initial assertion that ‘impulses toward sin remain’ in believers. But Bozeman 
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failed to identify this discrepancy in Eaton’s doctrinal views. Although Como quoted Eaton’s 

words ‘all sin, as sins of commission, and sins of omission; actuall sins, and original sins; all 

are done away’ to support his claim that Eaton conceived of ‘Christ’s sacrifice [as having] 

blotted  out [all sin],’ Como too failed to pick up the theological inconsistency embedded in 

this quotation.194 This oversight reveals an existing gap in the study of English Antinomian 

theology, but it will not be taken up here as it stretches beyond the scope of the current thesis. 

However, Eaton clarified why God who made believers sinless allowed sin to remain 

in them. Eaton reasons that God allows believers to feel sin even though it has in reality been 

abolished, so that they shall be driven to faith ‘and to make faith the more abound.’195 Eaton 

acknowledges that believers may be prone to doubt that their sins have been abolished 

because they see and sense sin in themselves, but he asserts that this presents them with the 

opportunity to exercise true faith by trusting in God’s words even though they find 

themselves in contrary circumstances.196 He cites Abraham as an example of a believer who 

trusted in God’s words against his presenting circumstances to encourage his readers to do 

the same with regards to their relationship with sin that dwells in them. Thus, Eaton views the 

awareness of sin in daily life solely as a means for believers to grow in faith;197 there is 

nothing negative about apprehending sins in their lives, because Christ has made believers 

‘cleane, not onely from this or that spot of sin, but also from all spots of all sins.’198 Since the 

awareness of sin is a daily affair for believers, this implies that the presence of indwelling sin 

is not a temporary condition, but one that lasts for a lifetime. It is evident that sins dwelling in 

believers is a basic assumption that Eaton holds unto, confirming the incongruency in his 

doctrinal understanding on this issue. 

It must be made clear that all the discussions thus far on the correlation between 

believers and sin in Eaton’s thoughts pertain to believers who are living in ‘the time of the 

Gospel,’ which includes the original readers of Eaton’s publication and those thereafter. 

Eaton uses a tri-epoch framework as a means to defend his presupposition ‘God sees no sin in 
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believers’ against those who appeal to believers such as David and Peter as clear biblical 

examples that God sees and punishes the sins of all believers. Hence, he agrees with 

Rutherford et al. in his assessment of believers who lived during ‘the time of the Law,’ 

however he deviated from them when he proposed a two-stage progression whereby God saw 

the sin but does not punish believers for them in ‘the time of John Baptist,’ until finally God 

saw no sin in believers in ‘the time of the Gospel.’ Eaton argues that God’s demand towards 

man changes over time as the truth of free justification becomes clearer. During ‘the time of 

the Law,’ even though Old Testament believers were also saved in Christ, they had to keep 

the Law rigorously or else they will be punished by God, because all that they had were 

‘types, figures, and shadowes of the glory of Free Iustification, and of the other glorious 

benefits of the Gospel and good things to come.’199 With reference to Galatians 4:1, Eaton 

compares believers then to children who are under the strict charge of a schoolmaster, such 

that whenever they step outside the bounds of the Law of God, they will be punished: 

So they were under such severitie of the Law, that if they did… but step a little 
awry, they had the Law as a Schoolmaster took notice of their sins, and 
sharply scourged them for the same, thus constraining them to holinesse and 
rightouesnesse by fear, as a Schoolmaster doth children to vertuous education, 
Galath. 4.1.200 

Although the Law is the strict schoolmaster that confronts believers, yet it is God who 

punishes the believers for breaking the Law. However, when history progresses to ‘the time 

of John Baptist,’ the schoolmaster begins to ‘slacke and cease,’201 as evidenced by God 

seeing but no longer punishing believers when they transgress the Law. Eaton gives two 

reasons for this change: (1) Christ will soon be bearing all the sins of the elect on the cross, 

(2) the Church, the bride of Christ has matured from a child into an adult ready for 

marriage.202 This change was brought about by the preaching and baptism of John the 

Baptist, through whom the glory of free justification shines forth more brightly than the 

previous age.203 With the accomplishment of salvation on the cross, believers are ushered into 

the final age of Eaton’s tri-epoch framework, ‘the time of the Gospel,’ whereby ‘the full 

flowing fountaine of Christs blood… abundantly wash them cleare from all their sins, that 

they should, from all their uncleanesse, be made in the sight of God whiter than snow.’204 

Believers living in this new age are now sinless in God’s sight. Furthermore, God sees no sin 
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in them even though they transgress the Law, such that Eaton would even affirm ‘I believe 

that there is no sin in the Church of God.’205 Thus, Eaton’s concept of ‘no sin’ does not mean 

that believers do not commit sinful acts anymore; instead, it implies that God does not regard 

those sinful acts as offensive, because they have become unreal both to God and to believers. 

As the truth of free justification becomes fully revealed to men, God’s view of believers 

morphed into its final form. 

Whether it was intentional or not, Eaton’s tri-epoch framework presents God as a 

mutable being who changes His response towards believers over time, from treating them 

harshly for sinning, to overlooking their sins, and eventually to the complete abolishment of 

their sins from His sight. In contrast, Rutherford and others assert that God is immutable in 

the way that He deals with believers whenever they sin, irrespective of the time period that 

they were living in. As noted earlier, Burgess observes a glaring inconsistency in Eaton’s 

application of Numbers 23:21, where he bypasses the Old Testament believers who were its 

original recipients and applies it solely to New Testament believers.206 If Eaton had been 

consistent in his application of Numbers 23:21, then the truth claim that he is arguing for 

New Testament believers ought to be applied to its original hearers too; this would mean that 

God saw no sin in believers of ‘the time of the Law’ and ‘the time of John Baptist.’ This 

reveals further inconsistency in Eaton’s arguments which casts doubt on the reliability and 

legitimacy of Eaton’s tri-epoch framework. It is noteworthy that this internal inconsistency 

was not picked up by Bozeman or Como in their respective works; in addition, both scholars 

did not note down any discrepancy in Eaton’s doctrinal view.207 This reiterates that there is a 

gap in the area of English Antinomian theology which requires further research, but it is 

beyond the bounds of this thesis.  

Like Eaton, Crisp also affirms some form of indwelling sin in believers. Besides 

claiming that believers are sinless and spotless, Crisp correspondingly asserts that believers 

will still sin against God after their conversion. In response to a perceived objection that 

questions why believers will sin even though they are already sinless and spotless, Crisp 

explains that believers sin against God because they cannot stop themselves from doing so: 

‘themselves can do nothing but commit sinne.’208 He concurs with his opponents that 

believers are predisposed to sin throughout their lifetime. However, Crisp rejects that 
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believers are sinners because they sin; he insists that even though a believer sins, God does 

not view him as a sinner, because ‘his sins are reckoned to be taken away from him.’209 He 

clarifies that those sins have been counted as belonging to Christ who has paid the full price 

on the cross and ‘carryed them away from [believers],’210 therefore God does not hold a 

believer accountable for his sins. Thus, Crisp maintains that believers are freed from ‘the 

charge of sinne,’ but they are never freed from ‘acts of sin.’211 Expounding on believers’ 

freedom from the charge of sin, he points out that they have been freed from a ‘three-fold 

power of sinne’: (1) ‘a reigning power,’ (2) ‘a tyrannizing power,’ and (3) ‘a bustling or a 

ruffling power.’212 Crisp cites Romans 6:14 as proof that believers have been freed from the 

dominion of sin (its reigning power) by the grace of Christ, such that they are no longer 

servants of sin, yet this freedom is realised ‘by degrees’ in the lives of believers; they will 

continue to experience ‘the power and resistency of sinne’ throughout their lives.213 This 

provides the foundation for Crisp’s assertion that believers will continue to sin against God. 

Believers are also freed from the tyrannizing power of sin, such that sin no longer has ‘a 

present overmastery in the soule.’214 This is distinguished from the active role that believers 

had in serving sin when they were formerly under its dominion. Crisp recognises that there 

were moments when sinners desire to do good, but the tyrannizing power of sin will coerce 

them into committing evil acts; however, believers are now freed from this coercion.215 

Although sins will continue to trouble believers, they are freed from its active power by 

Christ who crucifies ‘the flesh with affections and lust’ by degrees, so that sin shall trouble 

them less and less.216 It is evident that Crisp holds consistently to the view that believers 

continue to sin against God after their conversion, just like Eaton. This proves that the charge 

of denying indwelling sin in believers which Rutherford raised against Crisp is inaccurate. 

Since Rutherford was not alone in putting forth this charge against the Antinomians, it 

appears that there is a lingering misunderstanding among the opponents of Antinomianism 

that the Antinomian denies the presence of indwelling sin in believers, which thus far has 

been proven to be unfounded. 
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In addition to Eaton and Crisp, Towne also affirms that there is indwelling sin in 

believers. Although the evidence presented thus far against Towne strongly suggests that he 

espouses perfectionism, he expressly rejects this allegation. In response to Taylor’s charge 

that the English Antinomians hold to the same doctrinal error of perfectionism as the 

Novatians and Familists, Towne writes, 

[w]hen you can prove us Novatians or Famelists, or ever to have taught or 
held perfect puritie in the flesh, or can produce such a principle out of any 
Catechisme of ours, as you mention, then we shall see what warrant you have 
thus to write. But till you make good your words by better testimonie and 
evidence, I shall count them no better then uncharitable slanders, and mere 
falshoods.217 

Towne rejects the doctrinal link that Taylor placed upon ‘us;’218 he is not speaking as an 

individual here, but on behalf of the English Antinomians as a collective group, seeking to 

prove to his readers that those from his camp in the ongoing Controversy has never espoused 

perfectionism as their opponents have claimed. Replying to Taylor’s allegation that the 

English Antinomians believe ‘the justified person is freed from all spot of sinne, and 

perfectly righteous,’219 Towne affirms the veracity of this statement, but he elucidates that 

this is ‘[t]rue, imputatively, but that sinne and pollution should not be in the flesh, was ever 

denied and derested.’220 This is substantiated by his claim that believers continue to see sins 

in themselves: ‘I can looke upon my selfe, my actions, yea, into my Conscience, and see my 

sinnes remaine; but looke into the Records of Heaven, and Gods justice, and since the 

bloodshed of Christ, I can finde there nothing against me, but the bond by my suretie is 

satisfied, and cancelled.’221 In other words, while he affirms that believers are perfect in 

persons and works, Towne also concurrently affirms that there is sin and corruption in 

believers. How does he reconcile this logical contradiction? 

Towne begins by differentiating two aspects within free justification, namely the 

immediate effect and its consequential effect; the former happens instantaneously while the 

latter continues throughout the believer’s lifetime: ‘though Justification be an individuall Act, 

perfected in an instant, and not by succession and degrees, as is inherent holinesse: yet the 

virtue and effacice of it to cleare the coast of the conscience, to rase all sinnes out of the book 

of Gods remembrance, to keep the beleever in everlasting favour, peace, securitie, and 
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happinesse is perpetuall.’222 According to Towne, believers are made holy and perfect 

instantaneously by justification, but justification continues to benefit believers in the 

following ways throughout their whole life: (1) clear their conscience, (2) erase their sins so 

that God remembers them no more, (3) keep them always in God’s favour. These benefits are 

crucial for believers because of the presence of indwelling sin in them, which Towne 

acknowledges as the root cause that results in believers sinning inevitably. 

[T]hough the Jebusite must bee in the land, and the prick in the flesh, and the 
law of sin in the members, which uncessantly forceth us to sinne, more or less, 
inwardly or outwardly; yet faith discerneth this glorious Sunne of 
righteousnesse by his effectuall beames, and influence perfectly purifying and 
perfuming the ayre that we live and breathe in. Gal. 2. 20. and banishing all 
the mist and vapours arising from these earthly members out of Gods sight and 
presence. Col. 2. 22.223 

Towne uses ‘the Jebusite,’ ‘the prick’ and ‘the law of sin’ to describe the indwelling sin that 

is present in believers. He acknowledges that believers will inevitably sin against God after 

their conversion, because indwelling sin ‘uncessantly forceth us to sinne.’ However, Towne 

asserts that the inevitable sins committed by believers are completely removed from God’s 

sight by the glory of Christ’s righteousness (free justification). In other words, believers 

continue to sin, but God takes no notice of those sins because of the imputed righteousness of 

Christ. Hence, Towne readily affirms that ‘I am a sinner, and no sinner; Daily I fall in myself, 

and stand in Christ for ever. My works fail, his never can, and they are also mine. His 

righteousnesse is everlasting, and so are all the blessed fruits therefore, as, peace, joy, life, 

acceptance, reconciliation, salvation.’224 

Is Towne downplaying or dismissing the doctrine of God’s omniscience when he 

asserts that God does not see the sins that believers actually commit? Certainly not. Towne 

holds to a high view of God’s omniscience, which is evident when he speaks of God as all-

seeing and all-knowing with regards to the condition of Adam before and after the Fall: 

God, by one simple, individuall, and immutable Act seeth Adam before he 
made him, and after his creation, in his innocencie, fall and restitution by 
Christ, as he is miserable and blessed, as he is in part holy by inherent 
sanctification, and he is perfect and glorified in heaven. In all these stations, 
&c. states that Adam hath waded and passed through he stil remained before 
God, with whom nothing is transient.225 

 
222 Towne, The Assertion of Grace, 39–40. 
223 Towne, The Assertion of Grace, 40. 
224 Towne, The Assertion of Grace, 40. 
225 Towne, The Assertion of Grace, 101. 



 82 

Nevertheless, Towne argues that it is necessary to set forth God’s view of believers’ 

relationship to sin with respect to their conversion, what things are like before and after 

conversion, so that believers may be assured that they who were formerly ‘unpure and unjust’ 

are now ‘pure from all spot of sin… [having been] washed in the blood of Christ, and 

iustified in his righteousnesse.’226 This implies Towne’s claim that God sees no sins in 

believers is built upon the doctrinal basis of God’s omniscience. How then does Towne 

reconcile the reality that believers continue to sin, God sees their sinful acts, yet God 

continues to view their actions as perfect? 

The answer may be found in his interpretation of John Calvin’s words on how the 

imperfect, good works performed by believers become acceptable in God’s sight: 

[Calvin] telleth you that those good works which follow Justification, are 
esteemed and valued otherwise then after their owne desert and dignitie; 
Because what ever is imperfect in them, is covered with Christs perfection; 
What ever blemish or filthinesse is clensed by his puritie, least it should come 
into question by Gods judgement. … Also the defect of imperfection which is 
wont to pollute all good workes being buried, all good works of the faithfull 
are acknowledged to be just, or which is all one, are imputed to be 
righteousnesse.227 

Towne asserts that Calvin’s lengthy discourse is proof that the latter ‘holds perfection both of 

the person and performance, to be the ground of acceptance with God.’228 However, a close 

reading of Institutes 3.17.8 which Towne has cited reveals Calvin was stressing that 

believers’ good works, though imperfect, are acceptable to God because they are ‘covered by 

Christ’s perfection’ and thus ‘reckoned as righteousness.’229 In other words, he is explaining 

how believers’ good works are acceptable to God, instead of building an argument that makes 

believers’ works the ground of acceptance by God as Towne has claimed. Most importantly, 

in spite of Towne’s claim that Calvin espouses the perfection of believers’ performance, 

Calvin neither asserts nor implies that all the works performed by believers are perfect; 

rather, he stresses that believers’ good works are accounted as righteous when they are in 

reality imperfect. Calvin reaffirms this in the following words: ‘it follows from justification 

of faith that works otherwise impure, unclean, half done, unworthy of God’s sight, not to 

mention his love, are accounted righteousness.’230 It may be duly inferred that Towne has 

misinterpreted Calvin’s words. 
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While Towne concurs with Calvin that believers’ best works are imperfect, his 

insistence that ‘before [these works] can come up into the presence and acceptance with God, 

they necessarily must be salted purified from their corruption, and filthinesse’ separates the 

two men.231 Thus, it may be concluded that Towne espouses a view of believers’ works that 

is fundamentally different from Calvin’s, one that posits the purging of all corruption from 

imperfect works in order that they may eventually be rendered as ontologically perfect in 

God’s sight. Since Towne is arguing that all the works done by believers are perfect in God’s 

sight, his ontological argument for the transformation of believers’ works must necessarily 

encompass the sinful acts that believers commit; by implication, these acts too will be 

transformed into righteous deeds just as in the former’s case. Therefore, even though 

believers continue to sin after conversion, their imperfect works are transformed into perfect 

acts, so God does not see the sin in them but continues to view their deeds as perfect 

righteousness. It may be duly concluded that while Towne affirms believers’ propensity to 

sin against God, he argues that their sinful acts have been transformed into perfect works, so 

God does not count believers as sinning against Him. This refutes one-half of Rutherford’s 

twofold charge that Towne denies the presence of indwelling sin, but it fits the concurrent 

charge of perfectionism. 

Like Eaton, Crisp and Towne, Saltmarsh also affirms the presence of indwelling sin in 

believers. He elucidates that believers continue to sin against God because ‘in this life, the sin 

is more taken away then [sic] the lust, and our blessednesse is more in having the curse of it 

removed, then the corruption; and our justification is more glorious then our sanctification, 

and our forgivenesse from sin, more then our cleansing from sin.’232 This statement reveals a 

key assumption that underlies Saltmarsh’s view of the correlation between believers and sin: 

believers continue to sin, because corruption remains in them. Saltmarsh’s affirmation of 

corruption in believers counters Rutherford’s twofold charge of advocating perfectionism and 

denial of indwelling sin in believers. As analysed in an earlier section, Saltmarsh’s assertion 

that believers will fall into former sins is further evidence that he espouses the presence of 

indwelling sin in believers.233 This is corroborated by his elucidation of how the corrupt 

nature remains in believers after they come to faith in Christ and how it has been weakened 

as a result: ‘Conversion takes not away corruption from the nature of man, but ingrafts or 

plants a new nature of spirit into the nature of man, which weakens and impairs and works 
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out the flesh; and the inward growing of the new man, causeth a perishing of the outward 

man.’234 In other words, believers’ propensity to sin is visibly altered after their conversion, 

such that they are now less disposed to sin, but they are not freed from sinning. This parallels 

Crisp’s assertion that believers are freed from sin’s three-fold power, for Saltmarsh and Crisp 

concur that sin does not have the same mastery over believers as it once had prior to their 

conversion, and thus believers do not sin in the same manner as they formerly did. Thus, 

Saltmarsh asserts that believers will sin tenderly and not compulsively, because they know 

that they have been redeemed from sin and ‘not redeemed to sin.’235 The arguments that 

Saltmarsh employs to demonstrate that there is indwelling sin in believers have proven that 

Rutherford’s charge of a denial of the same is untenable. 

 

God’s Chastisement of Believers 

Crisp strengthened the Antinomian argument for indwelling sin in believers when he 

discusses God’s chastisement of believers.236 He acknowledges God will send afflictions 

upon believers when they sin, but he rejects that these afflictions are punishments for sin, 

because ‘if the Lord will scourge a believer, as now pouring out upon him what his 

transgression hath deserved; wherefore did Christ die?’237 According to Crisp, Christ has 

borne all the punishment due for sins on behalf of believers, rendering them free from 

punishment, such that to assert otherwise is to imply that ‘God takes satisfaction twice for 

one thing,’ which he maintains is absurd.238 Citing Isaiah 53:11, Crisp asserts that God was 

satisfied with the punishment of sin that Christ has borne, therefore it is impossible for God 

to ‘exact a new satisfaction by pouring out his wrath for sin upon believers’ whenever they 

sin.239 This is a major assumption that Crisp holds to as he argues that afflictions are not 

punishment for sin. In addition, he asserts that God will never punish believers for sinning 

because God has promised that He will not remember their sins: ‘Is it a truth that God hath 

spoken, Your iniquities and your sins will I remember no more? Then surely whatsoever 

things befall the children of God, are not punishments for sinne, the Lord must be true and 

faithfull in his Covenant.’240 Hence, Crisp claims that afflictions used to be ‘the rod of Gods 
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anger,’ but now they have become ‘the gentle purges of a tender Father.’241 He compares 

God’s chastisement of believers to a father who chastises his child with a rod, but maintains 

that ‘the Lord never poures out indignation and wrath as the desert of his people.’242 It is 

evident that he dissociates God’s anger from God’s chastisement. It may be inferred that 

Crisp restricts his usage of God’s anger to mean His condemning wrath as a Judge, thus he 

refuses to attribute any form of fatherly anger to God’s chastisement of believers. Crisp 

considers afflictions as the means that God uses to ‘take away sin: that is, to break off sin, to 

prevent sin’ in believers, as opposed to mode of punishment for sinning in unbelievers.243 In 

other words, Crisp sees afflictions as ‘reformative’ in nature and not ‘retributive.’244 Thus, 

Crisp asserts that affliction is a means by which God shows his love for believers: ‘afflictions 

are the smiles of God, as gracious as the choicest embraces: God doth never manifest a loving 

stroking of a soule, more than he doth when he afflicts it, to make his love appeare in these 

afflictions.’245 

Rutherford’s view on God’s chastisement of believers differs markedly from Crisp’s; 

he asserts that it is a true display of God’s anger against the believer for sinning. He cites 

Saltmarsh, Towne and Eaton as men who propounded that ‘God cannot be angry at the sinnes 

of the justified, because they are done away, and abolished in Christ;’246 however, Crisp’s 

name was conspicuously absent from the list. It is most probably because Crisp, unlike the 

other men, did not explicitly assert that God cannot be angry with believers; nevertheless, it 

was his implicit assumption. When Rutherford asserts that God is truly angry with believers 

for sinning, he is not doubting the sufficiency of Christ’s sin bearing on the cross, nor is he 

suggesting that God is seeking double satisfaction for the same sins; he asserts that Christ has 

indeed ‘fully satisfied, and removed’ God’s wrath that flows from justice, but God continues 

to show ‘[a]nger and displeasure’ to believers whenever they sin.247 Rutherford elucidates 

that God’s anger is directed against the ‘sinnes of the justified, both to hate, rebuke, and 

correct their sinnes though God hate not their persons.’248 In other words, while God does not 

hate believers, He hates their sins, and His anger is manifested to chastise believers and turn 

them away from their sins. This means that Rutherford sees ‘reformative’ and ‘retributive’ 
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elements in God’s chastisement, in contrast to Crisp who regards it as solely ‘reformative’ 

and non ‘retributive’ because he posits that it is impossible for God to be angry with 

believers. Rutherford puts forth David as an example of a believer who was ‘justified by 

Christs imputed righteousnesse, the same way that we are,’ yet God was displeased with 

David when he committed adultery and murder.249 While this counters Crisp’s argument, 

Eaton would find it unpersuasive, because he asserts that David lived in a bygone era where 

God sees and punishes believers for sinning. But this overlooks the fact that David was a 

believer who was also justified by Christ’s imputed righteousness, such that what is true of 

David is also true of believers today.  

Although Crisp was on the Antinomian side of the divide, he did not subscribe to 

Eaton’s tri-epoch framework even though he is often regarded as a disciple of him. The 

closest resemblance appears in the following assertion: 

suppose we grant that while [David] did beare his own iniquity, he was a 
Justified person; according to the covenant of grace God made with him; yet it 
will not follow from hence, that this instance of David should bee a president 
to believers under the time of the Gospell. … There is a great deale of 
difference between the times of David and the times now under the Gospell, 
and that in particular of a man bearing his own sin, upon his own back.250 

While Crisp’s phrase ‘the time of the Gospel’ resembles the third epoch in Eaton’s 

framework, he did not employ an argument that suggests David belongs to ‘the time of the 

Law’ and thus his experiences cannot be replicated for believers living in ‘the time of the 

Gospel.’ Instead, he asserts that the difference between David and believers today lies in the 

fulfilment of the covenant of grace by Christ.251 Even if Crisp had contested against 

Rutherford’s use of David as an example for believers, Rutherford’s assertion that David was 

justified by Christ in the same way as believers today makes a strong case that David’s 

experience of God’s wrath is replicable for all believers. He points out that God’s command 

‘Thou shalt not Murther’ is a true command that brought about real consequences when 

David transgressed it, as evidenced by the real punishments that fell upon David’s family in 

accordance with God’s declaration of judgment,252 manifesting God’s anger towards David. 

However, Rutherford clarifies that believers have not been made accountable for their sins in 

the sense that they are liable to suffer God’s eternal wrath, but they are accountable for their 

sins when they fail to obey God’s commandments, ‘as if they receive five talents, they sinne, 
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if they gaine not tenne.’253 Though David did not suffer ‘the stroak of revenging justice; yet 

sure it was Evangelike justice;’ likewise, God in merciful anger ‘punished Moses, Aaron, 

Salmon, Jehoshaphat.’254 While Rutherford would agree with Crisp that God chastises 

believers when they sin to turn them away from their sinful ways, yet he disagrees that 

chastisement is a tender fatherly purge. Instead, Rutherford sees it as a display of God’s 

fatherly displeasure towards believers, whereby God is truly angry with them for sinning. For 

Crisp, though God’s chastises believers, He is not offended by believers’ sins, neither is He 

angry with them for doing so; whereas Rutherford insists believers have truly offended God 

and incurred his fatherly anger whenever they sin, hence they are being chastised.  

Nevertheless, it is evident that Crisp affirms the presence of indwelling sin in believers, even 

though he asserts that God does not see them as sinners. 

Like Crisp, Saltmarsh construes the afflictions faced by believers as God’s 

‘chastenings of love to prevent sin.’255 Similarly, Saltmarsh grounds his arguments on the 

assumption that it is impossible for God to be angry with believers: ‘We must know, God is 

not as man, that he should be angry, and pleased, as we carry our selves: I will be mercifull to 

their unrighteousnesse, and their sins and iniquities will I remember no more. Hebr.8.12. I 

will be to them a God, and they shall be to me a people. v.10.’256 For Saltmarsh, the 

covenantal relationship that God establishes with His people is the reason why He is merciful 

to them, does not remember their sins, and thus is not angry with them for sinning. Thus, 

Saltmarsh rejects that God will punish believers for sinning; he is adamant that afflictions and 

troubles accompanying believers because of their sins are not God’s punishment or judgment, 

because all punishment and judgement have been fully meted out on Christ who satisfied for 

their sins. This appears contrary to Rutherford who affirms that God will ‘inflict temporary 

punishments’ on believers for sinning, but it is not for the satisfaction of sin, because that has 

been accomplished by Christ.257 Upon closer investigation, it is revealed that both men agree 

that believers suffer afflictions for sinning, and it is God who brings afflictions upon 

believers, but they differ with regards to the nature of those afflictions. Saltmarsh 

acknowledges that afflictions may come upon believers as a result of their sins, but he insists 

that these are simply trials and not judgements for sins: ‘And for afflictions, though they 

come in with sin, and for sin, and are the wages of sin; yet to the righteous, and belieevers, 
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they are no judgements for sin; for every thing of Justice against sin was spent upon Christ: 

so as to us they are onely trialls: Count it all joy when ye fall into divers temptations. Jam. 

1.2.’258 Saltmarsh affirms that Christ has fully satisfied God’s righteousness against sin by 

His death on the cross, such that there is no more penalty due to believers. Since Christ has 

borne the full punishment for sin on behalf of believers, and James 1:2 exhorts believers to be 

joyful in the midst of trials, Saltmarsh concludes that all afflictions and troubles that believers 

will experience as a result of their sins are but trials and not punishments. Herein lies the 

main difference between Saltmarsh and Rutherford views on believers’ afflictions: the former 

presupposes that God will never be angry with believers, therefore sin-induced afflictions are 

simply trials for believers, but they are never God’s punishments and judgments; the latter 

affirms the same type of afflictions as genuine punishments that God inflicts on them because 

He is truly displeased with their sins. It is evident that there are significant differences 

between Saltmarsh and Rutherford concerning the nature of sin-related afflictions and the 

consequential impact on believers, even though their arguments share certain basic features. 

Thus, since Rutherford has misunderstood Saltmarsh’s view on the correlation between 

believers and sin, it is evident that any resemblance in their views is merely superficial. 

Towne concurs with Crisp and Saltmarsh that afflictions which befalls believers are 

not signs of God’s wrath against them, but a sure sign of His love for them. He cites Christ’s 

mediatorial work as the chief reason that believers will continue to sin but God is not angry 

with them for doing so.259 He argues that God cannot be angry with believers for sinning 

because their sins have already been completely atoned for by Christ on the cross, such that 

any advocacy of God’s anger towards believers constitutes a denial of the efficacy of Christ’s 

atoning work:  

Christ doth not reconcile us to God, and then leave us in danger of procuring 
Gods displeasure by our after failings and backslidings. No, the Scripture 
witnesseth an inviolable Covenant of peace and life for ever established in the 
death of the Testator… The ground of your exception against that is, that you 
consider the nature of sinne, and of Gods justice, not regarding the attonement 
for sinne, the vertue whereof extends universally to all sinnes, and times.260 

Towne acknowledges that the Scripture grants the distinction that ‘anger, and love may be at 

the same time in God towards his children,’ but he asserts that this is restricted to the era 

prior to Christ’s resurrection.261 Since believers today are living in post-resurrection time, 
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therefore God does not become angry with believers whenever they sin. Nevertheless, God 

will chastise believers when they sin against Him, but this is done in love for believers and 

not out of anger towards them: ‘And thus whilst God useth as a tender father and rod or 

physick, the cause hath not properly with him the nature of sinne, which is an offence of 

divine justice; but it is now considered as a disease troubling his childe, which in love, and 

much pittie he seeks to make riddance of in manner aforesaid, and not in anger and 

displeasure as you would.’262 Like Crisp, Towne pictures God as a tender father who 

chastises His children because He is driven by His love for them. By implication, God does 

not turn a blind eye to the sins that believers commit after their conversion; instead, God sees 

believers’ sinful acts, but He does not account them as worthy of divine judgment because 

the penalty has already been paid by Christ, such that He now regards the sinful acts of 

believers as ‘diseases’ that must be removed lest they continue to trouble His children. This 

means that the sins that believers commit after their conversion are strictly speaking non-sin, 

for they do not offend God or incur His anger of any sort but will only bring forth the 

outpouring of divine love to save them from their ailments. It may be inferred that Towne 

holds to a concept of believers’ sin that deviates from Crisp (and Saltmarsh), for the former 

calls the sins committed by believers after their conversion ‘diseases,’ whereas the latter 

continues to call sin ‘sin’ (an offence against God). 

Contrary to the unanimous assertion of Crisp, Saltmarsh and Towne that God 

chastises believers, Eaton argues that it is impossible for God to do so. Eaton alleges that the 

notion of God’s chastisement of believers stems from his opponents’ erroneous portrayal of 

God as an angry Father who ‘everseeing sin in us, and ever standing with a rod or staffe in 

his hand lifted up over our heads; with which by reason that he ever seeth some fault and 

blame in us, he is ever ready, not to strike us down, yet to crack our crownes, and sorely to 

whip us, and to be-cudgel us thoroughly.’263 This implies that God sees the sins that believers 

commit and is ever ready to discipline them for doing so. Eaton argues that this will only fill 

the hearts of believers with ‘slavish and servile feare, and makes his children to serve him 

with eye-service,’ when instead they ought to be filled with filial fear towards God and 

‘avoide the evill that the childe knows to dislike and displease his father, and to doe the good 

that pleaseth and liketh him.’264 Eaton contends that God is actually ‘our loving Father, but 
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also our well pleased Father, at perfect peace, and perfect reconciliation with us,’265 because 

free justification has ‘quencheth all the displeasure, and abolisheth all the anger of God, and 

reconciles us to God;’266 thus, it is impossible for God to be angry with believers anymore. 

Hence, Eaton asserts that ‘there is no temporall punishment, correction, or paine’ when 

believers sin;267 in other words, God does not chastise believers for sinning.268 Thus, there is 

a marked difference in the views of Eaton and his companions (Crisp, Saltmarsh and Towne) 

on this matter, which confirms that the English Antinomians are far from monolithic in their 

theological convictions. It is noteworthy that scholarly consensus asserts that Towne and 

Crisp were followers of Eaton, but the differences highlighted here marks a departure of the 

two men from their predecessor’s theological underpinnings. 

 

Key differences between Rutherford and the English Antinomians 

Thus far, it has been shown that Eaton, Towne and Crisp unanimously argue that 

believers are sinless. In addition, Eaton and Towne insist that believers’ works are perfect 

and pure like their persons. It is noteworthy that Eaton and Towne do not posit that believers’ 

works are inherently perfect; instead, they argue that believers will still commit sinful acts 

(transgressions of the Law of God), but all the imperfections in their works have been made 

perfectly holy and righteous. Their consensus that believers will continue to commit sinful 

acts reveals they are convinced that believers continue to possess a corrupt nature that 

inclines them to do so, but they challenge the prevailing Protestant notion that to transgress 

the Law of God is to sin against God with their respective arguments for the perfection of 

believers’ persons and works. Therefore, God does not see believers’ sins even though they 

commit sinful acts and it does not incur God’s anger or displeasure. These views set Eaton 

and Towne distinctly apart from Rutherford who asserts the presence of indwelling sin in 

believers and their consequent propensity to sin against God who is genuinely offended by 

their sins and manifests His fatherly displeasure towards them. Although Crisp does not 

argue for the perfection of believers’ works, yet he concurs with Eaton and Towne that God 

does not see sin in believers when they commit sinful acts and consequently, He does not 

punish them for it. Therefore, even though Crisp affirms the presence of indwelling sin in 

 
265 Eaton, The Honey-Combe of Free Justification by Christ Alone, 138. 
266 Eaton, The Honey-Combe of Free Justification by Christ Alone, 412. 
267 Eaton, The Honey-Combe of Free Justification by Christ Alone, 139. 
268 Como makes a similar observation concerning Eaton’s view: ‘Eaton strenuously denied that God punished 
his children for sin. The afflictions of the truly faithful were given by God as evangelical crosses, to try and 
exercise faith, “not to correct and punish them for their sins.”’ Como, Blown by the Spirit, 198. 
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believers, the other aspects of his view on the relationship of believers to sin also sets him 

apart from Rutherford, especially his claim that believers are sinless. It has been shown at 

various junctures that the arguments of Eaton, Towne and Crisp contain respective 

inconsistencies and any attempts made to reconcile their thoughts have proven to be 

unpersuasive. Intriguingly, Saltmarsh did not uphold the collective claim of his Antinomian 

predecessors that believers are sinless. However, like Crisp and Towne, Saltmarsh affirms 

that believers will sin, but God would chastise them out of love and would never be angry 

with them, which likewise differentiates him from Rutherford on the relationship between 

believers and sin. It may be inferred that Eaton and Towne match up Rutherford’s charge of 

perfectionism even though they affirm that believers continue to sin, because their argument 

for the perfection of believers’ works as well as their persons obliterates all traces of sin from 

believers, rendering them perfectly holy and righteous in both their person and works; but 

their argument that believers continue to sin certainly negates Rutherford’s allegation that 

they deny indwelling sin in believers, regardless of their conclusion. It would have been more 

accurate for Rutherford to assert that Eaton and Towne affirm the presence of indwelling sin 

in believers, but due to internal inconsistencies in their respective arguments, they 

concurrently espouse perfectionism. Even though Crisp did not argue for the perfection of 

believers’ works, he also fits into Rutherford’s charge of perfectionism because he 

maintained that believers are sinless and did not reconcile the conspicuous contradiction that 

exists in his claims. As in the case of Eaton and Towne, Rutherford’s allegation of denying 

indwelling sin in believers is untenable, because Crisp made clear argumentations for 

believers’ propensity to sin against God. A modified charge, in the same mould as the one 

proposed for Eaton and Towne, would be fitting for Crisp. Saltmarsh is the only exception 

that defies Rutherford’s original twofold charge, because he did not uphold that believers are 

sinless, and he asserts believers continue to sin against God as a result of the corrupt nature 

that inhabits them. Therefore, to provide an accurate portrayal of Saltmarsh’s view, it is 

essential to assert that he affirms the presence of indwelling sin in believers and does not 

espouse perfectionism. The remainder of this section will focus on other significant 

differences in the arguments of Rutherford and the respective English Antinomians on the 

relationship between believers and sin. 

 

John Eaton 

In spite of Eaton’s inconsistencies, there are significant differences in the views of 

Rutherford and Eaton on the correlation between believers and sin. Eaton claims that 
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believers are predisposed to sin against God, but whenever they sin, God sees no sin in them 

because they have been covered by Christ’s righteousness, and thus He does not punish them 

for their sins; Rutherford too asserts that believers are prone to sin against God, but whenever 

they sin, God sees their sinful acts, He is truly angry with them for sinning, and thus He 

punishes them for it.269 Rutherford makes a clear distinction between the anger that God 

shows to believers and His wrath against the unconverted sinners, stating that God’s ‘anger 

flowing from justice’ has been removed because Christ has made full satisfaction for it on the 

cross, but His ‘[a]nger and displeasure against the sinnes of the justified, both to hate, rebuke, 

and correct their sinnes’ remains ‘though God hate not their persons.’270 In other words, 

whenever Rutherford asserts that God punishes believers for sinning, he is referring to the 

Fatherly chastisement that God displays towards believers, instead of the punishment for 

lawlessness. In Eaton’s estimation, it is Rutherford’s failure to understand free justification 

that caused him to assert God continues to see sin in believers after ‘Christ groaned out his 

blood and life upon the Crosse, crying out, it is finished, Iohn 19.30.’271 However, from 

Rutherford’s perspective, Eaton erred in claiming that God sees no more sin in believers as a 

result of Christ death on the cross. It is evident that Rutherford and Eaton disagree on how 

Christ’s death on the cross has impacted God’s reaction to believers whenever they sin. 

Therefore, there are irreconcilable differences between Rutherford and Eaton on the 

correlation between believers and sin, in spite of their concurrence on the presence of 

indwelling sin in believers. 

 

Tobias Crisp 

Crisp claims that every believer receives pardon for his sin at the first instance of his 

life, as opposed to at the point of conversion: ‘[s]ome thinke that God never applies pardon of 

sin to persons till they be called, and manifestly converted, but this cannot be: Jacob could 

not be called in the wombe, but Jacob was beloved in the wombe, and loved with such a love 

as was opposed to the hatred of Esau.’272 A brief survey of the textual context reveals that 

Crisp was speaking about God’s election, it is apparent that he equates the pardon of sin with 

election. Hence, he asserts that ‘[t]he Lord hath not one sin to charge upon any elect person 

from the moment of conception til the last minute of his life, there is not so much as Originall 
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sin to be laid on him.’273 Crisp is making a bold claim that believers are sinless from the first 

instance of their being until their death, because there is no charge of sin to be laid upon 

them. His argument is grounded on the assumption that ‘[i]f [Christ] did not expiate [all their 

sins] fully, then he did not save to the utmost all them that come to God by him: But if he did, 

then all iniquity is vanished and gone.’274 In other words, because Christ has abolished all the 

sins of the Elect, including original sin, therefore believers are sinless and they cannot be 

charged with sin. This corroborates with his reading of Ephesians 5:26 that believers are 

already without blemish, spot and wrinkle.275 If Crisp is right, then he would either have to 

reject David’s words in Psalm 51:5 ‘Behold, I was shapen in iniquity; and in sin did my 

mother conceive me’ (KJV) as a lie, or he would have to reject that David was not an elect of 

God. It is noteworthy that Crisp does neither when he speaks about David in connection to 

his view on original sin: ‘Now before Baptisme where lie these iniquities? An elect person is 

conceived in sinne, as David was, what becomes of this iniquitie? Where lies it? Doth it lie 

upon this person now? Then was it not laid upon Christ before, and so the blood of Christ 

hath not cleansed us from all sinne.’276 Although Crisp affirms that David was an elect of 

God conceived in sin, he sought to argue that David is sinless because his sins have been laid 

on Christ from the first moment of life, in order to justify his assumption that believers are 

sinless from the point of conception to their last breath. He seems to be asserting that an 

immediate transaction took place for all elect when they were conceived, such that they are 

sinless. However, this reading goes against the contextual grain of Psalm 51, which contains 

David’s confession that he has sinned against the Lord God when he committed adultery; as 

part of his confession, David acknowledged that he was a sinner before God from the very 

first moment of his existence and he has now sinned against God. He was not confessing that 

his sins were taken away from him at the instance of his conception and thus he was 

blameless in God’s sight. With his claim that believers are sinless from conception and 

cannot be charged with sin even though they will commit sinful acts, Crisp has deviated on 

the key Protestant doctrines of sin and justification; this is contrary to Rutherford who asserts 

that justified persons remain sinners because of the presence of indwelling sin in them and 

they continue to sin against God who is genuinely offended by them. This is the key 

underlying reason for the differences in their respective views on how God responds to 

 
273 Crisp, Christ Alone Exalted; In Seventeene Sermons, 272. 
274 Crisp, Christ Alone Exalted; In Seventeene Sermons, 273. 
275 See pages 67-68. 
276 Crisp, Christ Alone Exalted; In Seventeene Sermons, 274. 



 94 

believers when they sin, thus Crisp asserts that God’s chastisements of believers are non-

punitive, but Rutherford asserts that God disciplines believers for sinning so that they may 

repent. 

 

Robert Towne 

Although both Towne and Rutherford affirm that there is the presence of indwelling 

sin in believers which causes them to sin against God, yet they disagree on how God views 

believers whenever they fall into sin. The former asserts that God sees no sin in believers 

after their conversion and is never angry with them when they fall into sin, because (1) Christ 

has atoned for those sins,277 and (2) His imputed righteousness has transformed those sinful 

acts that have been committed into perfect works in God’s sight;278 whereas the latter 

maintains that God displays His fatherly anger against believers whenever they sin against 

Him, but this anger is not the condemning wrath of a Judge.279 Although Towne’s claim of 

God’s chastisement of believers appears similar to Rutherford’s concept of God’s fatherly 

anger, whereby God’s chastisement propelled by His love for His children and God’s fatherly 

anger are both distinct from the Judge’s condemning wrath, yet there is a fundamental 

difference between the two concerning the sinful act that the believer commits: Towne calls 

the sin committed a ‘disease,’ such that God is not offended and He looks upon the believer 

with love, whereas Rutherford calls the sin committed ‘sin,’ whereby God is offended and He 

looks upon the believer with displeasure for sinning against Him. Thus far, it has been shown 

that Rutherford was inaccurate in his analysis of Towne’s doctrinal view concerning the 

relationship between believers and sin; there are more similarities between their respective 

views than Rutherford had discerned, and there are genuine differences which he has 

overlooked. 

Up till this point, the analysis of Towne’s writings reveals that he affirms the presence 

of indwelling sin in believers and their propensity to sin; however, there is a particular 

portion of his writings that appears to suggest that believers cannot sin. When Towne was 

responding to Taylor’s allegation that the Antinomians believe ‘no action of the beleever 

after justification is sinne,’ he expounds that ‘no action of beleever or unbeleever, whether 

before or after justification is sin. For all action hath God for the Author in whom all live and 

move. Act. 17.28. but he cannot be the author of sin. Action is one thing, Ataxie or the 
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disorder of it is an other.’280 Towne asserts that all human actions are not inherently sinful, 

because they have been ordained by God, such that to claim any human action as sinful is 

tantamount to making God the author of sin. Since human actions can never be sinful, by 

logical inference believers do not sin, in fact they cannot sin; unbelievers also cannot sin, 

because God is also the Author of their actions. At first glance, this inference is untenable 

because Towne makes a distinction between action and ataxia, which he denotes as sin: ‘sin 

is no positive thing ordered by God: but is a defect, ataxie, a disorder in the actions of man, 

for want of God ordering of him, and his wayes, as in the wel known similitude of him that 

rides and guides a lame horse.’281 Towne defines sin as a disorder in actions resulting from a 

lack of God’s order in the life of a person. By implication, unbelievers will sin because they 

reject God’s order in their lives. However, Towne’s earlier assertion that God is the Author of 

all human actions implies that God orders the lives of all human beings; consequently, all 

human beings cannot sin! This reveals a major internal inconsistency in Towne’s theology 

that was not picked up by Rutherford, demonstrating that Towne’s doctrinal view on the 

relationship between sin and the justified person was more complex than Rutherford’s 

portrayal of it. It confirms that there are irreconcilable differences in the two men’s doctrinal 

views on the matter at hand. 

 

John Saltmarsh 

Even though Saltmarsh closely mirrors his Antinomian counterparts in his 

assumptions and arguments, there is a conspicuous difference in the language that he uses; he 

does not employ the phrase ‘God sees no sin in believers’ which appears frequently in the 

works of his companions. Thus far, this study has shown that the assertion ‘God sees no sin 

in believers’ is a major point of contention between the Antinomians and their opponents. 

Could it be a deliberate move on Saltmarsh’s part to avoid the usage of this phrase so that he 

would not be caught in the crossfire? Irrespective of Saltmarsh’s intention, it may be inferred 

that his works represent a more careful formulation that reduces possible animosity that 

existing opponents may be harbouring towards Antinomianism. As a result, Saltmarsh’s view 

of the relationship between believers and sin closely mirrors Rutherford’s, but their 

differences over how God responds when believers sin turns out to be the crucial 
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differentiating factor; Saltmarsh posits God’s chastening as ‘reformative’ only, but 

Rutherford construes it as both ‘reformative’ and ‘retributive.’ 

 

Chapter Conclusion 

Thus far, this study has shown that Rutherford shares core similarities with his peers 

and predecessors on the relationship between sin and the justified person, concurring on the 

following points: (1) there is indwelling sin in believers; (2) God sees the sins that believers 

commit and punishes them for sinning. He contributes significantly to the ongoing 

conversations with elaborations on the manner in which believers are freed from the 

dominion of sin and how God is angry with believers for sinning. However, it is important to 

note that Rutherford and his companions were perpetuating a major misconception in their 

writings when they unanimously charge their Antinomian opponents with the denial of 

indwelling sin in believers and the concurrent charge of espousing perfectionism. For 

Rutherford, these are two sides to the same coin, but the above analysis has revealed that 

representative figures within the Antinomian community such as Eaton, Crisp, Towne and 

Saltmarsh consistently affirm that believers continue to sin against God. Thus, the particular 

charge of denying indwelling sin in believers is untenable, but the charge of perfectionism 

remains valid when it is applied to Eaton, Towne and Crisp, with Saltmarsh being the sole 

exception. In spite of the similarities between Rutherford and his Antinomian opponents, they 

disagree on how God responded to believers whenever they sin. The Antinomians assert that 

God is not angry with believers for sinning, and He would never punish them for it. This led 

some of the Antinomians to consider sanctification as a purely horizontal and non-vertical 

duty, because God is not offended by their sins, which thus relinquishes them from any God-

ward responsibility to walk in holiness; it is for the sole benefits of their fellow men that they 

perform the duties of sanctification.282 On the other side of the divide, Rutherford and his 

companions affirm that God sees and punishes believers for sinning, and He is truly angry 

with believers when they do so. Consequentially, sanctification has both vertical and 

horizontal implications for believers. Intriguingly, some of the Antinomians departed from 

the position of their predecessors and took the same side with Rutherford on the doctrine of 

sanctification, revealing yet again the diversity of opinions within English Antinomianism.  

It is also important to note that this study has corrected some prevailing views that 

were expressed in secondary literature. Theodore Bozeman and David Como maintained that 
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Eaton did not argue for an ontological change in believers when he asserted that God sees no 

sin in the justified. However, a critical analysis of Eaton’s argument for the perfection of 

believers’ persons and works has demonstrated that Bozeman’s and Como’s shared position 

is untenable. In addition, they have failed to spot a major theological inconsistency in Eaton’s 

view on believers’ relationship to sin when Eaton claimed that original sin and actual sins 

have both been removed in believers. By implication, believers are now devoid of the 

propensity to sin and thus they cannot possibly sin, but this contradicts Eaton’s other claim 

that believers continue sin. Furthermore, it has been demonstrated that Mark Jones and 

Whitney Gamble have erred in claiming that the Antinomians held to a homogenous view on 

believers’ relationship to sin, because in reality there was a diversity of views within the 

Antinomian camp. 
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CHAPTER 3: BELIEVERS AND THE LAW OF GOD 

Chapter Introduction 

In the previous chapter, it has been demonstrated that Samuel Rutherford advanced on 

the arguments that his companions raised against the English Antinomians concerning the 

relationship between believers and sin. It also revealed that there are genuine differences 

between Rutherford’s and his opponents’ views on this subject even though he partly 

misinterpreted their doctrinal stance. The current chapter will proceed to investigate 

Rutherford’s view on the relationship between believers and the Law of God, the second of 

three foundational components of his doctrine of sanctification. This involves examining the 

basic tenets of Rutherford’s view on the correlation between believers and the Law of God, 

and the contentions that he brings forth against the English Antinomians on this topic. The 

arguments that his companions raise against their common opponents, as well as the views 

that the Antinomians expressed in their published works, will also be examined in order to 

evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of Rutherford’s arguments, and his contribution to the 

ongoing dialogue with English Antinomianism on this doctrinal matter. This chapter will 

demonstrate the following: (i) Rutherford affirms the necessity for every believer to obey the 

Law of God (the Moral Law), (ii) Rutherford’s peers and predecessors embrace the same 

theological stance, but he advanced on the arguments that some of them raised against the 

Antinomians, (iii) Rutherford’s assessment encapsulated the generic Antinomian view on 

believers’ relationship to the Law of God, but it failed to account for the diversity that existed 

within the Antinomian camp, and (iv) there are irreconcilable differences between Rutherford 

and the prevailing Antinomian view on the relationship between believers and the Law that 

eventually contributes to a difference in opinions on the doctrine of sanctification. 

 

The Basic Tenets of Rutherford’s view on Believers and the Law of God 

In his exposition of Matthew 5:17, Rutherford lays the groundwork for the necessity 

of believers to keep the Law of God by pointing to the words of Jesus Christ: ‘Christ 

speaketh of the Law there, as ordinarily, it was taken for a binding and obliging rule is cleare, 

vers. 17, Think not I am come to destroy the Law and the Prophets.’1 Subsequently, 

Rutherford directs his readers’ attention to Matthew 5:19 and elucidates that ‘[the] Law 

which is hedged with threatning [sic], and reward is a binding Law.’2 Thus, he demonstrates 
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the permanency of the Law and establishes the necessity for believers to persist in Law-

keeping. Rutherford distinguishes several elements within the Mosaic Law, specifying that 

believers are only obliged to keep the Moral Law: ‘It is false that wee are freed from active 

obedience to the Morall Law, because Christ came under active obedience to the Morall Law; 

for the Law required obedience out of love. … To keep one Ceremony of Moses drawes a bill 

on us of debt to keep all the Ceremoniall Law; because now its unlawfull in any sort.’3 

Believers are not bounded to keep the Ceremonial Law anymore because Christ has already 

accomplished redemption on the cross, but they are still obliged to actively keep the Moral 

Law, which includes the Ten Commandments.4 Therefore, whenever Rutherford speaks about 

believers’ need to keep the Law, he is using ‘the Law’ as a shorthand for the Moral Law. By 

inference, Rutherford espouses a threefold division of the Law of God5 that is similar to John 

Calvin who exhorts his readers to ‘bear in mind that common division of the whole law of 

God published by Moses into moral, ceremonial, and judicial laws.’6 Notably, Rutherford 

does not argue for a threefold division of the Mosaic Law, he simply assumes it. Hence, it is 

unsurprising that Rutherford cites Calvin to prove the necessity for believers to keep God’s 

Law: ‘Calvine Answers well, There is not (saith he) any Epistle of Paul, in which he doth not 

send believers to the Law, as to a rule of holy living, to the which they all must conform their 

life.’7 Rutherford concurs with Calvin that the Law directs believers so that they may live in a 

manner that is in accordance to God’s will. In addition, Rutherford observes that Luther also 

affirms the Law of God to be ‘a rule of a holy life’ that is actively binding for believers.8 

Since the Moral Law is the rule of holy living, it is the sole means by which believers may be 

directed to live their lives, hence Rutherford adds that ‘[h]oly walking, as a witnesse of faith, 

is the way to the possession of the kingdome.’9 It is significant to note that Rutherford 

construes holy walking as a witness and not a means whereby believers may take hold of the 

Kingdom of God; it is not through holy walking that believers obtain entry into God’s 

Kingdom, yet all believers must walk in holiness as they tread the path to the eternal 
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kingdom. This provides a glimpse of the essential role of the Moral Law in Rutherford’s view 

of believers’ sanctification. 

Rutherford clarifies that believers today are commanded to keep the Law out of a love 

for God, and not mere servile obedience, 

I doe not say, that these duties, are commanded in the same way, in the 
Gospel, as in the Law. For, sure we are out of a principle of Evangelike love, 
to render obedience; and our obedience now is not Legall, as commanded by 
Moses, in strict terms of Law, but as perfumed, oyled, honeyed, with the 
Gospel-sense of remission of sinnes, the tender love of God in Christ.10 

In other words, since believers have experienced God’s love to them exhibited through the 

forgiveness of sin that came via the atoning work of Christ, they are obliged to keep the Law 

of God as an expression of their thankfulness to God.11 Furthermore, believers ought to keep 

the Law because Christ commands them to ‘imitate him in doing his fathers will, and 

submitting to that same Rule, that he submitted to, as is clear, Matth.11.29. learne of mee that 

am meek, Ioh. 15.10. If yee keepe my commandments, ye shall abide in my love, even as I 

have kept my fathers commandments, and abide in his love.’12 Christ’s command for 

believers to imitate His obedience to God the Father through Law-keeping shows that it is the 

duty of the justified persons to keep God’s Law; believers are not merely to keep some part 

of the Law, but the whole Law of God. Since Rutherford subscribes to a threefold division of 

the Law, when he speaks of the whole Law of God, he must be referring to the whole Moral 

Law, because that is the only part of the Mosaic Law that believers are obliged to obey.  

Although Rutherford asserts believers are obliged to keep the Law of God, he also 

affirms that there is a sense in which they are freed from the Law of God: ‘And Rom. 3. 

Rom. 7. Gal. 3. & 2 Cor. 3. where the Apostle speaketh of our freedome from the law, he 

ever speaketh of our freedome from the law as it condemneth, as it worketh wrath, as it 

involveth us in a curse, as it can justifie us, or give life; never as it doth regulate, direct, 

teach, and lead us in the way of righteousnesse.’13 Therefore, though the believer is freed 

from the curse and condemnation of the Law, he is never freed from the Law as a rule of holy 

living. Here, Rutherford distinguishes two ways in which a person stands in relation to the 

Law: (1) the Law directs a person how he ought to live in holiness and righteousness, and (2) 

the Law justifies the person who keeps it and condemns the person who fails to do so. The 

sinner who does not know Jesus Christ stands under both aspects of the Law, first, as 
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someone who is obliged to the keep the Law, and second, as a condemned individual who 

fails to keep the Law. Although the believer is also under the obligation to keep the Law, he 

is no longer under the curse and condemnation of the Law because of his faith in Jesus 

Christ. Rutherford does not confound believers’ freedom from the curse of the Law with their 

duty to keep the Law, neither does he insist on one and reject the other; rather, he affirms 

both to be true. This twofold concept of believers’ freedom from and obligation to the same 

Law is non-contradictory, because Christ who has freed believers from the curse of the Law 

has also enabled them to keep the Law as a rule of righteousness. 

Believers are freed from the curse of the Law because Christ died for them and 

justified them by the imputation of his righteousness to them, 

we teach that the believer married to the second and better husband Christ, is 
not freed from the rule and directing power of the Law to lead us in the wayes 
of sanctification and holinesse, but we are freed from the dominion of the Law 
that it cannot justifie us, nor condem us, because in Christ we are justified by 
his imputed righteousnesse laid hold on by faith, and saved freely in him by 
his blood.14 

When Rutherford speaks of the Law as leading believers in the ways of ‘sanctification and 

holinesse,’ it is an indication of the close correlation between the Law and the believers’ duty 

of sanctification; it is through Law-keeping that believers fulfil the duty of sanctification. 

This connection is reemphasized when Rutherford asserts that Christ died for believers so 

that they may walk in righteousness, 

Christ dyed for this end, ver. 4. that the righteousnesse of the Law might be 
fulfilled in us, who walk not after the flesh, but after the Spirit. Hence I argue, 
these that ought to fulfill the righteousnesse of the Law … are not freed from 
the Law as a rule of righteousnesse, but are obliged by vertue of command, to 
this rule.15 

Christ’s death is the critical factor that frees believers from the Law’s curse and 

consequentially enables them to walk in righteousness as they depend on the Holy Spirit. 

Rutherford clarifies that believers do not keep the Law by their own strength when he states 

that they are dependent on God’s grace to keep the Law: ‘evangelick commandments are 

accompanied with grace to obey & grace layeth a tie on us also to yeeld obedience.’16 Does 

this mean that believers are excused from keeping the Law whenever they perceive grace to 

be lacking in their lives? No. Rutherford asserts that believers must continue to keep God’s 

Law even when God withdraws His influences from them, because God has commanded 
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believers in ‘2 Tim. 1.6. To stirre up the grace of God in us.’17 To affirm otherwise would be 

to blatantly encourage sinning against God.18 Therefore, it is believers’ responsibility to obey 

the Law of God under all circumstances. Since the Law is the rule that believers must look to 

so that they may walk in righteousness, thus Law-keeping is closely related to the duty of 

sanctification. Furthermore, Rutherford asserts the whole Scriptures consistently teaches that 

believers are freed from the curse of the Law but not from it as a rule of holy living: ‘But not 

one word of old or new Testament frees us from the Law as our rule of righteousnesse, and 

all the Scriptures that speake of our freedome from the Law, doe directly speak of our 

freedome from the curse and condemnation of it, because we cannot be justified thereby.’19 

The necessity for believers to keep the Moral Law of God is an essential feature of 

Rutherford’s doctrine of sanctification; through their consistent obedience to the Law as a 

rule of righteousness, believers will grow in holiness as they journey through life unto eternal 

glory. He perceives the Antinomians erred in their understanding of the correlation between 

believers and the Law, thus he charges them with rejecting the responsibility of believers to 

keep the Moral Law. The next section of this study will examine the arguments that 

Rutherford brings forth against the English Antinomians and evaluate their validity in light of 

the proofs that he has provided. It will be shown that (i) Rutherford consistently affirms the 

responsibility of believers to keep the Moral Law, and (ii) he is convinced that his opponents 

espouse an opposing view on the same doctrinal matter. 

 

Samuel Rutherford’s Contentions against Antinomianism 

‘Never Pelagian, Jesuit, Arminian, were such disgracefull enemies to Jesus Christ, to 

free justification, and the grace of the Gospel, as Antinomians, for they make the Law of God 

and the love of God in commanding holy walking opposite.’20 Rutherford considers the 

 
17 Rutherford, Christ Dying and Drawing Sinners to Himselfe, 487. 
18 ‘Yea, upon this reasonlesse and fleshly ground, if we may omit praying, and so believing, loving, repenting, 
mortifying our lusts, when the Spirit stirres us not to these acts, and say, if God will suffer me to sinne, let him 
see to it, then upon the same ground all the justified Saints (I should think them Devils, not Saints) might sin, 
murther, blaspheme, whore, oppresse, commit Sodomy, Incest as Lot, deny Jesus Christ, as Peter did, and say as 
we are not to pray nor obliged to a constant course in prayer, when Christ draweth not, and when the Spirit 
moveth us not (as Antinomians say [with Mr Crispe and others] error, 49. pag. 9. 10. Rise, Reign) so neither are 
we to abstaine from murther, denying of Christ, blasphemy, Sodomy, when the spirit of Christ draweth us not, 
and moveth & stirreth not our soule to abstinency and a holy feare and circumspection that we commit not such 
abominations, ...but the truth is, this necessity can neither lay the blame on the holy & spotlesse dispensation of 
God, nor free us from guiltinesse, because between Gods withdrawing influence and sin, and our free-will and 
reason acting the sins freely. But we are commanded, 2 Tim. 1.6. To stirre up the grace of God in us.’ 
Rutherford, Christ Dying and Drawing Sinners to Himselfe, 486–487. 
19 Rutherford, Christ Dying and Drawing Sinners to Himselfe, 584. 
20 Rutherford, Christ Dying and Drawing Sinners to Himselfe, 300–301. 
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Antinomians as having fallen into a graver error than the Pelagians, Jesuits and the Arminians 

on the issue of Law-keeping, because while those other groups have doctrinal errors of their 

own, they do not disavow believers’ responsibility to keep the Law, unlike the Antinomians 

who reject the keeping of the Moral Law as the legitimate and essential means of holy 

walking. Consequently, he rejects the Antinomian position as one that lacks Scriptural 

support: ‘what ceasing then from duties of Law, Love, the Spirit, and Christ is this? where is 

this fancied annihilation to be dreamed of? Scripture knoweth it not.’21 Rutherford adds that 

‘[t]hese are to be refuted, who think we are neither to pray, nor to doe, nor to work out our 

salvation in fear and trembling, but when the Lord by saving Grace acteth in us, and draweth 

irresistibly.’22 In other words, Rutherford sees a close correlation between Christian duties 

such as praying and working out their salvation, and the Law of God; the Law instructs 

believers on the manner in which they are to carry out those duties. For Rutherford, the 

Antinomian treatises published to date contain indisputable evidences of their rejection of the 

Law as a rule of life and righteousness and hence their objection towards Law-keeping: ‘Now 

I need not cite Mr Town and others Antinomians, who will have believers freed not only 

from the curse & rigor of the Law, but from the Law as a rule of righteousnes, its obvious to 

all that read their writings.’23 He is adamant that the Antinomians released the justified from 

their responsibility to keep the Moral Law. 

In his argument against the Antinomian claim that the Law of God is not a rule of 

righteous living for believers, Rutherford asserts that it is erroneous because the claim that 

those 

in Christ are not under the Law, or commands of the word, (even of the letter 
of the Gospel) as a rule of life, and that Christians are not bound to conforme 
themselves in their live to the directious [sic] of the word, [is] contrary to 
Psal.119.9. Esai. 8.20. and contrary to all the gospel-exhortations given in the 
New Testament by Christ and his Apostles.24 

It is noteworthy that the portion of the paragraph above which Rutherford cited from Rise, 

reign, and ruine (1644) does not contain the phrase in parenthesis ‘even of the letter of the 

 
21 Rutherford, Christ Dying and Drawing Sinners to Himselfe, 354. 
22 Rutherford, Christ Dying and Drawing Sinners to Himselfe, 457. 
23 Rutherford, Christ Dying and Drawing Sinners to Himselfe, 505. Emphasis added. 
24 Rutherford, Christ Dying and Drawing Sinners to Himselfe, 582; See Error 4, 5 in John Winthrop, A Short 
Story of the Rise, Reign, and Ruine of the Antinomians, Familists & Libertines, That Infected the Churches of 
Nevv-England: And How They Were Confuted by the Assembly of Ministers There: As Also of the Magistrates 
Proceedings in Court against Them. Together with Gods Strange and Remarkable Judgements from Heaven 
upon Some of the Chief Fomenters of These Opinions; And the Lamentable Death of Ms. Hutchinson. Very Fit 
for These Times; Here Being the Same Errours amongst Us, and Acted by the Same Spirit. Published at the 
Instant Request of Sundry, by One That Was an Eye and Eare-Witnesse of the Carriage of Matters There. 
(London: Printed for Ralph Smith at the signe of the Bible in Cornhill neare the Royall Exchange, 1644), 1. 
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Gospel;’25 this insertion reveals that Rutherford thinks the Antinomians unanimously reject 

obedience to both the Law of God and the commands of the Gospel. Alluding to Psalm 119:9 

and Isaiah 8:20 as proof-texts of believers’ necessity to obey God’s Word continually, 

Rutherford points out that the Antinomian conviction goes against the grain of the Scriptures, 

including portions of the New Testament which contains the express words of Christ and His 

apostles. In light of the fact that Rise, reign, and ruine is primarily an account of the impact 

that Antinomianism, Familism and Libertinism brought upon the churches in New England, 

Rutherford’s willingness to cite from it as he engages with his English Antinomian opponents 

shows that he is convinced the Antinomians, regardless of locality, share the same mindset 

that believers are not obliged to keep the Moral Law. However, taking into account of the 

diversity of opinions that exists within the Antinomian community as shown in the previous 

chapter, Rutherford’s claim that the Antinomians uniformly reject the Law of God to be a 

rule of righteous living for believers is a broad claim that must be carefully examined in the 

light of his opponents’ works to ascertain its validity. 

 

Proofs that the Antinomians reject believers’ responsibility to keep the Moral Law 

Although Rutherford states that he would not be citing the Antinomians to prove his 

case, nonetheless he goes into a detailed dissection of Robert Towne’s work The Assertion of 

Grace to demonstrate the errors that he perceives to be inherent in Towne’s view.26 His 

special focus on Towne suggests that Rutherford regards Towne as a representative figure on 

the particular issue of believers’ relationship to the Law of God within the opposition camp. 

This section will set forth and evaluate the specific allegations and proofs which Rutherford 

raised against the English Antinomians (as exemplified by Towne) that attest to their 

rejection of believers’ duty to obey the Moral Law. 

 

Believers are free from the authority of the Moral Law 

At first glance, it appears as though Towne uses a language similar to Rutherford’s 

when he speaks about the Law of God, interpreting ‘the Law’ in Romans 6 as ‘the morall 

Law or Decalogue,’27 resembling the threefold division of the Law of God that Rutherford 

holds to. However, Rutherford thinks that Towne differs markedly from him on the 

correlation between believers and the Law: ‘Not to minde Mr Town that else-where he 

 
25 Winthrop, Rise, Reign, and Ruine, 1. 
26 Rutherford, Christ Dying and Drawing Sinners to Himselfe, 572–598. 
27 Towne, The Assertion of Grace, 3. 
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meaneth by the Law, that we are not under, not the Morall Law only, but the Ceremoniall 

also; if we be freed from all authority of the Law, then hath the sixth command no authority 

from God to teach that murthering of our brother is a sinne, that Idolatry is contrary to the 

second command.’28 Rutherford considers Towne to be the prime advocate of a contrary 

position, that believers are freed from Law-keeping, both Ceremonially and Morally; this 

freedom implies that believers are no longer bound to keep the Decalogue, leading to the 

logical conclusion that the breaking of the Ten Commandments no longer constitutes sinning. 

If Towne’s claim is true, argues Rutherford, it implies that believers are sinning when they 

‘love God and [their] brethren in any notion, … [just] as to be circumcised in any notion is to 

fall from Christ, Act. 15. Gal. 5,’ because they would be deemed as having fallen into the 

pitfall of legalism.29 The difference in the views of Towne and Rutherford on the Law of God 

is confirmed by the former’s complete rejection of the threefold division of the Law (which 

Rutherford espouses) as a legitimate method of interpreting the Mosaic Law: ‘The Apostle 

intendeth a libertie, from the whole government of Moses: … to preserve and keep [the 

Church] in all righteousnesse under the kindome of Grace, without all Law Ceremoniall or 

Morall; your dividing of Moses’s yoke, and rending of the Morall Law into so many pieces 

and branches, is without warrant, but not without danger.’30 It is evident Towne considers the 

Mosaic Law to be a single economy that has been totally abolished for believers, thus the 

Law can no longer command their obedience, and so they are under no duty to obey the 

Moral Law. This corroborates Rutherford’s charge that Towne rejects believers’ 

responsibility to keep the Moral Law. 

 

The Law is redundant for believers because they have the Holy Spirit to guide them 

Rutherford perceives the assumption that believers are only required to obey the Law 

whenever the Holy Spirit compels them to do so as one of the main drivers that fuels 

Towne’s twofold rejection of the Moral Law as a rule of righteousness for believers and 

hence their obligation to keep it: ‘Mr Town will have the believer so free, so perfect, as the 

Law needeth not to teach and direct him in one step, he doth all without a keeper or one letter 

of a command, by the free impulsion of a Spirit separated from Scripture.’31 He observes this 

error in Towne’s response to Thomas Taylor’s assertion that believers are not freed from 

 
28 Rutherford, Christ Dying and Drawing Sinners to Himselfe, 572. 
29 Rutherford, Christ Dying and Drawing Sinners to Himselfe, 585. 
30 Towne, The Assertion of Grace, 139. 
31 Rutherford, Christ Dying and Drawing Sinners to Himselfe, 577. 
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Law-keeping: ‘to ease men of Laws yoak, is to suffer them to range after the course of the 

world, and their own fleshly lusts, not considering that the righteousnesse of faith unites them 

to Christ their Lord, head and Governour, that they may be led by his free Spirit, and swayed 

by the Scepter of his Kingdome.’32 Towne explicitly rejects that believers continue to be 

under the bondage of the Law, because they are now led by the Holy Spirit. Rutherford 

interprets this as undisputable evidence of his abandonment of the Law as a rule of life and 

righteousness for believers, which the former asserts leads inevitably to licentiousness in the 

lives of believers because they have been loosed from the Moral Law to live as they please: 

‘So that by Antinomians, we are no more under the Gospel as a directing and commanding 

rule, then we are under the Law; what hindereth then but Antinomian justification bids us live 

as we list.’33 

However, a close scrutiny of Towne’s words reveals that even though he affirms 

believers cease to be under the command of the Law, yet he rejects that this will necessarily 

lead to licentiousness as Rutherford has concluded in accord with Taylor, because the Holy 

Spirit will work in believers to safeguard them from falling into licentiousness, such that they 

will not be left to ‘run after the course of the world, and the fleshly lusts of their own 

hearts.’34 It is evident that Towne has substituted the authority of the Law in the lives of 

believers with the work of the Holy Spirit in their lives, whereby the Holy Spirit works to 

keep them from ‘fleshy lusts.’ It is noteworthy that Towne does not attempt to define or 

redefine ‘fleshy lusts,’ instead he shares Taylor’s opinion that ‘fleshy lusts’ refers to those 

desires of the heart that are contrary to the Law of God (for Taylor, specifically the Moral 

Law). Thus, Towne’s contention against Taylor lies in how those ‘fleshy lusts’ may be 

quelled: through obeying the command of the Law as Taylor has claimed, or through the 

work of the Holy Spirit as he has proposed. It may be inferred that Towne’s response to 

Taylor was a criticism of the latter’s failure to take into account the work of the Holy Spirit in 

the lives of believers with respect to the Law of God, rather than a criticism of what 

constitutes a rule of righteousness for believers. In other words, Towne is not arguing for 

believers’ freedom to transgress the Law as Rutherford has claimed; instead he agrees that 

the Law remains a rule of righteousness for believers, but he maintains that the Law does not 

compel their obedience. This implies that believers are in one sense not obliged to obey the 

commandments of the Law (because it has lost its authority to command them), nonetheless 

 
32 Rutherford, Christ Dying and Drawing Sinners to Himselfe, 573–574. 
33 Rutherford, Christ Dying and Drawing Sinners to Himselfe, 574. 
34 Towne, The Assertion of Grace, 4. 
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they are obliged to obey it as a standard (because the Holy Spirit directs them to do so). This 

is confirmed by Towne’s assertion as follows: 

If the Spirit be free, why will you control and rule it by the Law, whereas the 
nature of the Spirit is freely to conform the heart and life to the outward rule 
of the law without the help of the law. As a crooked thing is made straight 
according to the line and square, and not by them: And thus whilest a beleever 
serveth in newnesse of spirit, the spirit freely and cheerfully moving and 
enclining him to keep the Law, which is merely passive herein, both those do 
wickedly who hence take libertie to sin.35 

Rutherford identifies ‘the Spirit freely conformeth the heart and life to the outward 

rule of the law, without the help of the Law’ as a key phrase in Towne’s argument and 

questions its validity.36 He notes that if the Law is the necessary means by which the Holy 

Spirit brings men to know their sins and misery, and thus ‘chase [them] to him who is the end 

of the Law,’ then it is perplexing to assert that the Holy Spirit conforms believers to the Law 

without the help of the Law.37 Rutherford concludes that ‘if the Spirit conforme us to the 

outward rule of the law; then must the law be yet as a rule of our obedience,’ hence it is 

impossible for believers to be freed from the Law of God as a rule of life and righteousness 

‘if the Spirit led us back to this rule.’38 Thus, Towne’s argument for believers’ voluntary 

obedience (when directed by the Holy Spirit) to the Law that has no authority over them 

makes the fulfilment of the Law an arbitrary act;39 it is tantamount to insisting that a citizen 

of a particular country ought to continue keeping a law that has already been repealed without 

replacement. Although Towne disagrees with Rutherford that believers have the 

responsibility to obey the Moral Law because God has given it to them as a rule of life and 

righteousness, he shares Rutherford’s concern for believers’ purity. Thus, while the evidence 

supports Rutherford’s charge that Towne rejects the Law of God to be a rule of life for 

believers and hence he disavows the necessity of Law-keeping, the concurrent charge that 

Towne advocates licentiousness is unsustainable in the light of Towne’s assertion that the 

Holy Spirit will keep believers from falling into decadence. 

 

Obedience to outward commandments is Legalism 

Rutherford charges Saltmarsh with erroneously claiming that believers have fallen 

into legalism whenever they obey God’s will because the Moral Law or the Scriptures 

 
35 Towne, The Assertion of Grace, 138. 
36 Rutherford, Christ Dying and Drawing Sinners to Himselfe, 585. 
37 Rutherford, Christ Dying and Drawing Sinners to Himselfe, 588. 
38 Rutherford, Christ Dying and Drawing Sinners to Himselfe, 588. 
39 See pages 149-151. 
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commands them, and that such behaviour breeds ‘mixt obedience or finer hypocrisie’ in those 

who adhere to it.40 Although Rutherford interprets Saltmarsh’s words as an objection to the 

Law as a rule of life and righteousness for believers, the proof reference that he has provided 

directs readers to chapter XLVIII in Saltmarsh’s work titled ‘Legal Conversion.’41 

Saltmarsh’s primary concern in this chapter is true to its title, in which he states that ‘there 

may be an obedience or conformity of the spirit of man [to the Law], and yet no spiritual 

obedience nor conformity,’ evincing his concern that many have fallen into the trap of 

legalism.42 He discusses how men may experience ‘a thing like conversion; which indeed is 

but a restraint at best, or a more purely-natural condition,’ such as ‘temperate, meek, just, 

wise, liberal, merciful,’ as well as ‘self-denying, contemplative divinely practical, and 

morally excelling.’43 Saltmarsh points out that men may be found engaging in religious duties 

without experiencing true conversion, just like the Roman Catholics (‘amongst Papists’), 

asserting it is ‘[f]aith and not works [that] quicken us.’44 He is hitting out against an outward 

conformity to the Law that is driven solely by compliance to the demands of the Law, a 

legalistic submission to the Law that is devoid of true obedience to God, which is being 

mistaken by many for true conversion. When Saltmarsh’s words are read in their proper 

context, they do not demand that Saltmarsh conceives all forms of obedience to God’s 

commanded Word as legalistic and thus to be rejected. Therefore, the textual reference 

offered by Rutherford fails to sustain his charge against Saltmarsh. It will be demonstrated in 

a later stage that contrary to Rutherford’s charge, Saltmarsh affirms it is necessary for 

believers to obey God, albeit his view differs markedly from Rutherford’s.45 

 

Section Summary 

Thus far, it has been established that Rutherford charges the Antinomians with 

rejecting that it is the responsibility of every believer to obey the Moral Law, on the grounds 

that they deny that the Moral Law remains a rule of life and righteousness for believers. 

According to Rutherford’s assessment, this is the Antinomian view on the relationship that 

believers have with the Law of God, but it will be shown in a later part of this chapter that 

there is a diversity of opinion within the Antinomian camp which Rutherford was unaware 

 
40 Rutherford, Christ Dying and Drawing Sinners to Himselfe, 585. 
41 Saltmarsh, Free-Grace, 177–179. 
42 Saltmarsh, Free-Grace, 177. 
43 Saltmarsh, Free-Grace, 178. 
44 Saltmarsh, Free-Grace, 178–179. 
45 See page 145ff. 
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of.46 Prior to that, the next segment will investigate the contentions that Rutherford’s 

companions have brought forth against the English Antinomians, in order to establish that 

Rutherford was not the lone polemical voice on this doctrinal issue and lay the grounds for 

subsequent examination of the English Antinomian views. 

 

Contentions raised by Rutherford’s Peers and Predecessors against Antinomianism 

This section will evaluate the major charges that Rutherford’s companions have 

brought forth against their opponents concerning the relationship between believers and the 

Law of God and the arguments that they have issued in response. This is necessary in order to 

demonstrate that (1) Rutherford’s peers and predecessors also affirm that it is believers’ 

continuing responsibility to keep the Moral Law, (2) they share the consensus with 

Rutherford that their Antinomian opponents reject believers’ responsibility to obey the Moral 

Law, and (3) Rutherford developed the arguments that some of his companions raised on this 

doctrinal matter, with the exception of Anthony Burgess. 

 

The Major Contentions Raised by the First Wave of Respondents (1630s) 

Believers are free from the authority of the Moral Law 

Thomas Taylor charges the Antinomians with committing the grave error of releasing 

believers from the authority of the Law because they claim that believers are freed from 

obeying the Decalogue: ‘For doe we exclaime against the Papists for blotting out the second 

commandement, as sacrilegious persons? and against the Anabaptists for denying the fifth? 

and shall we be silent at these sectaries [including the Antinomians], whose blindnesse hath 

made them bolde to blot out all the ten at once?’47 Using a series of arguments, Taylor 

demonstrates that believers remain under the authority of the Moral Law and thus it is 

essential for believers to obey it. First, he asserts that the Law is ‘an eternall doctrine, 

showing what is good, what is evill, never changed, never abolished, never abrogated, (no not 

by Christ) but is as a beame from an eternall Sunne.’48 Since the Law is eternal, by biblical 

definition, it cannot pass away, and it cannot be modified. In other words, the Law of God is 

permanent, teaching believers to know and discern good and evil, ‘without which no man can 

know what God is, nor what is his worship, nor what is the manner of his worship, nor what 

 
46 See page 152ff. 
47 Taylor, Regula Vitae, (xiii). 
48 Taylor, Regula Vitae, 19. 



 110 

duties wee are to performe, nor how to performe them, either to himself, or to our brethren.’49 

Thus, the Law is the sole foundation that informs believers about God and themselves, that 

teaches believers how they are to love God and one another, that instructs how they ought to 

conduct their lives. Therefore, the Law also functions as ‘a rule of good life’ that instructs 

and directs believers in godly living, apart from which it is impossible for them to pursue 

holy living.50 Taylor places a clear emphasis on the instructional role of the Law. Hence, the 

Law of God occupies a central role in the life of believers. In addition, the Law is ‘a revealer 

of sinne.’51 Since the Law shows what is good and evil, it confronts believers whenever they 

fall short of God’s holy standard, whether it be a failure to do the good that God has 

commanded or committing the evil that God has forbidden, so that they may repent of their 

sins, flee to Christ, and fear God.52 Furthermore, the Law is ‘the expresse idea or 

representation of the Law of nature written in our hearts in the time and the state of 

innocency’53 which has been ‘renewed and rewritten’ in the heart of believers by the Holy 

Spirit so that they would desire to obey the Law;54 thus, it is impossible that believers are 

freed from the Law’s authority. In other words, it is the present duty of believers to obey the 

Law of God. Moreover, the Law ‘promiseth a righteousnesse, and eternall life to all the 

performers of it.’55 This has been accomplished for believers by Christ their surety, who has 

obeyed the Law perfectly on their behalf, whose righteousness has already been imputed to 

them, such that all believers possess life everlasting. Thus, Taylor concludes that believers 

are still ‘under the whole substance of the Law.’56 

To further substantiate his argument that believers are continually under the authority 

of the Law, Taylor points to the Biblical incident when Moses and Aaron failed to uphold 

God as holy before the Israelites at the waters of Meribah, for which they received ‘sharpe 

rebukes, and chastisement, and were barred the land of Canaan.’57 The disciplines that they 

received for sinning confirms that believers continue to be under the commanding power of 

the Law even though they have been freed from its condemning power. However, Taylor 

notes the Antinomians countered that the case of Moses and Aaron are irrelevant to believers, 

 
49 Taylor, Regula Vitae, 19. 
50 Taylor, Regula Vitae, 20. 
51 Taylor, Regula Vitae, 20. 
52 Taylor, Regula Vitae, 20. 
53 Taylor, Regula Vitae, 21. 
54 Taylor, Regula Vitae, 22. 
55 Taylor, Regula Vitae, 22. 
56 Taylor, Regula Vitae, 23. 
57 Taylor, Regula Vitae, 179. 
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because they lived in the Old Testament period, ‘before Christs death.’58 They claimed that 

Old Testament believers were under the commanding power of the Law, but New Testament 

believers are not. Taylor shows that their argument is untenable by referring to 1 Corinthians 

10:6: ‘Were not examples of the old Testament examples to us that wee should not sinne as 

they sinned? How could we sin as they did if we were not under the same Law.’59 Since both 

Old and New Testament believers are under the same Law, the commanding power of the 

Law that prevailed over Moses and Aaron continues to prevail over believers who are living 

after Christ’s death. While Christ’s death has removed the condemning power of the Law for 

believers, its commanding power remains. Therefore, believers are obligated to keep the Law 

of God. 

However, Taylor asserts there is a real sense in which believers are freed from the 

Law: believers are truly freed from the condemnation of the Law, because ‘Christ was made 

a curse for [them], and redeemed [them] from the curse of the Law, Gal.3.13.’60 Christ took 

the place of believers and paid the penalty for the curse of the Law as their substitute. 

Therefore, the sentence that was formerly hanging over their heads has indeed been removed, 

such that believers are no longer condemned to eternal death.61 However, Taylor maintains 

that ‘[while] a beleever is freed from the damnatory power of the Law, he is [never] free … 

from the mandatory and directory power of it.’62 This is a major premise in Taylor’s 

interpretation of the relationship between the Law and the justified. As a result, he argues that 

believers are truly freed from the Law in the following ways even though it continues to 

command their allegiance: (1) Believers are freed from the compulsion of the Law to perfect 

obedience, because Christ has ‘perfectly fulfilled the Law for the beleever, and becoming the 

end of the Law for righteousnesse to every one that beleeveth.’63 As their surety, Christ has 

accomplished the perfect obedience necessary on their behalf, and it has been counted unto 

their persons, as though it has been accomplished by themselves.64 Through the imputed 

righteousness of Christ, believers have also been freed from Law-keeping as a means of 

procuring justification and salvation.65 This understanding cautions believers from falling 

into the pitfall of legalism. (2) Believers are freed from a fearful submission to the Law, 

 
58 Taylor, Regula Vitae, 179. 
59 Taylor, Regula Vitae, 179. 
60 Taylor, Regula Vitae, 25. 
61 Taylor, Regula Vitae, 25. 
62 Taylor, Regula Vitae, 28. 
63 Taylor, Regula Vitae, 24. 
64 Taylor, Regula Vitae, 24. 
65 Taylor, Regula Vitae, 27. 
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because Christ has graciously transformed the disposition of believers to obey the Law with 

‘a willing, and cheerefull endeavour.’66 Therefore, believers are to obey the Law with a 

thankful heart as opposed to slavish obedience. (3) Believers are freed from the observance of 

those parts of the Law that was prescribed specifically for the Jewish Church, because 

‘sundry reference and circumstances, … are altered, and changed in the Church since Christs 

death.’67 Although Taylor did not use the technical terms that distinguish the various 

branches within the Mosaic Law, in essence he is asserting that believers are freed from 

keeping the Ceremonial Law, but they are obligated to continue obeying the Moral Law. 

Therefore, believers are never sine Lege as the Antinomians claimed,68 neither are they sub 

Lege with respect to the various aspects that he has outlined,69 but they are in Lege because 

believers are obligated to keep the Law of God.70 

Like Taylor, Henry Burton charges the Antinomians with erroneously freeing 

believers from the authority of the Law. He considers the Antinomians’ denial of the Law as 

a rule of life to be the key factor that contributed to their insistence on believers’ freedom 

from the responsibility of keeping the Law of God: ‘They deny any vse at all of the morall 

law, so farre as to be a rule of life and christian conuersation, after that a man is once brought 

to be a beleeuer in Christ. They allow the law no further vse, then as to bee a Schoolemaster 

to bring vs to Christ, and then farewell law.’71 Burton recognises that the Antinomians 

acknowledge the necessity of the Law of God, in so far as it directs a sinner towards Christ. 

During this season, sinners are under the Law of God and are thus obligated to obey the Law. 

However, once a person becomes a believer, this same Law of God ceases to obligate him to 

obedience. In other words, the believer who had to keep the Law prior to conversion, no 

longer needs to keep the Law that used to be binding for him; he is now completely free from 

the authority of the Law. Burton counters the Antinomian claim by pointing out that the 

Scriptures expressly exhorts believers to keep the Law: ‘This is the perfect law of liberty, 

wherein who so looketh, and continueth therein, hee being not a forgetfull hearer, but a doer 

of the worke this man shall be blessed in his deed: Iam. 1.25.’72 James 1:25 reminds believers 

of the perfect nature of the Law and exhorts them to walk in accordance to the Law so that 

they shall enjoy God’s blessings, revealing therein that it is God’s will that they should do so; 
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thus, believers have not been taken off from their duty to obey the Law. Developing his case 

against Antinomianism, Burton uses typology to argue that the Law given at Mount Sinai to 

God’s people continues to be relevant for the Church of Christ, such that believers must 

persist in the duty of Law-keeping, because the commandments given to the Church are 

identical in nature with the Decalogue: 

So that giuing of the Law in Mount Sinai, being a type of the comming down 
of the holy Ghost bringing & reuealing the Law of Christ to his Church both 
of them in summe and vse are to the faithfull one and same law; for though 
they differ in the manner of administration, and in the measure of 
manifestation, yet not in the matter it selfe, Christ being the summe and matter 
of both.73 

At first glance, it seems as though Burton is equating the person of the Holy Spirit with the 

Law, because the Law was given at Mount Sinai and the Holy Spirit was given at the 

Pentecost. However, the textual context dispels this possibility, because prior to the above 

citation, Burton clarifies that ‘the Father and Christ send downe the Holy Ghost in his 

manifold gifts and graces, to lead his people into all truth, and to reueale [sic] fully the Law 

of Christ vnto them.’74 This reveals that when Burton speaks about Pentecost, his focus is on 

the ‘giving’ of the Law of Christ, accomplished through the coming of the Holy Spirit. 

Therefore, when Burton states that the giving of the Law in the first instance foreshadows the 

‘giving’ (revealing) of the Law in the second instance, he views a singularity in the Law 

given at Mount Sinai with the Law of Christ given to the Church at Pentecost; in both 

instances, it is God who reveals His Law to His people, such that the Law revealed on those 

separate occasions is ‘one and same law,’ God’s Law, which was revealed externally at 

Mount Sinai and later internally at the Pentecost. The implicit reference to God as the 

supreme Law-giver places the obligation upon the Church to continue in perpetual Law-

keeping. Burton fortifies his argument by pointing out that both the New Testament believers 

and Old Testament Jews who trust in God are the spiritual seed of Abraham, and thus both 

parties are recipients of the same Law of God given through Moses: ‘the Morall Law is no 

lesse a rule to the beleeuing christians then it was once to the beleeuing Iewes, all one ioynt 

spirituall seed of Abraham, to whose posterity this Law was giuen.’75 

When Burton speaks of the Law given at Mount Sinai, he is invariably referring to 

‘the Morall Law giuen in Mount Sina, … [which] remains as a perpetuall rule of a holy life to 
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all Gods people to the end of the world.’76 In other words, like Rutherford, whenever Burton 

speaks about Law-keeping with regards to believers, ‘the Law’ is a short hand for the Moral 

Law. Burton conceives the Mosaic Law as comprising of at least two components, the Moral 

Law and a ceremonial part: 

Now these Ceremonies dying together with the whole Mosiaicall economy, 
which stood in types and Ceremonies, yet the Morality remains a perpetuall 
suruiuer in, and with, and vnder the Gospell. … And that the Morall Law still 
remains as a rule of Christian obedience to euery true Israelite, appeareth by 
the very manner of the giuing of it in Mount Sinai. For it was giuen by the 
Lawgiuer Christ the Redeemer of his people.77 

Burton’s view of the Mosaic Law closely parallels the threefold distinction of the Law that 

Rutherford holds to: Ceremonial, Civil, and Moral. Although Burton does not discourse on 

the Civil aspect of the Mosaic Law, it is unmistakeable that Burton and Rutherford drank 

from the same well, because they share the conviction that there are various branches within 

the Mosaic Law, whereby only the Moral component remains relevant for believers now. 

Even though Burton argues for the perpetuity of the the Moral Law and distinguishes it from 

the ceremonial aspect of the Mosaic Law, he does not explore the distinctions between Civil, 

Ceremonial and Moral Law. Notably, Samuel Rutherford does not delve into the intricacies 

of this either. It may be inferred that both men share the consensus that delving into these 

intricacies would not contribute to their polemics against their Antinomian opponents. 

Nevertheless, it is evident that both Burton and Rutherford affirm it is the continuing 

responsibility of believers to keep the Moral Law. As stated in the previous chapter, in spite 

of the similarities in their doctrinal stance, it is implausible that Rutherford appropriated the 

theology of Burton, because Rutherford had never read, as far as we can tell, The Law and 

the Gospell reconciled (1631), Burton’s sole work against Antinomianism, effectively ruling 

out any direct influence.78 

Likewise, Taylor espouses a threefold division of the Mosaic Law, which is seen most 

clearly in his vindication of Luther from Antinomian affiliations. Responding to the claim 

that Luther had said ‘Christ hath abolished all lawes of Moses that ever were,’79 Taylor urged 

for a faithful reading of Luther’s complete sentence and not just part of it, as it would then be 

clear that Luther was referring to the abolishing of ‘all ceremoniall Lawes.’80 Acknowledging 
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that Luther indeed wrote ‘[s]o many as are justified, are justified not by observation of mans 

Law, nor Gods Law, but by Christ alone, who hath abolished all Lawes,’81 Taylor elucidates 

that Luther was speaking about the ‘the Morall Law in respect of justification,’ concurring 

with Luther that it is true the Law in this sense has been abolished for believers. He maintains 

Luther was not suggesting that the Law ‘in the substance of it, or in respect of all other uses 

is abolished,’82 because Luther affirms the Law as a rule of life ‘bind[ing] all men from the 

beginning of the world to the end of it’ in many places in his work.83 Taylor was certain that 

Luther affirmed believers’ responsibility to obey the Moral Law, and not the whole Mosaic 

Law that includes the Ceremonial and Civil components, hence he readily defended Luther’s 

view. To further substantiate his argument, Taylor asserts that Frederick Baldwin, ‘a learned 

professour in Wittenberg,’ maintains that ‘the Law is abrogated by Christ, not in respect of 

obedience, but in respect of malediction.’84 In addition, he points out that Chemnitz, ‘a most 

learned and moderate Lutheran,’ affirms a threefold use of the Law for believers.85 Thus, 

through his vindication of Luther from Antinomian affiliations, it is clear that Taylor, like 

Burton and Rutherford, holds to a threefold distinction of the Mosaic Law; this undergirds his 

conviction that it is the continual responsibility of believers to keep the Moral Law. 

Like his predecessors in the Antinomian Controversy (Burton and Taylor), second 

wave respondent (1640s) Anthony Burgess subscribes to a threefold division of the Mosaic 

Law, which plays an important role in sustaining his argument for believers’ continuing 

responsibility to obey the Moral Law, over and against the Antinomian claim that believers 

are freed from the Law’s authority.86 Referring to Romans 3:31 ‘Doe we make voide the 

Law?’, Burgess points out that the Apostle Paul ‘answereth negatively, by words of defiance 

and detestation, God forbid.’87 This means that the Law remains relevant and thus binding for 

New Testament believers, just as it did during the Old Testament period. In other words, the 

Law is not abrogated to believers. However, Burgess asserts that the Ceremonial and Judicial 

(Civil) Laws have indeed been abrogated, because they have been repealed by ‘an expresse 
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law commanding the contrary.’88 The Judicial Law has been repealed by 1 Peter 2:13 and the 

Ceremonial Law by Acts 15.89 In addition, the Ceremonial Law has been abrogated because 

‘the fulnesse and substance of them was now come, of whom the ceremonies were a 

shadow;’ they have been fulfilled in Christ.90 The only part of the Law of God that remains 

unabrogated is the Moral Law, which has been ‘mitigated, as to [their] persons,’ because 

‘Christ [their] surety did fully undergoe it.’91 Speaking specifically of the Moral Law, 

Burgess asserts that with regards to believers, two aspects of it have been abolished while one 

aspect remains throughout eternity: ‘First, the Commands. Secondly, the Promises of life to 

him that doth them; thirdly, the threatnings of eternall wrath of him that faileth in the least. 

Now the Morall Law, though it be abrogated in respect of the two later to a beleever, yet in 

respect of the former it doth still abide; yea, and will continue in Heaven it self.’92 Because 

the Moral Law is God’s commandments, believers are obligated to keep them perpetually. 

Burton reaffirms that the Moral Law remains authoritative for believers when he 

opens up Matthew 5 to show that Jesus Christ commands believers to obey the Law: 

our Master Christ in his diuine sermon vpon the Mount, expoundeth to his 
disciples, and all faythfull hearers, and doth as it were giue them a 
Commentary vpon the Morall law, which the same Christ deliuered to Moses 
in the Mount; which hee sets before his scholars as a rule of the duites of 
sanctification, and Christian conuersation.93 

Christ’s exposition of the Moral Law proves its continuing relevance to believers, while His 

express command reiterates believers’ necessary obligation to keep the Moral Law. Burton 

considers Matthew 6:12 to be a further confirmation of this. In that verse, Jesus commands 

believers to pray as follows: ‘Forgiue vs our debts, as wee forgiue our debters.’94 Noting that 

‘[a]ll sins are debts to God[,] [a]ll sins are breaches of the Morall Law’ Burton asserts that 

‘therefore the keeping of the Morall law is a debt that wee owe to God.’95 Thus, believers 

continue to be under the authority of the Moral Law and are bound to obey it. Taylor also 

notes that ‘Christ himself did confirme, expound, establish and fortify the Law by his word 

and authority, which was the scope of his large Sermon upon the Mount, in Mat. 5.6. and 7 

chapters.’96 He argues that if the Antinomian claim is true, Christ ought to have denounced 
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the Law instead of elucidating it and proclaiming that those who obey are blessed.97 In 

addition, Christ’s vindication and restoration of the Law from Pharisee abuse is contrary to 

the actions of someone who is expected to abolish the Law.98 Therefore, it may be duly 

concluded that Christ’s teaching on the Law confirms its perpetuity and believers’ obligation 

to keep it. Furthermore, Taylor notes that Christ does not stop short at preaching the Law, He 

also lives in accordance with it and commands believers to do the same, to teach and observe 

the Law.99 Those who obey the words of Christ ‘shall be honoured, and counted a worthy 

member in the Church of God.’100 Thus, Christ’s life example and clear exhortation to 

believers strengthen Taylor’s argument for the perpetual authority of the Law. He adds that 

the Apostles follow in the footsteps of Christ their Lord in urging believers to perform the 

same duties that have been commanded by the Law. Citing Romans 13:8,9, Taylor points out 

that the apostolic command to love is Law-keeping, because ‘love is the fulfilling of the 

Law.’101 He shows that the apostle Paul confirms the necessity to keep the Fifth 

Commandment by pointing to Ephesians 6:1, ‘Children obey your parents; and presseth the 

duty from the Law, for this is the first commandement with promise.’102 In urging believers 

to keep the Law in the second Table, the apostle has also confirmed the perpetuity of the 

whole Decalogue and the obligation that is laid upon believers. Thus, Taylor asserts that ‘the 

Law ceaseth not to be the rule in the new Testaments.’103 At this juncture, it is significant to 

note that as the first wave of respondents (1630s) to the Antinomian Controversy, Burton and 

Taylor shared the same approach of grounding their argument that believers continue to be 

under the authority of the Moral Law upon the very words of Jesus Christ. This is vital, 

because as Christ’s followers, it is of paramount importance that believers listen to and obey 

Christ’s commands. Taylor develops the argument by demonstrating that Christ’s apostles 

commanded believers unto the same duty of obeying the Moral Law. Likewise, Burgess 

refers to the words of the Apostle Paul in Romans 3 to make the same point.104 Rutherford 

also grounds his argument for the perpetual authority of the Moral Law over believers in 

Christ’s words, and he too affirms that the apostles taught the same.105 It will be revealed in 
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subsequent analysis that the antinomians failed to account for Christ’s express commands to 

obey the Moral Law as they sought to deny its relevance for believers today. 

Burton adds a new facet to the ongoing argument with the use of syllogisms to show 

that believers are obligated to keep the Law of God: 

All Christian duties of loue to God, and to man are branches of our reasonable 
service of God. 
But the Morall Law contains all Christian duties of our loue to God, and to our 
neighbours. 
Therefore the keeping of the Morall Law is our reasonable service of God.106 

Since keeping the Moral Law is the believer’s reasonable service to God, it implies that 

believers remain under the authority of the Law, contradicting the Antinomian claim. Burton 

arrives at the same conclusion using a different set of premises: 

Abstinence from fornication is part of keeping the Morall Law. 
But this abstinence from fornication is a duty acceptable to God, is a doctrine 
to be taught by the Minsters of Christ, to be receaued by the people of God, 
it’s a commandement of the Lord Iesus, it is the will of God, it is our 
sanctification, or a fruite and effect of it. 
Therefore the keeping of the Morall Law is commanded of God, of Christ, as a 
duty to all true beleeuers.107 

Through the use of syllogisms, Burton demonstrates the logic underpinning believers’ 

obligation to keep the Moral Law. So long as the basic premises are true, the conclusion is 

necessarily true. Thus, syllogism is a simple but effective device that fortifies Burton’s 

argument against the Antinomians. It is noteworthy that the use of syllogism to prove the 

necessity for believers to persist in Law-keeping is a unique feature in Burton’s argument 

which is not found in Rutherford’s argument to the same end, which would certainly have 

broadened the scope of Rutherford’s polemic against the Antinomians. Nevertheless, thus far, 

it has been clearly demonstrated that Burton, Taylor and Burgess concur with Rutherford that 

the Antinomians have erred in claiming believers have been freed from the authority of the 

Law, because it remains the duty of believers to keep the Moral Law. 

 

The Law is redundant for believers because they have the Holy Spirit to guide them 

Taylor charges the Antinomians with rejecting believers’ responsibility to obey the 

Moral Law because they argue that believers have the Holy Spirit to rule them and so they 

have no need for the Law: ‘Those that have the spirit of God for their rule, and doe all by a 

free spirit, they neede not the Law to rule or urge thē [sic]: to them it is vaine and needlesse. 
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But all beleevers have the spirit to rule them; and they doe all by a free spirit.’108 In other 

words, the Law is redundant for believers, because the Holy Spirit alone directs them in 

godly living. This parallels a similar charge that Rutherford places upon the Antinomians.109 

Taylor asserts that the Antinomians have committed a grave error in juxtaposing the Law 

with the Holy Spirit, as if they are contradictory in nature, when in reality they are positively 

correlated: ‘the spirit and the Law… are indeed inseparable: for the Law is the instrument, 

the Spirit is the workmaster; the Law is the rule, the Spirit the applier of that rule.’110 For 

Taylor, the Antinomians erred in attempting to separate the inseparable. Although Taylor did 

not mention this, it is noteworthy that the Law of God is also the Law of the Holy Spirit, who 

is the Third Person of the Trinity. By virtue of the relationship between the Law and the Law-

giver, the Law and the Holy Spirit cannot be contrary to one another. If Taylor had taken 

notice of this, it would have reinforced his argument. Nevertheless, Taylor has aptly 

identified the role of the Holy Spirit in relation to the function of the Law, as one between a 

master and his instrument: ‘The spirit… writeth [the Law] in the inner parts, he addeth 

clearenesse and light unto unto [sic] it; he worketh love and delight into it.’111 Taylor points 

out that the Law cannot function independently from the workings of the Holy Spirit, who 

was the one that first wrote the Law on the hearts of believers, and subsequently illuminates 

them so that they may understand the Law rightly. It is also the Holy Spirit who works in 

believers the desire to obey the Law and the accompanying joy when they do so. Therefore, 

Taylor states it is absurd to claim that believers can obey God through the sole workings of 

the Holy Spirit apart from the Law: ‘To say, we obey God by by [sic] the spirit without a 

Law or a commandement, is a mere non sence: for is any obedience without a Law? Is not 

our rule to doe onely what the Lord commandeth? what can be more ridiculous than for a 

subject to professe obedience to his Prince, but yet hee will not be under any Law?’112  Thus 

it is impossible for believers to obey God without the Law, because the Law is necessary to 

instruct them on what they are to do and how they are to do it. If the Antinomian claim is 

true, believers have no reference point to assess if they are obeying God or not. Furthermore, 

Taylor asserts Jesus Christ has made it clear that those who profess to love Him are to 

demonstrate the genuineness of their love through their obedience to the Law: ‘Ioh.:14.15. If 
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ye love me, keep my commandements: love must ever looke to the commandement.’113 

Therefore, the Antinomian juxtaposition of the Law and the Holy Spirit is untenable; instead, 

believers are to obey the Law of God by relying on the help of the Holy Spirit. Notably, when 

Rutherford raised the same contention against the Antinomians, he also argued that it is 

absurd for his opponents to insist that believers have no necessity to obey the Law because 

they have the Holy Spirit as their guide. He concurs with Taylor that the Antinomian rhetoric 

which claims believers will obey God through the help of the Holy Spirit necessitates that the 

Moral Law remains a rule of life for believers, thus it cannot be redundant for believers.114 

This reaffirms that Rutherford and Taylor share the same theological conviction that it is the 

responsibility of believers to obey the Moral Law, as well as the same perception that their 

opponents have erred in rejecting it. 

 

Believers are under the Law of Christ and not the Moral Law 

According to Taylor, the Antinomians also claim that believers are not duty bound to 

keep the Moral Law because they are now under the Law of Christ: ‘consider (say they) … 

[believers] are freed from that Law, and onely tyed to precepts taught by Christ in the 

Gospell: which teacheth to deny ungodlines and worldly lusts, and to live soberly, justly and 

godly in this present world: Tit: 2.11.’115 This implies that the precepts found in the Gospel 

are the only laws that believers ought to obey – the Law of Christ. Taylor argues that the 

Antinomian claim is an artificial separation of the Law of Christ and the Moral Law, because 

‘the Law of Christ is for substance the same with the Morall Law.’116 He asserts that the Law 

of Christ cannot be distinct from the Moral Law, because it is the same covenant of grace that 

is found in the Old and New Testament, such that believers living in both epochs are part of 

the same covenant and are held to the same standard of righteousness and holiness.117 Hence, 

Taylor does not regard the Antinomian claim of keeping the Law of Christ as a legitimate 

form of Law-keeping; instead, he perceives it as a denial of the necessity for believers to keep 

the Moral Law. Moreover, Taylor states that the apostles who were inspired by the Holy 

Spirit to write the Gospel profess in 1 John 2:7 that ‘We write no new commandement, but 

the old which yee have had from the beginning.’118 He asserts that the same commandment 
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was written by God in the heart of man at creation, and also on the tablets of stone at Mount 

Sinai.119 1 John 2:8 calls this commandment a new commandment, not because ‘it is another 

in the substance, but [because it is] the same law of love renewed, and reinforced upon new 

grounds by Christ the great Law-giver.’120 Thus, Taylor demonstrates that this commandment 

given in the New Testament is indeed one and the same with the commandment of the Old 

Testament. In other words, the Law of Christ and the Moral Law are one and the same, thus 

refuting the Antinomians’ artificial distinction. This also proves that all believers, without 

distinction of the time period to which they belong, are obligated to keep the Moral Law. 

It is noteworthy that Saltmarsh was the only Antinomian figure examined in this study 

who argued that believers are to obey another law in the place of the Mosaic Law.121 He 

terms it the Law of the Gospel, but it is essentially Taylor’s understanding of the Law of 

Christ that he is referring to. Since Taylor’s treatise was published more than a decade before 

Saltmarsh’s Free-Grace (1645), and the terminology used was different, it is improbable that 

Taylor was responding to Saltmarsh. This suggests that there could be others before 

Saltmarsh who held a similar view on believers’ relationship to the Law of God, but it was 

not a dominant view within the Antinomian faction, hence it was not reflected in the writings 

of Eaton, Towne or Crisp. Saltmarsh’s view on the Law of the Gospel will be examined in 

detail in a later part of this chapter.122 

 

Continuities and Discontinuities between Rutherford and his Predecessors 

As demonstrated in the above discussions, Henry Burton and Thomas Taylor 

unanimously charged their opponents with committing the doctrinal error of releasing 

believers from the duty of obeying the Moral Law. They raised several contentions against 

the Antinomians to expose the errors that they consider to be inherent in their opponents’ 

view, and they set forth multiple arguments to show that it is the continuing responsibility of 

every believer to keep the Moral Law. These convictions were shared by Rutherford. The 

following section will delineate some of the key areas in which Rutherford has advanced on 

the arguments of Burton and Taylor. 
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Henry Burton 

Burton’s polemics on this doctrinal issue culminates in asserting believers’ obligation 

towards Law-keeping,123 but Rutherford goes beyond the confines of believers’ duty to assert 

that believers are at the same time freed from the Law, elucidating how two seemingly 

contradictory positions are reconciled in believers.124 Rutherford also clarifies that while 

believers are dependent on the grace of God to obey the Law, it is their duty to attend 

diligently to it at all times, even when they feel that grace is lacking.125 In addition, 

Rutherford took the Antinomians to task for claiming that the Law has become irrelevant to 

believers because they now have the Holy Spirit to guide them,126 and also for alleging that 

obedience to the Moral Law is tantamount to legalism.127 It may be duly concluded that 

Rutherford and Burton share the same basic theological premises concerning the relationship 

between believers and the Law of God, but Rutherford advanced on Burton’s arguments with 

more in-depth discussions and he also engaged with a broader range of topics than Burton. 

 

Thomas Taylor 

Rutherford defended Taylor at length against the accusations of Robert Towne. His 

detailed, point-to-point rebuttal of Towne’s accusations made against Taylor demonstrates his 

concurrence with Taylor on those specific points of doctrine. Rutherford’s rebuttal of Towne 

would have provided the perfect occasion for the former to present any potential point of 

disagreement with the latter and clarify this doctrine for the edification of his readers, but he 

did not register any disagreement with Taylor; Rutherford’s silence adds further weight that 

he concurs fully with Taylor’s arguments and doctrinal stance. While it is tempting to posit 

that Taylor directly influenced Rutherford’s view on the relationship between believers and 

the Law because Rutherford defended Taylor without reserve against Towne, great care must 

be exercised before reaching a conclusion on this matter, because doctrinal formulation is a 

complex process that includes a great permutation of factors. For example, did Rutherford 

read the works of other individuals who espouse a similar view prior to his reading of 

Taylor’s treatise? If so, who did he read? Could it be that Taylor’s work strengthened 

Rutherford’s resolve to remain steadfast in his doctrinal position? Rutherford rarely cites the 

works of other theologians in the construction of his arguments, except for occasional 
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references to Augustine and Calvin, so the above questions cannot be answered with 

certainty. Thus, it is apt to conclude that Rutherford treats Taylor’s work very positively and 

shares the theological premises expressed by Taylor on the correlation between believers and 

the Law. In light of Rutherford’s elaborate defence of Taylor’s doctrinal convictions against 

Towne, it may be duly inferred that he added details to and broadened the scope of Taylor’s 

arguments against Antinomianism on the correlation between believers and the Law with his 

works that were published in the decade after Taylor’s. 

 

The Major Contentions Raised by the Second Wave of Respondents (1640s) 

Obedience to the Law is contrary to free grace 

Gataker alleges the Antinomians reject believers’ responsibility to obey the Moral 

Law because they perceive it as contrary to the free grace of God that has been given to 

believers in Jesus Christ. He draws this conclusion from the argument of John Saltmarsh who 

asserts that the ministry of the Old Testament prophets was devoid of free grace because it 

hinged upon ‘the duty and obedience performed.’128 Saltmarsh argues that ‘duty and 

obedience’ to the Law was the primary message of the prophets of the Old Testament,129 

even though the believers then were saved ‘in the same Christ who was to suffer,’ because 

they saw only the shadow of Christ and knew nothing of the free grace that has been made 

known in the New Testament.130 Saltmarsh attributes the necessity to obey the Law in the 

Old Testament to the ignorance of the free grace of Jesus Christ. Since New Testament 

believers now know about the free grace that is in Jesus Christ, Saltmarsh argues that they are 

not obliged to any form of duty or obedience to the commands of the Scriptures; to assert 

otherwise would be to fall into the trap of legalism.131 In other words, believers are freed 

from the duty of obeying the Law of God. 

Gataker exposes the flaw in Saltmarsh’s argument by demonstrating that there is free 

grace in the Old Testament time. He asserts that since the prophet Isaiah held salvation out 

freely to his hearers in Isaiah 55:1, free grace must have been available to the people then. 

Consequently, he points out that it is absurd for the Antinomians to posit that the free grace 

preached by Isaiah is only for the believers of the New Testament and excludes the very 

persons whom he was exhorting.132 In addition, with reference to Romans 3:23-24, Gataker 

 
128 Gataker, A Mistake, or Misconstruction, Removed, 6; Saltmarsh, Free-Grace, 167. 
129 Saltmarsh, Free-Grace, 167. 
130 Saltmarsh, Free-Grace, 166. 
131 Saltmarsh, Free-Grace, 168–169. 
132 Gataker, A Mistake, or Misconstruction, Removed, 6. 
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states that the Apostle Paul has clearly declared that ‘all that were ever justified, either in 

those times or these, were justified by free grace.’133 Hence, he rejects Saltmarsh’s argument 

that free grace excludes duty and obedience to the Law. Gataker fortifies his argument by 

showing that the free grace of Jesus Christ includes commandments that must be obeyed, 

such as ‘Unlesse ye repent, ye shall all perish’ and ‘If a man wil come after me, let him deny 

himself, and take up his cros and folow me,’ which involves ‘repentance, and humiliation, 

and self-deniall, and conversion, and renouncing of all.’134 He argues that Christ would 

certainly be categorized as ‘a legal teacher’135 according to Saltmarsh’s standard, because 

Christ commands believers to obey the Law. Thus he concludes that Saltmarsh’s notion of 

free grace ‘differeth much from that, which either the Prophets of God held forth in the Old 

Testament, or Christ and his Apostles preached in the New.’136 This proves yet again that 

believers have not been taken off their duty to obey the Law because they have received free 

grace (as the Antinomians have claimed); rather, as recipients of free grace, believers are 

duty-bound to keep the Moral Law. 

Although Gataker did not argue for a threefold division of the Mosaic Law in his 

treatise, his usage of the term ‘Moral Law’ suggests that he espouses this framework. His 

chief contention against the Antinomians was their rejection of ‘the mandatory and obligatory 

power of the Law morall,’137 noting that this was manifested by their complete rejection of all 

Christian duties that the Scriptures have clearly commanded: ‘[the Antinomians affirm that] 

neither faith, nor repentance, nor humiliation, nor selfe deniall, nor use of Ordinances, nor 

doing as one would be done to, are duties required of Christians, or such things as [believers] 

must exercise themselves in, or they can have no part in Christ.’138 From Gataker’s reference 

to the Moral Law, it may be duly inferred that he subscribes to a threefold division of the 

Mosaic Law like Rutherford, because ‘Moral Law’ is a technical reference unique to this 

system to distinguish that particular aspect of the Law of God that remains obligatory to New 

Testament believers. By implication, believers are not required to obey the Ceremonial and 

Civil Law written in the Scriptures, because these laws are no longer compulsory for the 

Christian; but believers must continue to keep the Moral Law. 

 
133 Gataker, A Mistake, or Misconstruction, Removed, 7. 
134 Gataker, A Mistake, or Misconstruction, Removed, 9–10. 
135 Gataker, A Mistake, or Misconstruction, Removed, 10. 
136 Gataker, A Mistake, or Misconstruction, Removed, 6. 
137 Gataker, Gods Eye on His Israel, 2. 
138 Gataker, Gods Eye on His Israel, 2. 
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Gataker made a brief but unique contribution to the dialogue with the Antinomians on 

the subject of believers’ relationship to the Law of God when he charged them with making 

obedience to the Moral Law contrary to free grace. This was not picked up by Rutherford or 

any of the other men from the same camp. Nevertheless, when Rutherford’s responses to 

Antinomianism on believers’ responsibility to obey the Moral Law are being drawn together 

and compared with Gataker’s, the sheer volume of the former’s contribution on this doctrinal 

matter far outweighs the latter’s. Thus, it may be duly concluded that Rutherford advanced on 

Gataker’s argument against English Antinomianism in both breadth and depth. 

 

Burgess’ extensive contribution to the ongoing controversy 

Among Rutherford’s companions, Burgess made the most extensive contribution to 

the Antinomian Controversy on the subject of believers’ relationship to the Law. Like his 

colleagues, Burgess charged his opponents with committing the error of claiming that 

believers are freed from obedience to the Law of God. He raised multiple contentions to 

prove his case and supported them with various arguments, many of which are unique 

insights and discussions that are not found in the works of Rutherford, Burton, Taylor or 

Gataker. Thus, the next segment will examine Burgess’ response against Antinomianism on 

believers’ relationship to the Law, in order to demonstrate that he is in doctrinal agreement 

with Rutherford, but his response is broader in scope and more in depth in comparison with 

Rutherford’s response. 

 

Obedience to the Law is contrary to love for God 

Burgess asserts that ‘[t]o doe a thing out of obedience to the Law, and yet by love and 

delight, doe not oppose one another.’139 He is countering the Antinomian claim that love and 

obedience to the Law are contrary attitudes that cannot co-exist in believers with regards to 

their response to God: ‘To lead a man by the Law is slavish, it’s servile, say they; a Beleever 

is carried by love, he needs no law.’140 Burgess puts forward three biblical illustrations to 

demonstrate that the Antinomian contention is flawed: (1) Before the Fall, Adam obeyed God 

because he was commanded to do so by God, and also because he loved God.141 Since this 

happened before the Fall, when Adam enjoyed direct communion with God, his affections for 

God can only be love, thus love and obedience to the Law (God’s command) co-existed in his 

 
139 Burgess, Vindiciæ Legis, 12. 
140 Burgess, Vindiciæ Legis, 12. 
141 Burgess, Vindiciæ Legis, 12. 
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response to God. (2) When Moses’ mother was hired by the Pharaoh’s daughter to take care 

of the baby Moses, she responded out of obedience to the commandment of Pharaoh’s 

daughter, and also out of love for Moses.142 However, this example is not as persuasive as the 

previous one, because the object to whom Moses’ mother yielded her obedience and the 

object of her love are different, which fails to demonstrate that love and obedience may be 

rendered concurrently to the same person.  (3) ‘[T]here was a commandement laid upon 

Christ, to fulfil the Law for us, yet he did it out of love.’143 When Christ obeyed the 

commandment of God the Father to fulfil the Law for believers, He did it out of love for both 

His Father and for His people. It is noteworthy that Christ rendered both love and obedience 

to His Father through His fulfilment of the commandment that was given, proving that love 

and obedience to the Law are non-contradictory attributes which co-exist in believers’ 

response to God. Therefore, Burgess has shown that the Antinomian rejection of obedience to 

the Law in favour of love is untenable. His argument adds depth to Rutherford’s assertion 

that believers are to obey the Law out of love for God as opposed to slavish obedience.144 It is 

clear that Burgess gave a more detailed treatment of this topic than Rutherford. 

 

Believers are absolved from obeying the Law because they are unable to do so perfectly 

Burgess charges the Antinomians with claiming that believers are freed from Law-

keeping because they have no power to perform it.145 He cites, albeit without reference, the 

following words of Crisp to substantiate his charge: ‘The Law (saith he) speaketh to thee, if 

troubled for sin, Doe this, and live; Now this is, as if a Judge should bid a malefactor, If you 

will not be hanged, take all England, and carry upon your shoulders into the West Indies. 

What comfort were this?’146 It seems that Crisp is expounding on the inability of believers to 

obey the Law perfectly, hence he rejects the necessity for them to keep the Law. However, a 

close reading of the primary source reveals that Crisp was expounding on the inability of 

sinners to obey the Law perfectly and thus they cannot save themselves from their sins 

through Law-keeping. 

This I say, is the commission of the Law, to spare neither high nor low, rich 
nor poor; nay, I will goe further, holy, nor unholy in respect of the practice of 
holinesse, can exempt himselfe from the curse of it. It is true, beloved, as the 
Apostle saith, the Law speaks life; Doe this and live: But poore comfort is it, 

 
142 Burgess, Vindiciæ Legis, 12. 
143 Burgess, Vindiciæ Legis, 12. 
144 See page 100. 
145 Burgess, Vindiciæ Legis, 14. 
146 Burgess, Vindiciæ Legis, 14; See Crisp, Christ Alone Exalted In Fourteene Sermons, 237. 
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because it first requires such doings that are impossible to be attained; just as 
if a man should be condemned to die at a barge, with this promise; Take all 
England and remove it, upon thy shoulders, into the West-Indies, and then 
thou shalt bee saved from this death: The Judge had as good say nothing, for 
the thing is impossible to be done, the Law indeed doth say, Does this and 
live; But where is the man that can doe it; by continuing in all things without 
failing in one tittle therefore.147 

Contrary to Burgess’ charge, Crisp consistently affirms that believers must obey the Law of 

God.148 It may be duly inferred that Burgess has misinterpreted Crisp’s words. This reveals a 

hidden weakness in Burgess’ argument against the English Antinomians. Nevertheless, 

Burgess’ response to Crisp reveals his conviction that believers are not excused from obeying 

the Law on the basis of their inability to do so perfectly: ‘the Law is not therefore to be 

decryed, because we have no power to keep the Law.’149 He points out that the perfect 

keeping of the Law is impossible for the believers, but that is not required of them, because it 

has been accomplished for them by the Mediator.150 Therefore, even though believers have 

no power to keep the Law perfectly, it is their duty to keep the Law as God has commanded. 

Burgess asserts that it is a vain thing ‘to advance grace and Christ oppositely to the Law: nay, 

they that destroy one, destroy also the other.’151 In other words, he who rejects the necessity 

to obey the Law of God inevitably rejects Christ, and vice versa. Notably, Rutherford also 

contends against the Antinomians for freeing believers from obedience to the Law because 

they have no ability to keep it perfectly.152 This presupposes that believers are obliged to 

obey the Law only if they have been given the assurance that they are able to keep the Law; 

this is an argument from capability to responsibility, such that believers are dissolved of all 

responsibilities to obey the Law because they have not been bestowed with the capacity to do 

so perfectly. Using multiple biblical illustrations, John Frame demonstrates that ‘[a]bility... 

does limit responsibility in some cases, but usually does not eliminate it.’153 Notably, he 

establishes that moral inability does not limit human responsibility.154 Since believers’ 

inability to obey the Law is a moral inability, it severely weakens the capability to 

responsibility argument that the Antinomians espouse. Rutherford refutes the argument by 

pointing to Jesus Christ and Adam as examples of individuals who did not receive any 

 
147 Crisp, Christ Alone Exalted In Fourteene Sermons, 237. Emphasis added. 
148 See pages 152-156. 
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154 Frame, The Doctrine of God, 130. 



 128 

promise of grace155 to obey God’s will yet it was their responsibility to do so,156 

demonstrating that the Law of God remained a rule of life and righteousness for them in their 

state of innocence. Thus, Rutherford concurs with Burgess that it is absurd to reject believers’ 

duty to keep the Law on this ground. 

 

A Law necessarily curses those that are under it 

Burgess observes that Towne claims believers are freed from keeping the Law 

because whoever continues to keep the Law remains under its curse.157 Towne argues that the 

duty of Law-keeping implies believers are under the Law, which in turn implies that believers 

continue to be under the curse of the Law. Since believers have been justified and thus freed 

from the curse and condemnation of the Law, Towne asserts that believers are also freed 

from the command of the Law and thus are not obligated to Law-keeping.158 Burgess refutes 

Towne’s claim by pointing out that believers will not experience ‘actuall cursing’ when they 

obey the Law because they have Christ as their surety who has borne the curses of the Law 

upon himself in their stead.159 Although believers are removed from under the curse of the 

Law, they have not been removed from obedience to the Law. Therefore, the Law continues 

to command believers’ obedience even though it no longer condemns them. 

Burgess identifies 1 Timothy 1:9 as one of the primary texts of the Scriptures which 

the Antinomians would quote to argue that believers are freed from the duty of keeping the 

Law: ‘Knowing this, that the Law is not made for a righteous man.’160 According to Burgess, 

his opponents rest their argument upon the assumption that ‘[t]he damnatory power of the 

Law is inseparable from it.’161 In his response, Burgess specifies that believers are the subject 

of the term ‘knowing’ in 1 Timothy 1:9 and the nature of the Law of God is the object that 

they are to know about.162 He elucidates that this particular verse is telling believers that the 

 
155 Richard Muller notes that there was discussion on donum superadditum (‘the gift of grace superadded to 
human nature after creation but before the fall’) during the medieval period, but it was rejected by the 
Reformers who insisted on imago divina (‘that likeness or resemblance to God in which man was originally 
created and which was lost... in the fall’). Although Rutherford did not enter into discussion on this subject, his 
polemic shows that he affirms the concept of imago divina. Muller, Richard A., Dictionary of Latin and Greek 
Theological Terms: Drawn Principally from Protestant Scholastic Theology (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Baker 
Books, 1985), 96–97, 146. 
156 Rutherford, Christ Dying and Drawing Sinners to Himselfe, 592. 
157 According to Burgess, Towne claims that ‘[i]t cannot be a law, unlesse it also be a cursing law.’ Burgess, 
Vindiciæ Legis, 5. 
158 Towne, The Assertion of Grace, 30–31. 
159 Burgess, Vindiciæ Legis, 6. 
160 Burgess, Vindiciæ Legis, 47. 
161 Burgess, Vindiciæ Legis, 49. 
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Law has been given by God, not for those who are self-righteous, but to needy sinners to 

confront them about their sins so that they may be driven to repentance: ‘Good lawes arise 

from evill manners: And certainly lawes, in the restraining and changing power of them upon 

the lives of men, are not for such who are already holy, but those that need to be made 

holy.’163 This interpretation develops the concept of the goodness of the Law that Paul 

emphasises in the preceding verse in response to the abuse of the Law by the false teachers:  

‘Desiring to be teachers of the law; understanding neither what they say, nor whereof they 

affirm. But we know the Law is good, if a man use it lawfully’ (1 Tim 1:7-8, KJV). Thus, in 

light of the textual context, 1 Timothy 1:9 cannot plausibly be a warrant that relinquishes 

believers from the authority of the Moral Law as the Antinomians have claimed. It may be 

inferred that the Antinomian use of 1 Timothy 1:9 to free believers from obeying the Law is a 

typical case of proof-texting, for it failed to take into account of the actual meaning of the 

verse, which has been clarified by Burgess. He concludes his argument by asserting that it is 

necessary for the Law to have ‘a directive, regulating, and informing power over a godly 

man.’164 This means that the Law is a rule to believers, and they are obligated to submit to it. 

Burgess substantiates his assertion by demonstrating two key functions of the Law for 

believers: (1) The Law is needed for believers to discern the true worship of God from false 

worship; the first two commandments of the Decalogue provides the basis for discernment.165 

(2) The Law reveals to believers the sins that are hidden in their hearts, so that they may take 

notice and repent, and thus grow in holiness.166 Thus, Burgess reaffirms the believers’ 

perpetual need to keep the Moral Law. Notably, Rutherford also argued that believers are 

freed from the curse of the Law,167 but Burgess’ exposition on 1 Timothy 1:9 adds a new 

facet to the response against their Antinomian opponents. This is another instance in which 

Burgess’ argument broadens the scope of Rutherford’s argument on the same topic. 

 

A failure to distinguish between a believer and his personal acts 

Burgess asserts that it is necessary ‘to distinguish between a Beleever, and his 

personal acts.’168 He alleges the Antinomians erred in their failure to differentiate the acts of 

 
163 Burgess, Vindiciæ Legis, 52; Hendriksen develops this argument further when he asserts that the self-
righteous is a specific reference to the false teachers whom Paul was writing against (1 Timothy 1:7). William 
Hendriksen, New Testament Commentary: Exposition of the Pastoral Epistles (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 
1957), 64–65. 
164 Burgess, Vindiciæ Legis, 55. 
165 Burgess, Vindiciæ Legis, 53. 
166 Burgess, Vindiciæ Legis, 54. 
167 See page 100-102. 
168 Burgess, Vindiciæ Legis, 13. 
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a justified person from his personal state, which led them to conclude that the Law’s 

relationship to believers concerning their status and actions is one and the same, thus they 

claim that the justified person who is freed from the curse of the Law is also freed from the 

duty of keeping the Moral Law. Burgess distinguishes the state and the acts of believers as 

follows: ‘For, howsoever the Law doth not curse or condemne him, in regard of his state; yet 

those particular sins he commits, it condemnes them, and they are guilty of Gods wrath, 

though this guilt doth no redound upon the person.’169 He clarifies that the Law has no 

bearing on the believer’s state of justification,  such that his justified state cannot be altered 

or shaken, but the Law condemns the sins that he commits in the capacity of a justified 

person and he will experience God’s anger against his sins. Therefore, believers must not 

mistake the one for the other which Burgess charges the Antinomians with doing. He points 

out that Tobias Crisp’s illustration of the relationship between the Law and the justified 

person exemplifies this error, 

Therefore it is a very wide comparison of one [Tobias Crisp], that a man under 
grace hath no more to doe with the Law, then an English-man hath with the 
lawes of Spaine or Turkie: For, howsoever every Beleever be in a state of 
grace, so that his person is justified; yet, being but in part regenerated, so farre 
as his sinnes are committed, they are threatned and condemned in him, as well 
as in another: for there is a simple guilt of sin, and a guilt redundant upon 
[redound upon] the person.170 

Burgess asserts that believers will continue to sin against God even after they have been 

justified, such that whenever this happens, the Law pronounces them as guilty of sinning; 

thus, believers cannot be freed from the Law in the sense that Crisp has claimed but are under 

a perpetual obligation to obey the Law. However, a careful reading of Crisp’s works reveals 

that there are significant differences between Burgess’ citation and Crisp’s original words as 

follows:171 

Therefore let me tell you in a word; If you bee free-men of Christ, you may 
esteeme all the curses of the Law, as no more concerning you, then the Lawes 
of England doe concerne Spaine, or the Lawes of Turkie an Englishman, with 
whom they have nothing to doe. I doe not say the Law is absolutely abolished, 
but abolished in respect of the curse of it; to every person that is a free-man of 
Christ.172 

 
169 Burgess, Vindiciæ Legis, 13. 
170 Burgess, Vindiciæ Legis, 13–14. 
171 Caughey made the same observation and charges Burgess with falsifying the words of Crisp in his review of 
Mark Jones’ book. Chris Caughey, ‘Review of Antinomianism: Reformed Theology’s Unwelcome Guest? By 
Mark Jones’, Scottish Bulletin of Evangelical Theology, 33.2 (2015), 238–241. 
172 Crisp, Christ Alone Exalted In Fourteene Sermons, 244–245. 
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Far from insisting that believers have been freed from the Law, Crisp is arguing that believers 

are freed from the curses of the Law, such that those curses have become irrelevant to 

believers in the same way as the Law of one nation is irrelevant to the citizen of another 

realm, thus they need not be bothered by the curses of the Law. Crisp’s primary concern in 

this textual reference is to draw a clean line between believers and the curses of the Law, and 

not to separate believers from the Law itself as Burgess has claimed. This is further attested 

by Crisp’s assertion that he does not consider the Law to be abolished for believers, except 

with respect to its curses. It is evident that in this particular instance, Burgess has failed to 

quote Crisp in a faithful manner, and he has also misinterpreted Crisp’s view on the 

relationship between believers and the Law of God as expressed in the cited text. As a result, 

Burgess failed to acknowledge Crisp’s twofold affirmation that believers are freed from 

curses of the Law and the Law has not been abolished for them. This misrepresentation 

reveals a significant weakness in Burgess’ perception of Crisp’s doctrinal stance. The 

evidence on hand suggests that Crisp holds to a position that is contrary to the charges that 

have been laid upon him. 

 

Contradiction: The Law abolished continues to be a Law 

In addition, Burgess charges the Antinomians with self-contradiction when they claim 

that the Law remains a rule of life for believers (a law unto them) even though the believers 

are under no obligation to obey it. Burgess points to Towne’s words from page 170 of The 

Assertion of Grace as proof that the latter thinks the Law, which he claimed has been 

abolished, continues to actively subject believers to its authority: ‘The Law (saith the 

Antinomian) in the matter of it, so farre as I know, was never denyed to be the rule, according 

to which a believer is to walk and live: Therefore I take the contrary imputation to be an 

impundent slander.’173 Towne’s affirmation that the Law continues to be a rule of life for 

believers, even though it no longer commands their obedience, puts him in a peculiar position 

of affirming that the Law remains a Law even after it has been abrogated. Burgess unpacks 

the Antinomian rationale as follows: ‘According to the Antinomian assertion, it should be 

true, that love to God should bind us [to the Law as a rule of life], because the matter it self is 

good; but not because God willeth us to love him.’174 This implies that the Antinomians insist 

believers are to obey the Law out of love for God as opposed to in response to God’s 

 
173 This is Burgess’ quotation of Towne. Burgess, Vindiciæ Legis, 206. 
174 Burgess, Vindiciæ Legis, 206. 
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command to do so. Burgess regards this as a clear attempt to separate the matter of the Law 

from the will of the Law-giver, because ‘a law is nothing but the will of the Law-giver, that 

such things should be obeyed, or avoided.’175 Thus, he labels the Antinomian claim ‘a meer 

contradiction.’176 For Burgess, the Law is binding on believers, chiefly because it is given by 

God the Law-giver. It is significant to note that Rutherford made the same observation about 

Towne’s doctrinal stance and laid a similar charge on him.177 While the wording was less 

precise in Rutherford’s citation and could suggest a more sympathetic reading of Towne’s 

stance, Burgess’ citation has provided substantial evidence to prove that Towne affirms the 

Law to be a rule of life for believers while at the same time rejecting that they are obligated 

to keep the Law. Towne’s assertion appears to parallel Burgess’ and Rutherford’s shared 

view on the relationship between believers and the Law: 

The view of Anthony Burgess 
& Samuel Rutherford 

The claim made by 
Robert Towne 

The reality of 
Robert Towne’s claim 

The Law is a rule of life for 
believers. 
 

The Law is a rule of life 
for believers. 

The Law has no more 
power to condemn and 
command believers. 

But the Law has no more 
power to condemn believers. 
 

But the Law has no more 
power to condemn and 
command believers. 

Because Christ has 
removed the condemnation 
of the Law. 

Because Christ has removed 
the condemnation of the Law. 
 

Because Christ has 
removed the condemnation 
of the Law. 

Thus, the Law is no longer 
a rule of life for believers. 

Although Burgess, Rutherford and Towne make the same assertion that the Law is a rule of 

life for believers, and are in agreement that Christ by his death has removed the 

condemnation of the Law from believers, yet they disagree on the impact that Christ’s death 

has on believers’ relationship to the Law because of a difference in presuppositions. Due to 

their adherence to the threefold division of the Mosaic Law, Burgess and Rutherford affirm 

that the Mosaic Law both commands and condemns sinners, but Christ by His death has 

removed the condemning aspect from the Law without obliterating the commanding aspect; 

on the other hand, Towne who rejects that the Mosaic Law is divided asserts that the Law is 

characterised by its condemning nature, such that a sinner is either under the authority of the 

Law and thus cursed, or he has been freed from the curse as well as the authority of the Law 

and so he cannot be under it in any sense. Thus, in spite of Towne’s insistence that the Law is 

 
175 Burgess, Vindiciæ Legis, 206. 
176 Burgess, Vindiciæ Legis, 206. 
177 See pages 105-106. 



 133 

a rule of life for believers, his insistence that they are freed from the authority of the Law 

effectively obliterates the function of the Law for believers; since the demands of the Law 

have become irrelevant for believers, it is meaningless to maintain that the Law is a rule of 

life for believers (see table above). It may be concluded that Burgess and Rutherford stand 

divided from Towne on the character of the Law because the former espouses a threefold 

division of the Law that the latter rejects; it will be demonstrated in the remainder of this 

chapter that this is a crucial factor that separates Rutherford and his companions from their 

opponents on believers’ continual responsibility to obey the Moral Law. This will 

subsequently impact their respective views of the doctrine of sanctification, for Rutherford’s 

doctrine of progressive sanctification entails believers’ duty to keep the Moral Law. 

Thus far, it has been shown that Burgess’ main contention against the Antinomians 

concerning the relationship between believers and the Law of God lies in their claim that 

New Testament believers are not obligated to keep the Law. He offered various arguments to 

sustain his charge, many of which are unique insights and discussions that are not found in 

the works of Rutherford, or Burton, Taylor and Gataker; these are the fruits of labour of 

Burgess’ quest to vindicate the Law from Antinomian misapprehension. Nevertheless, these 

men unanimously affirm the tripartite nature of the Mosaic Law and structured their 

arguments around this core doctrinal conviction in their respective responses to 

Antinomianism. While Rutherford’s discussion on the relationship of believers to the Law 

was not as extensive in scope as Burgess, his in-depth critique of Towne’s doctrinal views in 

defence of Taylor’s was an outstanding contribution to ongoing efforts against 

Antinomianism because he developed the arguments that Taylor had raised and thus engaged 

more extensively with Antinomian rhetoric, as was his critique of the Antinomian claim that 

believers’ obedience to external commandments implies legalism. Nevertheless, after taking 

into account the breadth and depth of Burgess’ arguments against their mutual opponents, it 

may be concluded that Burgess’ contribution on this subject outweighs Rutherford’s in that it 

carried ongoing conversation with the Antinomians deeper into the realm of believers’ 

relationship to the Law; in other words, Burgess’ arguments compliment Rutherford’s 

contribution to offer a more comprehensive rebuttal of the Antinomian view of the 

relationship between believers and the Law of God. 

 

Section Summary 

Thus far, it has been established that Rutherford’s companions concur with him on 

believers’ continuing responsibility to obey the Moral Law. In addition, it has been shown 
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that they with one accord charged the English Antinomians with rejecting believers’ duty to 

keep the Moral Law. In the process, it has also been demonstrated that Rutherford’s polemics 

supplemented the existing arguments that have been raised by his companions Burton, Taylor 

and Gataker, which strengthens the overall polemic on this doctrinal point against English 

Antinomianism. Notably, among the men examined, Burgess made the most extensive 

contribution to the ongoing conversation with the Antinomians on believers’ relationship to 

the Law, because the breadth and depth of his arguments expanded the scope of discussion 

beyond the works of Rutherford and the other three men. Therefore, it may be duly concluded 

that with the exception of Burgess, Rutherford developed the arguments of his peers and 

predecessors on the subject of believers’ responsibility to obey the Moral Law. 

 

The Antinomian Perspectives 

From the analyses completed thus far, it may be duly inferred that Rutherford, Burton, 

Taylor, Gataker and Burgess consider the Antinomians to be a group that espouses a 

homogeneous view of the relationship between believers and the Law of God. The generic 

response by Burton and Taylor assumed that those whom they have engaged with were 

representative of the opposite camp, and even though Gataker, Burgess and Rutherford 

engaged with multiple opponents in their works, they cited the words of these men to 

substantiate the common charge that their opponents reject believers’ responsibility to obey 

the Moral Law.178 Nevertheless, as shown in the previous chapter, there can be diversity in 

arguments and thoughts within the Antinomian camp even though they share a distinctive 

doctrinal point. This section will demonstrate that Eaton, Towne and Saltmarsh unanimously 

reject believers’ duty to obey the Moral Law, and there is, largely, no diversity when it comes 

to this issue. It will also be shown, however, that Crisp deviates from his companions on this 

subject, by arguing that it is the responsibility of believers to keep the Law of God. This 

closely resembles Rutherford’s viewpoint. Nevertheless, the nuances between Rutherford and 

Crisp will be examined and clarified, and it will demonstrate that there are irreconcilable 

differences between Rutherford and the prevailing Antinomian view. 

 

 
178 Gakater responded to Eaton and Saltmarsh while Burgess focused on the works of Towne and Crisp in 
addition to Eaton’s, and Rutherford engaged with Towne, Crisp and Saltmarsh. 
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The prevailing view: Believers do not need to obey the Moral Law 

The Law’s relevance to believers has diminished completely 

Eaton’s major contribution to the ongoing debate between the Antinomians and their 

opponents is his tri-epoch distinction in the history of salvation;179 he claims that God sees 

and punishes the sins of believers who lived during the first era dubbed ‘the time of the Law,’ 

then God sees but no longer punishes the sins of believers living in the subsequent era of ‘the 

time of John Baptist,’ and finally God no longer sees (or punishes) the sins of believers living 

in ‘the time of the Gospel.’ Although this threefold division emphases the change in the 

relationship between believers and sin, the relationship between believers and the Law of 

God plays a crucial role in Eaton’s tripartite division of salvific history too; they are 

intertwined relationships that diminish simultaneously across the three epochs. This is shown 

in the following table:180 

Concerning Sin Concerning the Law 
I. God sees and punishes the sins of 
believers. 

I. The Law is an active rule of life for 
believers. 

II. God sees but does not punish sins of 
believers. 

II. The Law becomes a passive rule of life 
for believers. 

III. God does not see and does not punish 
sins of believers. 

III. The Law ceases to be a rule of life for 
believers. 

Eaton argues that the Law was a rule of life for believers when it was first given, but this 

function was non-perpetual, thus with the passage of time it eventually ceases to be a rule of 

life. During ‘the time of the Law,’ Eaton claims that the Law of God was in full force upon 

believers, compelling perfect obedience by its legal character: ‘they were chiefly driven to 

righteousnesse, with legal rigour and government, wherein God was eager in all the Old 

Testament to exact, and extort their good works, and righteous living.’181 Eaton asserts that 

God enforces the Law with utmost strictness upon all believers of the Old Testament period 

because they were living in the first era of salvific history, whereby holy and righteous living 

was measured according to their level of compliance with the Mosaic Law. As such, it is 

necessary for believers to obey every jot and tittle of the Law of God in every aspect of their 

lives; it was the duty of every believer to obey the whole Mosaic Law. Any failure on the 

believers’ part to obey the Law would be to sin against God who sees and would certainly 

punish them for their sins: ‘But yet both Christ, and these glorious things, were vailed 

 
179 See pages 49-50, 76-77. 
180 Eaton, The Honey-Combe of Free Justification by Christ Alone, 98–100, 102–104, 106–108. 
181 Eaton, The Honey-Combe of Free Justification by Christ Alone, 98. 
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[sic]; … with the bondage of terror, and legal government, not only of the Ceremoniall 

Law… but also of the morall Law, whereby sinne was severely taken notice of and also 

punished sharply in Gods children.’182 Thus the Law is an indispensable and fundamental 

component of the first epoch of Eaton’s framework of salvific history. 

Even though both the Antinomians and their opponents claim that there is an 

insurmountable gap between their doctrinal views, Eaton employs language that closely 

resembles Rutherford when he speaks of the Mosaic Law as consisting of parts, identifying a 

ceremonial as well as a moral component to the Law. While Rutherford uses the division of 

the Law as a crucial tool to substantiate his argument for believers’ necessity to keep the 

Moral Law, Eaton explicitly applies this distinction only to the first part of his argument (‘the 

time of the Law’) to contend for believers’ freedom from obeying the Moral Law. Eaton’s 

disagreement with Rutherford on the relevance of the Moral Law to New Testament believers 

is the primary factor that caused him to adopt a restricted use of a framework that divides the 

Mosaic Law. Rutherford argues that the Moral Law remains fully binding for all believers of 

all time and thus it is the duty of believers today to keep the Law, whereas Eaton claims that 

the Moral Law was only binding for believers who lived during ‘the time of the Law’ and so 

it has become irrelevant to believers now because they are living in the third epoch of salvific 

history where Christ is no longer veiled. It may be inferred that Eaton recognizes that the 

threefold framework which Rutherford has adopted challenges his doctrinal position instead 

of sustaining it, thus he modifies it to support part of his argument and dispenses with this 

framework when it threatens to derail his assertion that believers are freed from keeping the 

Moral Law. Thus, Eaton’s understanding of the ‘Moral Law’ differs markedly from 

Rutherford’s: Eaton regards the Moral Law as dispensable and non-perpetual, whereas 

Rutherford interprets the Moral Law to be the perpetual and immutable aspect of the Law of 

God which remains obligatory to believers. Therefore, even though Eaton recognises a moral 

element in the Mosaic Law, his resemblance with Rutherford on this particular point of 

doctrine is merely superficial. 

Eaton posits a significant change in the relationship between believers and the Law 

with the coming of the second epoch in his salvific history framework. He argues that the 

Law serves the role of a schoolmaster prior to Christ’s coming, coercing believers with 

terrors and corrections to keep Old Testament believers walking in holiness and 

 
182 Eaton, The Honey-Combe of Free Justification by Christ Alone, 98. 
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righteousness, ‘sharply scourg[ing] them for the same,’183 because they were like ‘little 

children, and like Wards in their non-age’ in constant need of guidance and discipline.184 

However, with the inception of the second epoch, ‘the school-master-like government began 

to slacke and cease;’185 the Law continued to point out the sins of believers and the due 

penalty for committing those sins, but believers were no longer inflicted with those 

punishments. Is Eaton positing a change in the very nature of the Law, a change in the nature 

of believers, or some other changes? There are two important observations that may be drawn 

from Eaton’s assertions to demonstrate the changes that he has in mind: (1) The Law is 

relinquishing its role as a schoolmaster to believers: the same Law that formerly coerces 

believers of the first epoch into obedience to God with punishments no longer does so to 

believers living in the second epoch and thereafter. In other words, the Law continues to 

function in the lives of second epoch believers, but in a curtailed manner; it retains the 

capacity to reveal believers’ sins and the punishments that is due for sinning, but it has 

relinquished the capacity to inflict penalties upon believers when they sin. Notably, the Law 

remains the Law, there is no change to the property of the Law; the only change that has 

occurred is a functional change in its relation to believers. The key to the change between the 

first and second epoch lies in the first coming of Christ. From this time onwards, the Law 

loosens its grip as a schoolmaster to believers. (2) Believers of the second epoch have 

outgrown the status of ‘little children’ and ‘[w]ards in their non-age’: with Christ’s first 

coming, believers experienced a unique but incomplete change in their status. They are now 

exempted from punishment for sinning, but the Law makes them continually aware of the 

sins that they commit against God, because they have yet to attain full spiritual maturity. It 

may be inferred that Eaton thinks the coming of Christ has brought about a significant change 

to the status of believers, resulting in a transformation of believers’ relationship to the Law. 

The Law, which was formerly active in compelling believers to obey God by inflicting 

penalties on them when they sin, has now assumed a passive role that merely reveals their 

wrongdoings against God and it no longer metes out punishments to propel them unto 

obedience. In other words, for believers living in the second epoch, the Law has become a 

mere yardstick to determine if they have sinned against God, but it is powerless to punish 

them when it happens. Notably, Eaton personifies the Law as having the ability to scourge 

and punish believers, and he expressly notes the removal of this power in the second epoch of 

 
183 Eaton, The Honey-Combe of Free Justification by Christ Alone, 101. 
184 Eaton, The Honey-Combe of Free Justification by Christ Alone, 100. 
185 Eaton, The Honey-Combe of Free Justification by Christ Alone, 103. 



 138 

salvific history. Does he mean that the Law has an innate ability to afflict believers? 

Certainly not, for he expresses clearly that in the first epoch it was God who punishes 

believers for sinning, and in the second epoch God saw the sins committed by believers but 

He does not punish them for doing so.186 Thus, Eaton’s anthropomorphic language is simply 

another way to express that God judged believers in the first and second epoch of salvific 

history according to the stipulations of the Law. Since the Law was the prevailing standard of 

God’s judgement, it follows that it was a necessity for believers living in those two epochs to 

conform their lives to the Law, even though God did not punish second epoch believers for 

sinning. It may be inferred that the non-punishment of sin did not negate the necessity for 

believers then to obey the Law, because the standard by which God judged them was not 

altered; rather, the withholding of judgement that they had deserved signified God’s grace to 

them. In addition, Eaton’s silence on believers’ freedom from the Law during the second 

epoch adds further weight to the above inference. Therefore, a perceived weakening of the 

Law as exemplified by the lack of consequences for disobedience does not necessitate that 

believers are freed from obedience to the Law. Thus far, Eaton’s tri-epoch framework 

continues to operate within the confines of Reformed orthodoxy, keeping him clear of 

Rutherford’s charge that the Antinomians reject believers’ responsibility to keep the Moral 

Law, for his arguments contain both explicit and tacit affirmations that believers are under 

the authority of the Law of God. However, this is soon overturned by the change that takes 

place in the third epoch of Eaton’s salvific history. 

Eaton claims that believers living in the third epoch are now the matured Bride of 

Christ and no more a child in need of guidance and discipline, thus gone are the days of being 

under the Law as a schoolmaster.187 He cites Galatians 3:25 as definitive proof for his claim: 

‘But after that faith (that is Christ the object of faith) is come, we are no longer under a 

schoole-master, Galat.3.25.’188 It may be inferred that Eaton interprets ‘no longer under a 

schoole-master’ to mean believers’ complete freedom from the Mosaic Law as a whole, 

including the Moral Law, because he asserts that ‘[t]he Law therefore hath the use of that 

direction no more, and therefore it ought not to be joined and mingled with faith.’189 In other 

words, since believers are no longer under the Law as a school-master, having been 

‘emancipati by [their] full growne age,’ there is no place for the Law in the lives of believers. 

 
186 Eaton, The Honey-Combe of Free Justification by Christ Alone, 98–100, 102-104. 
187 Eaton, The Honey-Combe of Free Justification by Christ Alone, 104. 
188 Eaton, The Honey-Combe of Free Justification by Christ Alone, 105. 
189 Eaton, The Honey-Combe of Free Justification by Christ Alone, 105. 
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Consequently, this implies that it is impossible for believers to be under the Law in any other 

manner. Therefore, beginning from the moment of Christ’s death on the cross,190 all believers 

have been freed from the authority of the Law. Eaton asserts that any claim to the contrary is 

a ‘confound[ing] [of] the Old Testament with the new,’ which is tantamount to ‘bring[ing] 

back [a] full grown heir to Schoole again to be whipped [by] his School-master, contrary to 

the expresse doctrine and direction of the holy Ghost… [in] Gal.3.25.’191 Since it is absurd 

for a grown up to be placed under the authority of a school-master again, it is likewise absurd 

for believers to remain under the authority of the Law. There is a clear emphasis that the 

change in the status of believers is the chief reason that brings an end to believers’ obligation 

to obey the Moral Law, and not because of any change in the property of the Moral Law. 

This fits in with Rutherford’s charge that the Antinomians reject believers’ responsibility to 

keep the Moral Law. 

Even though Eaton’s argument for the Law’s eventual relegation to obscurity for New 

Testament believers corroborates Rutherford’s charge, the latter’s assessment failed to 

account for the dynamics in believers’ relationship to the Moral Law as expressed in Eaton’s 

tri-epoch framework. As shown in prior arguments, Eaton posits a shift in the relationship 

between believers and the Moral Law which began with Christ’s first advent and was 

completed after Christ has accomplished his atoning work on the cross. Rutherford’s failure 

to pick up on this specific argument of Eaton’s reveals a missed opportunity to present the 

flaws and inconsistency in Eaton’s view of the Moral Law. Nevertheless, this was picked up 

briefly by Burgess who charges the Antinomians with espousing a fluctuating view of the 

Law. He argues that Eaton’s view concerning New Testament believers’ freedom from the 

Moral Law which bounded Old Testament believers is untenable because ‘the Law in regard 

of the essentiall parts of it, which are directing, commanding, threatning, promising life upon 

perfect obedience: These are either still equally power, or else equally abrogated unto all 

beleever, whether under the Old or New Testament.’192 Burgess is arguing for the 

immutability of the authority of the Moral Law over believers of ages, such that it either 

obligates them or it does not; he concludes that since the Moral Law was binding unto 

believers of former times, it must continue to bind believers today. Although an earlier 

analysis of Eaton’s thoughts has revealed that he affirms the immutability of the Moral Law 

and he grounds the change in the relationship of the Law to believers in the change that 

 
190 Eaton, The Honey-Combe of Free Justification by Christ Alone, 106. 
191 Eaton, The Honey-Combe of Free Justification by Christ Alone, 114–115. 
192 Burgess, Vindiciæ Legis, 207. 
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Christ brings about in believers’ lives, this specific aspect of Eaton’s argument was not 

picked up by Burgess in his brief discussion of Eaton’s tri-epoch framework. Therefore, in 

Eaton’s estimation, Burgess’ response fails to address the heart of the issue, because he 

would readily agree with Burgess that the Moral Law is immutable in the objective sense; 

however, the Law would appear to be fluctuating in a subjective sense, because Eaton posits 

changes have taken place in the Law’s relationship to believers. Nevertheless, Eaton’s claim 

that believers today (those living in the third epoch of salvific history) have no responsibility 

to obey the Moral Law has been accurately identified by Burgess and Rutherford in their 

respective response against English Antinomianism.193 

In addition to Eaton, Saltmarsh also argues that the Law’s relevance to believers has 

diminished completely. 

Now the great mistake which I finde in this and ages before, is the singling out 
the properties of a true faith, and sending a beleever for his assurance most 
thither, in himself; which caused the beleevers of former ages, to walk in 
bondage, though with the spirit of adoption; and to make up their assurances 
much like the beleevers under the Law, from their obedience and repentance, 
and humiliation in themselves.194 

Although Saltmarsh’s quotation pertains to ‘[t]he nature and properties of true saving 

faith,’195 two important observations may be made concerning his view on the relationship 

between believers and the Law of God. (1) Saltmarsh divides believers into different time 

periods, labelling some as ‘beleevers of former ages’ in contrast to the believers of his era. 

This is evident from his argument that present day believers have been misled into seeking 

assurance of faith through outward adherence to the Law, a means that had enslaved believers 

of former times. (2) Saltmarsh distinguishes believers into those ‘under the Law’ versus those 

who are not but have been erroneously directed to keep the Law in the same manner as the 

former group. When these two observations are put together, it may be concluded that 

 
193 Bozeman concurs that Eaton rejects believers’ responsibility to obey the Moral Law, because ‘the “willing, 
cheerfull and ready practising of all duties” was a dependable trait of the unjustified life, [therefore] legal codes 
were obsolete.’ Bozeman’s argument is grounded on Eaton’s belief that believers will invariably do what is 
right, such that they no longer need the Moral Law. Bozeman, The Precisianist Strain, 195; Como also observes 
that some parts of Eaton’s writings appear to suggest that ‘the Law of Moses was entirely unnecessary [for 
believers].’ Como argues that Eaton’s theological belief that ‘the imputation of Christ’s perfect righteousness 
freed believers from sin in God’s sight’ was the basis upon which Eaton built his claim that ‘God no longer 
viewed believers as subject to the Law of Moses.’ Como, Blown by the Spirit, 216; Likewise, Jones asserts that 
‘[Eaton] claims that the commandments are unnecessary for holy living.’ Jones, Antinomianism, 34; Gamble 
would readily agree that Eaton denies the necessity for believers to obey the Moral Law, for she makes the 
broad claim that ‘antinomians claimed that “Christ hath freed us from subjection to the Morall law.”’ This is 
because ‘Christ performed perfect obedience to the moral law.’ Gamble, ‘If Christ Fulfilled the Law, We Are 
Not Bound’, 58–59. 
194 Saltmarsh, Free-Grace, 100–101. 
195 Saltmarsh, Free-Grace, 100. 
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Saltmarsh sees two distinct categories among believers: (i) believers who were under the Law 

and thus obligated to keep the Law, (ii) believers who have received the spirit of adoption 

and thus they are not obligated to keep the Law. However, he makes a finer distinction within 

this latter group by pointing out that Christians believers of a previous era were enslaved by 

the Law because they had been misled into seeking assurance of faith through Law-keeping, 

whereas believers living in the present age are at great risk of falling into the same state. The 

first group denotes Old Testament believers who ‘saw but the blood of bulls and goates, and 

grace and peace afar off,’196 whereas the second group denotes New Testament believers for 

whom sacrificial offerings are now a thing of the past. Saltmarsh elucidates that Old 

Testament believers were obligated to obey the Law because ‘they were kept under the 

school-mastership of the Law,’ but New Testament believers are freed from this obligation 

because ‘we (now the fulnesse of time is come) enjoy the precious liberty of the sons of 

God.’197 In other words, the Law has no authority over present day believers and thus they 

are not required to obey the Law; this is a key assumption in Saltmarsh’s view of the 

correlation between the Law and believers. Saltmarsh’s demarcation of believers into groups 

across different eras and his argument for the change in believers’ relationship to the Law 

closely parallel the arguments that John Eaton advanced with his tri-epoch framework; 

however, it is improbable that Saltmarsh appropriated from Eaton’s framework, because (1) 

Saltmarsh did not build his arguments on a threefold division of salvific history, and (2) there 

is a conspicuous absence of any lengthy discourse or defence of Eaton’s perspective on the 

relationship between believers and the Law in his treatises. Nevertheless, Saltmarsh’s 

argument that present day believers are freed from obeying the Law, like Eaton’s view, fits in 

with Rutherford’s charge that the Antinomians reject believers’ duty to keep the Moral Law. 

 

Believers are freed from the curse and command of the Law 

In response to Taylor’s assertion that believers are ‘under the rule and obedience of 

the Law… but [they] are not under the raigne of the Law,’198 Towne argues that ‘the terms or 

parts [Raigne and Rule] in proprietie of speech, use of Scripture, or strictnesse of sence, doe 

import and carry no true and reall difference.’199 He is claiming that the terms reign and rule 

are identical in meaning when they appear in the Scriptures, therefore Taylor’s distinction 

 
196 Saltmarsh, Free-Grace, 158. 
197 Saltmarsh, Free-Grace, 158. 
198 Towne, The Assertion of Grace, 1. 
199 Towne, The Assertion of Grace, 2. 
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between ‘the rule of the Law’ and ‘the reign of the Law’ is not significant to the discussion. 

Furthermore, to claim that believers are under the Law is to subject them to the ‘power and 

teaching of the Law,’ culminating in death through the Law which is the power of sin.200 This 

would be contrary to the reality that believers have already been ‘translated into another 

Kingdome, where both sin, the enemy [believers] so feare, is spoiled of all its armour, and 

power whereon it dependeth,’201 rendering them absolutely freed from the Law. Therefore, 

believers cannot be under the Law in any sense. 

What made Towne so adamant that there is no distinction between being ‘under the 

rule of the Law’ and ‘under the reign of the Law’? ‘If it be true, that it cannot condemne, it is 

no more a Law saith Luther.’202 Citing Luther for support, Towne asserts that it is the 

inherent nature of the Law to condemn the Law-breaker, such that no one under the authority 

of the Law can escape condemnation for failing to obey the Law. His belief that the Law 

necessarily condemns all who are under its rule or reign, is the key driver of his arguments 

against Taylor’s assertion that believers are continually under the rule of the Law. Towne 

asserts that believers are freed from condemnation, because they have already been made ‘the 

Righteousness of God in Christ, [such that] the Law neither doth nor can curse [them].’203 

Towne uses the human body to illustrate that it is impossible to abstract condemnation from 

the Law in the manner that Taylor has done: ‘marke well your Apendices or Consequences, 

as you terme them, which you can as well separate from the Law, and yet let it remaine a true 

Law, as you can take the braines and heart from a Man and yet leave him a Man still.’204 

Towne argues that just as it is impossible for a man to be alive without his vital organs, so it 

is impossible for the Law to be devoid of the power to condemn. Thus, if believers continue 

to be under the Law, they continue to be liable to the condemnation of the Law even though 

they have been saved in Christ, which Towne duly rejects. Since believers are no longer 

under the curse of the Law, Towne argues that believers cannot be under the Law in any 

manner. It may be inferred that Towne sees the Law as a single economy that binds 

obedience with condemnation, such that the obligation to obey the Law necessarily entails 

condemnation for any disobedience; conversely, the removal of condemnation necessarily 

entails the removal of any obligation to obey the Law. In other words, Towne views the Law 

as a unit that cannot be divided into parts, such that a certain aspect of it may be kept back 

 
200 Towne, The Assertion of Grace, 3. 
201 Towne, The Assertion of Grace, 3. 
202 Towne, The Assertion of Grace, 30. 
203 Towne, The Assertion of Grace, 32. 
204 Towne, The Assertion of Grace, 31. 
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while the others have been abolished, as was the case with Rutherford who espouses a 

threefold division of the Mosaic Law; thus either the Law still commands and condemns 

believers, or it has been absolutely abolished such that it neither condemns or commands 

believers. While it is evident that Towne thinks the Mosaic Law has two features, judicial 

(condemns) as well as instructional (commands), his argument for the complete obliteration 

of the Mosaic Law for believers today on the sole ground that the judicial aspect has been 

abolished reveals that he thinks the instructional aspect is subordinate to the judicial aspect. 

Thus, Towne asserts that the former necessarily becomes redundant with the cessation of the 

latter. On the other hand, as a result of his subscription to a threefold division of the Mosaic 

Law, the judicial aspect for Rutherford has been removed through Christ’s atonement, thus 

believers are no longer condemned by the Law, but its instructional aspect remains relevant 

for believers because the Moral Law continues to function as a rule of life for them, thus 

believers are obligated to obey the Law. Since Towne asserts that the Law cannot condemn 

believers, it follows that the Law cannot command them too, thereby freeing believers from 

the duty of obeying the Law. This shows that Towne’s view of believers’ relationship to the 

Law substantiates Rutherford’s generic charge against English Antinomianism that it 

relinquishes believers from their responsibility to keep the Moral Law. 

Towne’s view of the Mosaic Law as a single economy is foundational to his claim 

that believers who are under grace cannot at the same time be under the Law in any 

conceivable manner (including the command of the Law), because he regards freedom from 

the curse of the Law as synonymous to being under grace. He asserts that New Testament 

believers who are under grace cannot be concurrently under the Law, just as Old Testament 

believers who were under the Law were not concurrently under grace. Towne argues that he 

is simply following in the footsteps of the Apostle Paul who teaches that ‘to be under 

Grace … is member and state opposed … to this being under the Law.’205 Towne observes 

that the Apostle Paul contrasts believers’ current state of being under grace with their former 

state of being under the Law, and he interprets this to mean that the Law has been completely 

abolished for believers because ‘the Law must be taken comprehensively with all his offices 

and authoritie.’206 Therefore, Towne rejects his opponents' claim that believers are still in 

some sense under the Law even though they have been saved from the condemnation of the 

Law. Hence, he charges Taylor with self-contradiction for claiming in the same treatise that 
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believers are not under the Law but they continue to be under the rule of the Law.207 Towne 

correctly noted Taylor’s claim that it is ‘the priviledge of beleevers’ not to be under the 

Law.208 However, Taylor subsequently asserts ‘[h]ee that is got from under the Law is now a 

Law to himself, that is, he willingly submitteth himself to the rule and obedience of the Law: 

the way to escape the yoake and coaction of the Law is to become a free and cheerfull 

observer of the Law.’209 Taylor’s explanation on what it means for a believer to be ‘a Law to 

himself’ shows that he distinguishes the state of being ‘under the Law’ from under ‘the rule 

and obedience of the Law,’ whereby the believer has transited from the former condition into 

the latter situation. Nevertheless, Towne did not address this major distinction in Taylor’s 

thoughts. If he had investigated Taylor’s distinction between ‘under the Law’ and ‘under the 

rule of the Law,’ it would have revealed that Taylor was trying to convey two independent 

concepts using similar language, as opposed to making different claims about the same thing. 

Even though Towne might still disagree with Taylor’s view, that could have prevented 

Towne from misrepresenting Taylor as a confused individual who contradicted himself. 

Nevertheless, Towne’s assessment of Taylor reveals that he considers ‘under the rule of the 

Law,’ ‘under the reign of the Law,’ and ‘under the Law’ to be synonymous. This is reflective 

of his presupposition that the Law has been totally abolished for believers. 

Likewise, Saltmarsh rejects the necessity for believers to obey the Law of God, 

because he perceives it is incongruent that believers who are now under grace are 

concurrently under the Law. On page 128 of Free-Grace, under Part II Chapter VIII titled 

‘They that are under Grace revealed, are no more under the Law,’ Saltmarsh states that 

[w]hile we are out of Covenant with God, we are in our own judgement and 
others, under the curse for any breach of law or disobedience: But when we 
are once under grace revealed, we are ever under grace, and no more under the 
Law: The Law can onely tell a beleever he sins, but not tax him for any. We 
are not under the law, but under grace: Who shall lay anything to the charge of 
Gods elect? Who shall condemn? It is Christ that died. Rom.8.33.210 

Saltmarsh asserts that believers were under the curse of the Law prior to their conversion, but 

they are now under grace, such that they shall never fall back into the former state of being 

under the Law. Although the above text does not explicitly assert that believers are freed 

from obeying the Law, its particular emphasis that believers are not under the Law suggests 

that believers are freed from the authority of the Law as a result of their current status under 
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grace. In light of Saltmarsh’s demarcation between Old Testament and New Testament 

believers,211 a consistent reading of Saltmarsh demands that his current assertion ‘[believers 

are] no more under the Law’ ought to be interpreted as the Law is no more a school master to 

them, which in turn implies that they are not obligated to keep the Law. However, unlike 

Eaton and Towne who leave believers without a rule of life, Saltmarsh asserts that believers’ 

current duty is to obey the Law of the Gospel which is more excellent than the Law given 

through Moses; he contends that the latter has replaced the former in the lives of New 

Testament believers.212  

 

Mosaic / Moral Law versus Law of the Gospel 

Saltmarsh calls the Law of the Gospel ‘a better Law, a more excellent Law, and a 

more spiritual Commandment,’ because the Law of the Gospel exhibits God’s righteousness 

in a manner that far outweighs the Law of Moses, as its commandments exceed those of the 

Mosaic economy in both quality and quantity.213 Moreover, the Law of the Gospel manifests 

the righteousness of Christ.214 Thus, Saltmarsh expresses his bewilderment at those who 

insist on clinging to the continuing relevance of the Mosaic Law as encapsulated in the 

Decalogue, when ‘[t]he Gospel is both a perfect law of life and righteousnesse, of grace and 

truth,’ and it is far more glorious than the Mosaic economy ever was.215 In other words, since 

the Law of the Gospel is superior to the Law of Moses, it makes little sense to encourage 

believers to hold unto the latter when the former is available. For Saltmarsh, his opponents’ 

insistence on obeying the Moral Law is akin to lighting up a candle during daytime for 

children to see, as well as a rushing to a stream when the channel is available; it reveals a 

failure to discern what is necessary and appropriate for believers.216 

Saltmarsh fortifies his argument by presenting the differences between the 

commandments of the Moral Law (which he labels as Legal commandments) and Gospel 

commandments.217 He states that ‘[t]he Law commands us in the power of God as a Law-
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giver, and Tutor, or Minister’ whereas ‘the Gospel in the power of a Father.’218 This implies 

that God cannot be a Law-giver and a Father at the same time, such that He was never a 

Father to Old Testament believers even though Saltmarsh affirms they were adopted into His 

family,219 and He was never a Law-giver to New Testament believers even though He has 

given them the Law of the Gospel. These self-contradicting elements render Saltmarsh’s 

claim unpersuasive. Regarding the manner in which the commands are given, Saltmarsh 

asserts ‘[t]he Law commands… the Gospel perswades rather then [sic] commands,’ yet he 

concludes that ‘the Gospel commands us rather by patern then [sic] precept, and by imitation 

then [sic] command.’220 The language used here is confusing: in spite of Saltmarsh’s claim 

that the Gospel does not command believers, he asserts it possesses the authority to direct 

them, albeit in a less coercive manner; this reflects a difference in degree and not a difference 

in nature as Saltmarsh has claimed. There is an apparent lack of cogency in Saltmarsh’s 

expression, rendering this claim to be just as unpersuasive as the previous one. Finally, 

Saltmarsh claims that Gospel and Legal commandments can be differentiated by their 

purposes in the lives of believers, such that the Moral Law drives believers to ‘bondage, fear, 

tutorship, revealing of sin, outward obedience and conformity,’ while the Gospel Law propels 

believers to ‘love, newnesse of spirit, praise and thanksgiving for righteousnesse, and life 

received, and testimony to our righteousnesse received in Christ.’221 This claim reveals that 

Saltmarsh perceives the Gospel Law to be the antithesis of the Moral Law. It may be duly 

inferred that the key difference between the Gospel Law and the Moral Law does not lie in 

their contents, for Saltmarsh postulates that the Gospel Law encapsulates all the contents of 

the Moral Law and extends beyond it; nor in the manner in which those contents are being 

conveyed to them, for both Laws command believers; but in the effect that the respective 

Law has on believers: the Moral Law drives believers to obey God in a slavish manner, 

whereas the Gospel Law drives believers to obey God with a thankful heart.222 

In response to the Antinomian distinction between the Gospel and the Moral Law, 

Rutherford argues that the Moral Law and the Gospel commands believers unto the same 

duties: 
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And let the Antinomians say, we are freed from the Law, as a rule of holy 
walking, sure the Gospel and the Apostles command the very same duties in 
the letter of the Gospel, that Moses commanded in the letter of the Law, as 
that children obey their parents, servants their masters, that we abstaine from 
murther, hatred of our brother, stealing, defrauding, lying, &c. that we keepe 
our selves from Idols, swearing, strange gods.223 

Rutherford points out that whenever believers keep the commandments given to them in the 

Gospel, in essence they are keeping the Law of God that was given through Moses, because 

the same duties are commanded in both the Old and the New Testaments. Therefore, 

Saltmarsh’s distinction between the Moral Law and the Gospel Law is unpersuasive in 

Rutherford’s eyes; instead of advancing his argument, it exposes a weakness in his claim that 

believers are freed from Law-keeping. However, Saltmarsh would also find Rutherford’s 

argument unconvincing, because he would readily agree with Rutherford that what has been 

commanded in the Law is also commanded by the Gospel. As shown in prior analysis, the 

sticking point for Saltmarsh is not the content of the Gospel Law versus that of the Moral 

Law, but the outcome that the respective Law brings about in the lives of believers, either 

propelling them to a slavish obedience to God, or a thankful and joyous obedience to God. In 

direct response to Saltmarsh’s view, Rutherford states that  

[b]ondage and feare (servile, such as he meaneth here) was never any proper, 
or intrinsecall end of the Law, the Law is spirituall, and can command no 
sinne, nor have any intrinsecall end that is sinnefull; servile feare, is sinnefull 
feare. This is an use of the Law which God maketh, through occasion of our 
sinnefull condition: and holy feare that the Law commandeth, is the end of the 
Gospel-Lawes as well as love, Gospel-grace teacheth us to feare God, and to 
walk in godly feare.224  

Rutherford elucidates that the Moral Law is holy, such that by nature it invokes holy fear in 

believers so that they may obey God and walk in godliness, but due to men’s fallen condition, 

the Moral Law became a fearsome proposition that causes sinners to be stricken with fear 

whenever they disobey it. However, as recipients of ‘Gospel-grace,’ believers have been 

enabled to obey the Moral Law out of holy reverence for God. Since the intrinsic end of the 

Moral Law is not to engender servile fear in the hearts of believers and they have been 

enabled to obey it with godly fear, Saltmarsh’s claim that the Moral Law necessarily propels 

believers to obey God in a slavish manner and his consequent distinction between the Moral 

and Gospel Law are untenable. In other words, Saltmarsh’s distinction creates a false 

dichotomy between two terms which expresses the same theological concept. Rutherford’s 
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argument that believers have been commanded to keep the Moral Law out of their love for 

God provides further evidence against Saltmarsh’s claim that the Moral Law drives believers 

unto a servile obedience to God.225 

Saltmarsh also argues that believers are not obligated to keep the Moral Law because 

God has ceased to instruct believers ‘by any outward way or ministry or means,’ and He 

continues to do so only through ‘the inward [way] or unction and anointing.’226 He grounds 

his claim on the text of Hebrews 8:11 which he quotes freely: ‘no man shall teach his 

neighbour or brother any more, saying, know the Lord.’227 In addition, he claims that ‘[n]o 

outward ordinance or ministration of the creature or of letter can convey or conferre or bring 

in pure spirituall things, … [because] they are but signs and shadows of spiritual things.’228 

Did Saltmarsh interpret Hebrews 8:11 correctly? In his commentary on Hebrews 8:11, John 

Calvin repudiates ‘[f]anatics’ who were trying to make use of this verse as an occasion to ‘do 

away with public preaching as though it were superfluous in the kingdom of Christ.’229 He 

asserts that the words ‘They shall not teach saying, Know the Lord’ is not a warrant to put an 

end to external ministry as Saltmarsh has claimed, but the author meant ‘ignorance will no 

longer possess the minds of men as heretofore, so that they do not know who God is.’230 

Bible commentator Simon Kistemaker elucidates that in the Old Testament period, ‘God’s 

revelation came piece-meal’ through various forms of revelations, but in New Testament 

times, ‘[k]nowledge of the Lord will be universal,’ such that ‘[a]ll those who have the law of 

God in their hearts and minds acknowledge God’s grace and mercy.’231 Kistemaker is 

emphasising the universality of believers’ knowledge of God, but he does not nullify the 

means of grace that God has given to believers. It may be inferred that Calvin and 

Kistemaker concur that Hebrews 8:11 teaches New Testament believers will possess a 

knowledge of God in a manner that was unprecedented in the Old Testament, but the verse 

does not give any warrant for believers to be released from the instructions of external 

ministry. Therefore, it may be concluded that Saltmarsh has erred in using Hebrews 8:11 to 
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substantiate his claim that believers are freed from keeping the Law because God has ceased 

to use external ministries to instruct believers, rendering his argument untenable. Notably, 

Rutherford did not pick up on this specific argument that Saltmarsh set forth to argue for 

believers’ freedom from obeying the Law. Thus, it may be inferred that Rutherford did not 

delve deep into Saltmarsh’s argument on the relationship between believers and the Law in 

his response against Antinomianism. It will be shown in the next chapter that Rutherford 

interacts more extensively with Saltmarsh on the doctrine of progressive sanctification, for 

Rutherford identifies him as the chief advocate of the Antinomian error on progressive 

sanctification.  

 

Believers are ruled by the Holy Spirit, so the Law has no authority over them 

Towne believes that Taylor’s citation of Romans 8:14 and Galatians 5:18 are 

undeniable proofs that he thinks that believers have been brought ‘from the ruling of the Law, 

unto the Government of the Spirit.’232 While this does not represent Taylor’s view, it 

certainly reveals Towne’s, who posits that believers are now under the ruling of the Holy 

Spirit because they have been freed from the ruling of the Law upon their conversion. For 

Towne, being ruled by the Holy Spirit is a crucial change for believers, because the Holy 

Spirit will enable them to fulfil the Law without having to rely on the Law: ‘If the Spirit be 

free, why will you controll and rule it by the Law, whereas the nature of the Spirit is freely to 

conform the heart and life to the outward rule of the law without the help of the law.’233 

However, this brings up a crucial question: If believers are already freed from the authority of 

the Law as Towne has claimed elsewhere,234 why is there a need for the Holy Spirit to 

conform them to the demands of the Law? Is this a sign of inconsistency in Towne’s 

theology? 

Towne insists that it is necessary for the Holy Spirit to conform believers to the Law, 

so that they may lead a godly life. 

The Scripture every where testifieth, that all vertue and power to lead a godly 
life, is communicated by Christ alone The Law and Christ are set in 
opposition, as two husbands to one wife successively; while the Law was alive 
in Conscience, all the fruits were deadly and accursed, Rom. 7.5. but Christ 
taking the same Spouse to himselfe (the terme of Law being expired) by his 
quickning Spirit doth make her fruitfull to God, and so raiseth up seed to the 
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former husband; for materally these are the workes of the Law, though 
produced by the Spirit of Christ in the Gospel, ver. 4. Gal. 5.22.235 

Therefore, even though the Law can no longer command believers because their relationship 

with the Law has come to an end, yet the Holy Spirit will still bring believers to fulfil the 

requirements of the Law, so that they may be fruitful to God. This implies that the Law 

remains a rule of life to believers in spite of Towne’s argument against it. Elsewhere, Towne 

argues that nobody from the Antinomian camp has ever denied ‘the use of the Moral Law to 

true believers’ as Taylor has charged them, because the Law ‘keeps them close in spirit and 

conscience through faith unto Christs righteousnesse, and makes them to live in a continuall 

forsaking of themselves, and in a neglect, a base esteeme, and an abhorring of their own 

vertues, and workes in Gods presence.’236 Privy to Towne’s claims, Rutherford charges him 

with theological inconsistency: 

I wish Mr Towne doe mistake, for hee that teacheth that believers are freed 
from the Law, as a rule teaching, directing; and from the Law with all its 
offices and authority; he denyeth the Law to believers to be an eternall and 
inviolable rule of righteousnesse, or then he must speak contradictions, to wit, 
that the believer is not under the Law as a rule of righesounesse, for so (saith 
Towne) he should not be under grace, which is contrary to the Apostle, 
Rom.6.14.237 

Rutherford’s asserts that it is a contradiction to affirm two polar opposites, (1) believers are 

freed from the Law as a rule of righteousness, and (2) God’s Law is an eternal and inviolable 

rule of righteousness for believers; if Point (2) is true, it makes Point (1) untenable, for then 

believers cannot be freed from the Law as a rule of life; conversely, if Point (1) is valid, then 

Point (2) is an impossibility, for believers cannot be freed from Law-keeping unless the Law 

is no more a rule of righteousness. Thus, Towne’s assertions paint the picture of a confused 

individual: on the one hand, he claims that the believers have no more ties to the Law who is 

now their ex-husband, yet on the other hand he maintains that the Law retains some power 

over them, as evidenced by his assertion that the Law ‘keeps [believers] close in spirit and 

conscience.’ At this juncture, it is clear that Towne espouses two apparently contradictory 

positions. 

Towne also asserts that ‘the whole Law is in as full force and power as ever it was, 

and that nothing without damnable violation can be taken from it. Math. 5. 19.’238 What does 

Towne mean when he states that the whole Law is in full force and power as ever it was’? (1) 
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Is he referring to the whole Mosaic Law or parts of it? (2) Is he affirming that the Law is 

inviolable and eternal, thus believers are obligated to obey it? (3) Or is he affirming that the 

Law is perpetual and unchangeable, but believers are freed from obedience to it? Towne’s 

reference to Matthew 5:19 is the key for deciphering his thoughts. Matthew 5:19 states, 

‘Whosoever therefore shall break one of these least commandments, and shall teach men so, 

he shall be called the least in the kingdom of heaven: but whosoever shall do and teach them, 

the same shall be called great in the kingdom of heaven.’ (KJV) This portion of the Scriptures 

records Christ’s teaching that believers are to continually keep all of God’s commandments. 

At that time, temple sacrifices were still in place and have not yet been abolished, and all the 

ceremonial regulations stipulated in the Mosaic Law were still being kept. Since Towne 

views the Law as a single economy that is either fully retained or completely abolished, his 

reference to ‘the whole Law’ must necessarily mean the complete Mosaic Law that includes 

all the ceremonial stipulations. However, it is hard to see how these stipulations remain 

relevant for believers in Towne’s era, especially when the churches in England do not 

conduct temple sacrifices. Thus, it is most probable that Towne was referring to parts of the 

Mosaic Law that remain relevant for believers of his time, even though this contradicts his 

conviction that the Mosaic Law is a single, undivided unity.239 Since Christ commands 

believers to obey the Law in Matthew 5:19, Towne’s citation of this verse shows that he 

affirms Christ’s command to be true. In other words, Towne is affirming that the Law 

continues to be relevant for believers, such that they are obliged to obey it, for the verse 

clearly states that those who live according to the Law and teach others to do the same ‘shall 

be called great in the kingdom of heaven.’ Thus, even though Towne rejects that believers are 

under the rule of the Law which demands their obedience, yet he affirms that believers are to 

obey the Law.240 Is Towne nuancing the manner in which believers are to obey the Law, i.e. 

they should not obey the Law under the misguided impression that they are under the Law, 

but they are to obey the Law nevertheless? However, this contradicts some of the plain 

assertions that Towne made concerning the Law. For instance, he asserts that the Law is like 

a ‘former dead husband’ to believers who are now married to Christ, and so the Law should 
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not be reintroduced to ‘instruct and teach’ believers again.241 Furthermore, Towne puts forth 

the following rhetorical question to make a case that the Law is no longer applicable to 

believers: ‘Tell me now whilst you preach the Law of works, can you shew me the condition, 

relation, name, happinesse or face of a Christian? In proper termes, doth the Law speake to a 

Christian, or know any iot of Christianitie?’242 This reaffirms that Towne insists it is 

necessary for believers to obey the Law (albeit when compelled by the Holy Spirit), yet he 

concurrently asserts that the Law is irrelevant to believers and thus they are not obliged to 

obey it; this corresponds to the Rutherford’s charge that Towne rejects believers’ 

responsibility to obey the Moral Law.  

 

A summary of the prevailing Antinomian view 

Thus far, it has been demonstrated that Eaton and Saltmarsh unanimously reject 

believers’ responsibility to keep the Moral Law, matching the charge that Rutherford has 

placed upon English Antinomianism. Even though there are major inconsistencies in 

Towne’s view on believers’ relationship to the Law of God, the sheer volume of arguments 

that he has advanced against the necessity of believers to keep the Law indicates that he too 

shares the core conviction of Eaton and Saltmarsh; this meant that he is also liable to 

Rutherford’s charge of rejecting believers’ responsibility to obey the Moral Law. It is 

noteworthy that Rutherford has given an accurate portrayal of the prevailing Antinomian 

view on believers’ relationship to the Law of God; for Eaton, Towne and Saltmarsh fits in 

with Rutherford’s generic charge against English Antinomianism. However, this generic 

charge also reveals that Rutherford has failed to notice a fundamental disagreement within 

the opposition camp. There is a notable absentee from the list of English Antinomians whose 

works have been evaluated – Tobias Crisp. The next segment will demonstrate that Crisp 

deviates from the core belief of his companions concerning the relationship between 

believers and the Law. 

 

A minority view: Believers must continually keep the Law of God 

Believers are freed from the curse of the Law, but not from obedience to it 

In an earlier section, it was observed that Burgess charged Crisp with committing 

doctrinal error in claiming that believers are freed from the obligation of keeping the Law of 
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God; however, Burgess was shown to have misquoted and misinterpreted Crisp’s view on the 

relationship between believers and the Law.243 Crisp expresses in the clearest terms that he is 

not advocating that the Law has become irrelevant for believers, but simply that the curses of 

the Law have no more bearing on believers; thus believers are not freed from obedience to 

the Law, but freed from the curses of the Law. However, is this Crisp’s consistent view of the 

relationship between believers and the Law? This section will proceed to analyse and clarify 

Crisp’s view of the Law and how it relates to the believer, in order to demonstrate that (1) his 

doctrinal stance falls outside of the charges that Rutherford et al. have levelled at English 

Antinomianism, and (2) his doctrinal view closely parallels Rutherford’s, albeit with crucial 

differences. 

Crisp asserts that all men, irrespective of their external circumstances and conduct, 

are under the curse of the Law: ‘This I say, is the commission of the Law, to spare neither 

high nor low, rich nor poore; nay, I will goe further, holy, nor unholy in respect of the 

practice of holinesse, can exempt himselfe from the curse of it.’244 Crisp’s emphasis that a 

diligent attendance to ‘the practice of holinesse’ will not save sinners from the Law’s curse 

reveals a twofold conviction: (1) a legalistic approach to Law-keeping will not save sinners 

from condemnation; and (2) sinners cannot save themselves from the curse of the Law. He 

affirms that only Jesus Christ can save sinners from the curse of the Law, because those who 

are now in the kingdom of Christ are no longer under the dominion of the Law: ‘When Christ 

speaks any thing, presently saith the Law, this is not to you [who are under the Law], this is 

for others that are exempted from my government, from my dominion; there is nothing of all 

this for you, you have nothing to doe with it.’245 As a result, it is impossible for those who 

have been saved from the curse of the Law to lapse into their former state and come under the 

Law’s dominion again. Crisp reaffirms that believers are permanently freed from the curse of 

the Law when he asserts this to be true for believers who may fall into severe sin: ‘suppose a 

member of Christ… should happen to fall… by a grosse failing, a heavie failing… a 

scandalous failing into sinne… Christ hath conveyed him beyond the reach of the curse, it 

concerns him no more then if he had not transgressed.’246 In other words, nothing can cause 

believers to fall under the curse of the Law again. Crisp also describes the Law as a dog that 

has been muzzled and so it cannot hurt believers whenever they fall short of the demands of 
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the Law.247 He cites Noah and David as prime examples of believers who fell into sin but 

were spared from the curse of the Law, as opposed to the reprobates who were not: 

So it is with the free man of Christ, he may fall into the same sinne that a 
reprobate falls into, (as Noah was once drunk, David did once commit 
adultery and murther) but as this man is the free-man of Christ, the curse 
cannot attach him; though the Law say to the reprobate person, that hath not 
freedome by Christ, thou shalt certainly be damned for this: Yet the Law 
cannot say one word of this to the person that is a free-man, though he commit 
the same fault, and be guilty of the same punishments; and the ground of all 
this is, that Christ hath made him free from it.248 

While the elect and reprobate may commit the same particular sinful action, the eternal 

ramifications are different; eternal damnation will not come upon the elect because they have 

been freed by Christ from the curse of the Law, but the Law condemns the reprobates to 

eternal damnation. Thus, it is evident that Crisp consistently argues believers, having been 

freed from the curse of the Law, shall never come under it again. 

Even though Crisp insists on believers’ complete freedom from the curse of the Law, 

he rejects that the Law has become irrelevant for them: ‘I doe not say the Law is absolutely 

abolished, but abolished in respect of the curse of it; to every person that is a free-man of 

Christ: So though such a man doe sinne, the Law hath no more to say to him then if hee had 

not sinned.’249 Although the second part of the quotation appears to suggest that the Law is 

irrelevant for believers, in light of Crisp’s consistent emphasis on believers’ freedom from 

the curse of the Law and his assertion that the Law is not ‘absolutely abolished,’ the phrase 

‘the Law hath no more to say to him then if he had not sinned’ ought to be read as a further 

affirmation that the Law cannot condemn believers even though they sin because its curse has 

been removed. In other words, Crisp considers the Law to be continually relevant for 

believers. In another instance, Crisp asserts that Christ did not abolish the Law during his first 

coming: ‘If any man conceive that the comming of Christ into the world, proclaims 

dispensation and mitigation of divine Justice, for my part I think they are much mistaken, 

Christ came not to abrogate and abolish the Law, much lesse to take any thing away of the 

divine essence of God himself.’250 While this citation appear to suggest the continuing 

relevance of the Law for believers because Christ did not abolish it, a closer reading in light 

of the context reveals that Crisp was simply arguing that Christ came to satisfy divine justice 
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brought about by the Law and not to abolish it; he was not using this as a basis to argue that 

believers are obligated to keep the Law. 

Although Crisp does not explicitly state that believers are to obey the Law, he speaks 

of the necessity for believers to perform the duties that God commands: ‘In all duties God 

calls for, of any person, the strength of Christ is made perfect in the weaknesse of that person 

that is to doe them: Christ takes not men simply from doing, but he takes away the heavinesse 

and the taske.’251 Crisp affirms that believers are duty-bound to obey God’s commands after 

their conversion, elucidating that Christ will strengthen them to perform these duties. Is Crisp 

using duties commanded by God as a substitute for obedience to the Law, and hence he 

affirms the continuing relevance of the Law for believers? The following quotation confirms 

this: 

But you that are under the Law, there is much required of you and imposed 
upon you, but no help to bee expected; you must doe by your own strength: 
The whole tale of brick shall be exacted of you, but no straw shall be given 
unto you: But you that are the free-men of Christ, he will help you, he will 
oyle your wheels, and fill your sailes, and carrie you upon Eagles wings, that 
you shall runne and not be weary, walke and not faint. So then the free men of 
Christ, having Christ and his spirit for their life and strength, they may goe 
infinitely beyond the exactest legalist in the world, more chearfull obedience 
then they can performe.252  

Crisp is comparing the duty required of men under the Law with the duty required of 

believers. He asserts that the same duty is required of both parties, but believers will receive 

help from Christ to perform their part while unjustified persons are left to themselves to 

accomplish their duty. Since those under the Law are obligated to obey the Law of God and 

the duty required of both parties are the same, by implication, believers are also obligated to 

the same end. Just as Law-keeping is the necessary obligation of men under the Law in spite 

of their inability to perform it perfectly, it is the obligation of believers to keep the Law with 

Christ’s help. Therefore, it may be inferred that Crisp considers it necessary for believers to 

obey the Law of God; in other words, he affirms the continuing relevance of the Law for 

believers, except with regards to the curses of the Law. It is also noteworthy that Crisp states 

Christ will help believers as they go about Law-keeping, such that they will obey God’s Law 

out of cheerful obedience and not out of a legal fear of punishment, with an obedience 

‘beyond the exactest legalist in the world.’ While an unjustified person may obey the Law of 

God in a legalistic manner and do so to his utmost, obeying every jot and tittle, his heart is 
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devoid of joy and it does not procure salvation for him,253 whereas believers obey the Law 

because they have been saved and they do so joyously.254 

From the analysis thus far, it is evident that Crisp’s view of believers’ necessity to 

keep the Law closely parallels Rutherford’s view that it is believers’ responsibility to obey 

the Moral Law. Notably, they concur that believers keep the Law out of thanksgiving to God, 

and not as a means to gain salvation;255 this keeps them from the charge of legalism. 

Nevertheless, there is one key difference in their views: Rutherford affirms that it is the duty 

of believers to keep the Moral Law specifically, whereas Crisp speaks about believers’ duty 

to keep the Law in general terms. It is clear that Crisp does not divide the Law into parts as 

Rutherford has done, he merely asserts that believers are obligated to continue Law-keeping. 

Crisp does not hold to a distinctive threefold division of the Mosaic Law, even though he 

concurs with Rutherford that believers are obligated to obey the Law. While the threefold 

division of the Law provides the basis for Rutherford to assert that believers continue to keep 

only its moral component, Crisp’s lack of distinction within the Mosaic Law appears to imply 

that believers are obligated to continually obey all its aspects, including those regulations that 

govern sacrificial offerings (cf. Leviticus 1), as well as how Old Testament believers are to 

make restitution to those whom they caused to suffer losses (cf. Leviticus 21:33-22:15), even 

though these practices have already ceased in the Church of his day. Crisp did not elaborate 

why believers are to obey some portions of the Law and not others; he simply assumes it. 

Although he insists on the Law as a rule of life for believers, he failed to offer believers a 

clear notion on what this Law consists of by which believers may conform their lives. In 

comparison, Rutherford provides a more detailed and compelling argument for the continuing 

necessity of believers to obey the Moral Law, an essential component in the formulation of 

Rutherford’s doctrine of progressive sanctification. The doctrinal similarity between Crisp 

and Rutherford on believers’ responsibility to obey the Law will be reflected again in their 

respective doctrine of progressive sanctification, but the differences in their views on the 

current subject will have a significant impact on how progressive sanctification takes place in 

the lives of believers. 

 

 
253 Crisp, Christ Alone Exalted In Fourteene Sermons, 264. 
254 Gamble quoted Crisp three times in succession to advance her argument that the antinomians unanimously 
concur that believers will infallibly walk in holiness like Abraham even though he did not have ‘the law of the 
Ten Commandments.’ However, it has been demonstrated thus far that Crisp affirms the necessity for believers 
to obey the Law of God. This casts doubts on Gamble’s interpretation of Crisp’s view on believers’ relationship 
to the Law of God. Gamble, ‘If Christ Fulfilled the Law, We Are Not Bound’, 64. 
255 See page 100ff. 
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An Anomaly? 

Hitherto, it has been shown that Crisp consistently affirms believers’ obligation to 

obey the Law of God. Although he does not describe the Law as a rule of life for believers, 

his assertion that believers are obliged to keep the Law is a tacit affirmation that the Law is 

essentially believers’ rule of life; this contradicts the shared view of Eaton, Towne and 

Saltmarsh that believers are freed from the authority of the Law and it clearly does not match 

the charge that Rutherford et al. have levelled against the Antinomians. The specific charge 

that Burgess brought against Crisp has been refuted on grounds of misquotation and 

misinterpretation, and Crisp’s doctrinal view has been proven to be contrary to Burgess’ 

charge. It is noteworthy that Rutherford brought a similar charge against Crisp: ‘wee are no 

more under the Law, say Saltmarsh, Crisp, Towne, and Denne, and then an Englishman can 

fail against the Lawes of Spaine, and where there is no Law.’256 Rutherford’s inclusion of 

Saltmarsh, Towne and Denne alongside Crisp demonstrates that he thinks those men were in 

agreement with Crisp that believers are freed from the duty to obey the Moral Law. This also 

shows that Rutherford was unaware that he has misinterpreted Crisp. Caughey asserts that 

‘Burgess positively violated the ninth commandment’ with his misquotation, and notes that 

Rutherford ‘repeated a variation of Burgess’s error,’ in spite of the fact that Crisp’s work was 

available for these men to verify their quotations before publishing their respective works.257 

Did Burgess or Rutherford intentionally misinterpret Crisp when they quoted his 

words, in order to gain a polemical edge over their Antinomian opponents? The evidence at 

hand suggests otherwise. (1) Burgess was not using Crisp to prove his main argument, 

namely that the Law continues to condemn a believer’s sins but does not affect his 

justification; instead, he was setting forth Crisp as an example of the perceived Antinomian 

error that confounds the believer’s state with his personal acts and hence abolishes the Law 

for believers by virtue of their justification. In other words, Burgess’ main argument would 

have stood its ground even if he did not cite Crisp as a counter example. In hindsight, it may 

be concluded that Burgess erred in providing an inaccurate example of an individual who 

typifies the Antinomian error that he was expounding on, thus exposing a genuine but 

peripheral weakness in his argument. Thus, it may be inferred that while Burgess erred in 

misquoting and misrepresenting Crisp, it was not done in malice. (2) If Rutherford had come 

across Crisp’s original illustration which was designed to show that believers are only freed 

 
256 Rutherford, A Survey of the Spirituall AntiChrist, Part II: 121. 
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from the curse of the Law and not the whole Law, it is unlikely that he would have used it to 

sum up the Antinomian view that believers are not under the Moral Law, because it would 

have ended up counteracting his point. Since Rutherford perceives that the illustration was 

apt for describing his opponents, it may be duly inferred that he adapted it from a 

misquotation of Crisp (plausibly from Burgess). While it remains a mystery why Rutherford 

did not verify the misquotation against the primary source prior to using it, he has certainly 

erred in asserting that Crisp denies believers’ responsibility to obey the Law. Although Crisp 

does not assert that believers are under the Law, his affirmation that believers must continue 

to keep the Law is an implicit recognition that believers are in some sense under the Law, but 

definitely not under its curse. Crisp’s view demonstrates that there is indeed a diversity in 

opinions on believers’ relationship to the Law within the Antinomian camp, which tussles 

over the core doctrine of English Antinomianism! When he was elucidating the differences 

between Eaton and his Antinomian colleagues, Bozeman commented that ‘neither Crisp nor 

Brierley fully accepted Eaton’s outright removal of law from the Christian dispensation.’258 

This is a severe understatement, because Crisp’s view of the Law in relation to believers 

today was the very antithesis of Eaton’s. The differences between Crisp and his companions 

will come to the forefront once again in the next chapter when Rutherford’s dialogue with the 

English Antinomians enters into the realm of progressive sanctification. It may be inferred 

that Crisp was an anomaly within English Antinomianism, whose affirmation of believers’ 

duty was genuinely overlooked by Rutherford and his companions. 

 

Chapter Conclusion 

Thus far, this study has shown that Samuel Rutherford concurs with his peers and 

predecessors that it is the responsibility of believers to obey the Moral Law which is their 

rule of life. From the analysis of their respective works, it has been demonstrated that 

Rutherford and his predecessors of the 1630s share the same concerns when the English 

Antinomians argue that: (1) Believers are free from the authority of the Moral Law, and (2) 

The Law is redundant for believers because they have the Holy Spirit to guide them. In the 

process, it has also been established that Rutherford developed the arguments of Burton and 

Taylor in terms of both breadth and depth.259 Likewise, Rutherford advanced on the argument 

of Gataker who issued a brief response to the Antinomians on believers’ relationship to the 

 
258 Bozeman, The Precisianist Strain, 197. 
259 See pages 122-123. 
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Law by covering a wider range of concerns.260 Nevertheless, it is noteworthy that in 

comparison with Rutherford, Burgess engaged in a more extensive discourse on this topic, 

wherein he directed the ongoing dialogue with the English Antinomians deeper into the realm 

of believers’ relationship to the Law of God. Hence, it may be duly concluded that 

Rutherford advanced the arguments of his companions on the relationship between believers 

and the Mosaic Law, with Burgess being the sole exception. It is also significant to note that 

the threefold distinction of the Mosaic Law is a key device that Rutherford and his 

companions use to refute the Antinomians’ rejection of Law-keeping for believers. It 

counters the lack of a similar distinction in the Antinomian view of the Law of God. This is 

corroborated by Towne’s express rejection of a threefold division of the Mosaic Law, as well 

as Crisp and Saltmarsh’s lack of subscription to it.261 Even though Eaton posits a similar 

distinction within the Mosaic Law, his view differs markedly from Rutherford’s, because he 

restricts its application to believers who live during the first two epoch of his tri-epoch 

framework and expressly denies the continuing relevance of the Moral Law to New 

Testament believers.262 It may be duly inferred that this is a significant concept that 

distinguishes Rutherford et al. from their Antinomian counterparts: it furnishes the former 

with a framework to argue for believers’ continual need to obey the Law of God after they 

have been freed from the reign (condemnation) of the Law, against the prevailing 

Antinomian view that characterises the Mosaic Law as a single economy that has been 

completely abolished for believers. However, it is significant to note that Rutherford’s 

assessment of English Antinomianism, like the assessments of his companions, shares a 

common weakness – the failure to account for the diversity in doctrinal views within the 

opposition camp. A major factor that contributed to this oversight was their assumption that 

the Antinomians held to a homogenous view of believers’ relationship to the Law. It has been 

established that John Eaton, Robert Towne and John Saltmarsh unanimously reject the 

necessity for believers to obey the Moral Law. Eaton and Towne reject it outright, whereas 

Saltmarsh replaces the Moral Law with the Gospel Law. Therefore, even though the views 

espoused by these three men fit in with Rutherford’s charge against English Antinomianism, 

they disagree on the details of why believers do not need to obey the Moral Law; 

nevertheless, they represent the prevailing Antinomian view. Interestingly, Tobias Crisp does 

not share his companions’ rejection of believers’ duty to keep the Moral Law. Instead, he 
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holds to a view that closely resembles Rutherford’s, because he concurs that believers must 

continue to obey the Law of God. Though this is a minority view, it should not be overlooked 

because it is espoused by a major Antinomian figure. However, Crisp does not spell out what 

he meant by the Law of God, unlike Rutherford who states clearly that it is specifically the 

Moral Law that remains binding for believers today. Thus, Crisp’s lack of clarity on the 

nature of the Law of God separates him from Rutherford. Therefore, it may be duly 

concluded that Rutherford’s assessment of the Antinomian view on believers’ relationship to 

the Law of God was an accurate portrayal of the prevailing Antinomian view on this doctrinal 

matter, but he has failed to observe that a minority view exists within the opposition camp. It 

is noteworthy that existing secondary literature on Antinomianism concur with Rutherford 

that the English Antinomians reject believers’ obligation to keep the Law of God, but like 

Rutherford, they failed to notice the presence of a minority view within the Antinomian 

camp. This is an important point that deserves attention and rectification. In addition, these 

secondary sources failed to give a clear account of the diversity among those leading 

Antinomian figures who subscribed to the prevailing view of believers’ relationship to the 

Law of God. However, the current study has bridged this gap. 

In the preceding chapter, it has been established that Rutherford developed his 

companions’ arguments on believers’ relationship to sin, but he partly misinterpreted his 

opponents’ view on the same doctrinal matter. In the current chapter, it has been further 

demonstrated that he also developed some of the arguments that his companions levelled 

against the Antinomians on the relationship between believers and the Law of God, but 

likewise he partly misinterpreted his opponents’ view, albeit to a lesser degree because he 

gave an accurate depiction of the prevailing view. Rutherford’s development of his 

companions’ arguments on two key features of his doctrine of sanctification, namely the 

presence of indwelling sin in believers and believers’ responsibility to keep the Moral Law, 

reflect their shared doctrinal convictions as well as their shared perceptions of English 

Antinomianism; this provides the basis for analysing the final key feature of Rutherford’s 

doctrine of sanctification, to which we now turn – believers’ responsibility to pursue 

sanctification. 
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CHAPTER 4: BELIEVERS AND SANCTIFICATION 

Chapter Introduction 

Having established the genuine differences between Rutherford and his Antinomian 

opponents on (1) the correlation between believers and sin, and (2) the relationship between 

believers and the Law of God, this chapter shall proceed to evaluate Rutherford’s 

contribution to the English Antinomian Controversy on the doctrine of sanctification. It will 

begin with an analysis of the basic tenets of Rutherford’s view of sanctification to 

demonstrate that he affirms all believers are obliged to pursue sanctification. This will be 

followed by an assessment of the charges that Rutherford and his companions brought against 

their opponents concerning the doctrine of sanctification, which will serve to establish that 

Rutherford has indeed advanced on their dialogue with the English Antinomians into 

uncharted territories of sanctification. Consequently, the views of the Antinomians will be 

examined to demonstrate that (1) Rutherford has misrepresented the Antinomian perspectives 

on sanctification in his treatises, (2) the Antinomians concur with Rutherford on the necessity 

for all justified persons to pursue sanctification, but they disagree on what constitutes 

sanctification for believers, (3) the Antinomian camp is polarised over this doctrinal matter, 

such that some of the representative Antinomian figures espouse views that closely resemble 

Rutherford’s view, and (4) there are genuine differences that separate Rutherford from his 

opponents on the doctrine of sanctification, in spite of the variations within the Antinomian 

camp. 

 

The Basic Tenets of Rutherford’s view on Believers and Sanctification 

‘[J]ustification is not such an abolition of sin, in its root and essence, as shall be in the 

state of glory, when root and branch shall be abolished… [and] sanctification being perfected, 

all indwelling of sin shall be removed.’1 Rutherford views sanctification as a lifelong process 

that centres on the removal of indwelling sin in those who have been justified, which will 

only be completed upon their entry into eternal glory, at which point sin will be totally 

eradicated from believers. As demonstrated in Chapter 3 ‘Believers and Sin,’ the presence of 

indwelling sin in all justified persons is a key feature of Rutherford’s theology. It has also 

been shown that in Rutherford’s assessment, the Antinomians reject the presence of 

indwelling sin in believers.2 It may be inferred that Rutherford’s perception of the 
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Antinomian view on believers’ relationship to sin framed his belief that his opponents 

necessarily reject sanctification for believers, thus prompting his polemical response against 

English Antinomianism on the doctrine of sanctification. 

Furthermore, sanctification entails believers’ keeping of the Moral Law: ‘That which 

we are commanded to doe by the grace of Christ, as a testimony of our thankfulnesse, and to 

make our calling and election sure, and to be a rule of life, obliging us so to walke, that is a 

means of our sanctification. But such is the Law; wee are commanded to doe the Law by 

grace.’3 It is through obeying the Moral Law with a heart of thanksgiving to God (as opposed 

to servile obedience) that believers walk in holiness. In the previous chapter, it was shown 

that Rutherford insisted upon the perpetual responsibility of believers to obey the Moral Law 

in opposition to the English Antinomians whom he perceived unanimously rejected this 

essential duty.4 Due to the inseparableness of keeping the Moral Law and sanctification in 

Rutherford’s mind, it may be inferred that his perception that the Antinomians unanimously 

reject believers’ duty to keep the Moral Law reinforced his belief that the Antinomians 

consider sanctification as irrelevant to believers; this is the other crucial factor that 

contributed to his polemics on sanctification against English Antinomianism. 

Rutherford’s emphasis on the progressive nature of sanctification is made plain when 

he compares it to a person putting on a new wedding coat where adjustments have to be made 

before the coat may be worn perfectly: 

for Christ biddeth the believer and the new man put on his coat, though he 
have put it already on, but imperfectly, there is a sleeve or a shoulder of his 
new wedding coat not on yet, it is not perfectly buttoned in this life; though 
the coat of imputed righteousnesse be perfect, and if sanctification be sincere, 
yet it is not every way so sewed and pinned on us, but the very new man hath 
need, in regard that his faith is in the growing hand, of that command. Put yee 
on the Lord Jesus.5 

Just like the wedding coat that cannot be perfectly buttoned, sanctification can never be 

complete this side of heaven. The new man (the justified person) must constantly put on 

Jesus Christ, every step of the way to eternal glory, just as the wedding coat has to be 

adjusted time and again until it fits perfectly. Therefore, believers must engage in a lifelong 

pursuit of sanctification that will render them fit for heaven. 

In response to perceived Antinomian objection against the notion of sanctification as 

an ongoing process, Rutherford concedes that God could have made believers perfectly holy 

 
3 Rutherford, A Survey of the Spirituall AntiChrist, Part II: 237. 
4 See pages 102-109. 
5 Rutherford, A Survey of the Spirituall AntiChrist, 108. 
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at the very instant of conversion, but it pleased Him to do otherwise, to have ‘justified Saints 

to go halting to heaven,’6 because this is best according to His infinite wisdom: 

He can at our first conversion make us Glorified and perfected Saints; but its 
his wisdom to take time and succession to perfect his Saints, he took about 
thirty and three years on the earth for the work of our Redemption, and would 
for three dayes lodge in the grave, as it were a neighbour to our Father 
corruption, and the worme our brother and Sister, Iob 17.14. (Though he saw 
no corruption, Psa.16.10.)7 

By directing believers to consider the time frame taken for the completion of Jesus Christ’s 

earthly ministry and the duration that He spent in the grave until His resurrection, Rutherford 

points out that it pleases God to work out salvation for sinners across time as opposed to 

instantaneously because this is best, demonstrating that God’s wisdom is beyond human 

comprehension. This is true both in the outworking of salvation, as well as the outworking of 

sanctification. Rutherford reiterates his stance by contrasting the time taken for the 

application of redemption to the elect with the instantaneous work of creation: 

He hath been dressing up the high palace of Glory, his Fathers house, these 
sixteen hundred years, if he be pleased to take moneths [sic] and years to the 
work of the applying of the purchased Redemption; whereas he might and 
could have done it in one instant, as he created light out of darknesse with one 
word; we are to be silent, his wisdom in so doing is sufficient for us, the 
second heaven, and the new light in the Redeemed soul is done by continued 
acts of omnipotency, the first heaven was sooner made.8 

In God’s infinite wisdom, He made sanctification a process and not a one-off event in the 

lives of believers. God did not explain to believers the rationale for the drawn-out process of 

sanctification, He simply commands them to attend to it. Therefore, instead of speculating 

and doubting, believers ought to trust in God who is all wise, embrace sanctification as He 

has prescribed, and persist in it. 

Rutherford asserts that sanctification is the ordinary means by which God prepares 

believers to participate in the glory of the heavenly kingdom:  

they cannot suit with the happinesse of that land, except they have experienced 
the holinesse of continued Grace in this land, and Christ maketh storms of sin 
to blow upon his young heirs for their Winter, God keeping life at the root, 
that they may be fitter for an eternallie green flourishing Summer of Glory; … 
Christ consecrated himself through many afflictions, that he might be an heir 
suitable for Glory,… it was not fit that Christ, who was to make heirs like his 
rule and samplar, should bring them to glory with a leap and a step, from a 
justified condition, to a glorified estate, without an intervening progresse in 
sanctification and holinesse; ... the frame of the government of that kingdom, 
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is that none be received as free Citizens of Glory, but such as have served 
Apprentices, Minors, little children, under Tutors to Grace, and the way of 
holinesse.9 

Christ will allow storms of trial and temptation to rage in the lives of believers. The purpose 

is not to cause them to fall into sin, but to put them through the mill of trials, so that they may 

grow in holiness having weathered through these storms. Therefore, as believers journey on 

the road of sanctification, they are made fitter every step of the way for the eternal realities 

that awaits them at the end of the road. In addition, Christ as the exemplar par excellence for 

believers, went through numerous afflictions as He made His way to the cross, died and rose 

again, before eventually ascending to heaven, as opposed to entering instantaneously into 

heavenly glory; thus it is only fitting for believers to follow in the footsteps of their Lord and 

endure afflictions of their own as they journey towards the eternal kingdom. Hence, there is 

no other way to the heavenly kingdom except via the highway of holiness; sanctification 

stands in the way between justification and glorification. Nevertheless, Rutherford concedes 

that there could be believers who by the special grace of God travel a very short distance 

between justification and glorification, such as the thief on the cross beside Jesus Christ at 

Calvary: 

Some Souldiers, I grant, are advanced to be high Commanders, Per saltum, by 
a leap; but its for some piece of rare service to the Prince and State; and its 
like, repenting Theef, in few hours space, had been in three severall 
Kingdoms, in the state of Nature, the Kingdom of Darknesse, and the 
Kingdom of Grace, and that day with Christ in Paradise.10 

However, Rutherford is quick to point out that such cases are very rare, noting that ‘there is 

but one example of it in all the Scripture.’11 Therefore, believers ought to brace themselves 

and persist on the road of sanctification. 

To encourage believers in their pursuit of sanctification, Rutherford assures them that 

they are not left alone to walk the road of sanctification, because God has promised and will 

grant grace to sustain and help them until the journey is completed. 

God hath both promised to cause his covenanted ones walk before him in 
truth, as did Ezechiah, as we have it, Ezek.36.27. and he has promised to save 
and deliver the upright in heart; as is clear Ps.50.23. Ps.34.15. 1 Pet. 3.12. 
Ps.145.18,19. So all the peace we can collect, for our comfort, from holy 
walking is resolved on a promise of free-grace, and the duty as performed by 
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the grace of the covenant, may and doth lead us to the promise, and so no 
ways from Christ but to Christ.12 

Rutherford cites multiple portions of the Scripture as proofs of God’s enduring promise to 

strengthen believers as they strive to walk in holiness, so that they shall progress in holiness. 

When believers put their trust in God and persist in sanctification, they will be drawn into an 

ever-deepening relationship with Jesus Christ. Furthermore, during times of great distress, 

when believers find themselves to be on the verge of compromising, they can cry out to 

Christ for help to persevere in holiness, because Christ will surely deliver them: 

can the Father see the childe sweat, wrestle under an over-load while his back 
be near broken, and he cry, I am gone, and his bowels not be moved to pitty, 
and his hands not stretched out to help? Were not the bowels and heart of that 
Mother made of a piece of nether Milstone, had she not sucked the Milk and 
breasts of a Tyger, and seemed rather to be the Whelp of a Lyon, then a 
woman, who should see her yong [sic] childe drowned and wrestling with the 
water, and crying for her help, and yet she should not stir, nor be moved in 
heart, nor run to help? This is but a shadow of the compassion that is in that 
heart dwelling in a body personally united to the blessed Godhead in Jesus 
Christ.13 

Rutherford asserts that just as a woman will surely save her drowning child when she hears 

his frantic cries for help, Christ will certainly grant believers added strength to persevere in 

holiness in their moment of great distress, because He is full of compassion, more 

compassionate than any mother could ever be. Christ will never turn a deaf ear to believers’ 

cries for help to persevere in holiness. Therefore, believers must press on and not give up.  

Nonetheless, Rutherford recognizes that it is inevitable for believers to fail and fall on 

the road of sanctification, because there is indwelling sin in them: ‘we are not perfect in this 

life, nor are we more then [sic] Conquerours in every act of sanctification, nor is that Pauls 

meaning, Rom. 8. that we are never soiled, and that lusts in some particular acts have not the 

better of us too often.’14 However, believers should not be discouraged, because ‘finally in 

the strength of Christ, the Saints are so farre forth more then Conquerors, that nothing can 

work the Apostacy and separation of the Saints from the love of God in Christ.’15 Rutherford 

assures believers that in spite of the multitude of their failures, Christ will never forsake 

them; in addition, Christ will sustain and preserve them as they journey into eternal glory, 

such that they shall never fall away completely, and they will certainly taste final victory over 

 
12 Rutherford, The Tryal & Trivmph of Faith, 132. 
13 Rutherford, The Tryal & Trivmph of Faith, 216. 
14 Due to differences in spelling between the English language then and now, ‘than’ was spelt as ‘then.’ 
Rutherford, Christ Dying and Drawing Sinners to Himselfe, 573. 
15 Rutherford, Christ Dying and Drawing Sinners to Himselfe, 573. 
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sin. There is also embedded in these words the gentle reminder that Christ will grant 

believers the strength they need to walk in holiness. Thus, believers are to persevere in 

sanctification. 

Therefore, from our survey it may be concluded that whenever Rutherford speaks 

about the sanctification of believers in his treatises against Antinomianism, his principal 

focus is on sanctification as an ongoing process that entails believers’ active responsibility to 

obey the Moral Law in order that they may grow in holiness, closely resembling the 

Reformed theological concept of progressive sanctification. Although ‘progressive 

sanctification’ is a relatively modern term in Reformed theology, it may be duly inferred that 

Rutherford espouses this concept. It represents one half of the Reformed doctrine of 

sanctification, the other is ‘definitive sanctification,’ which focuses on the work of 

sanctification that God has accomplished in believers at the point of their conversion. Like 

Rutherford,16 Reformed theologian Heinrich Heppe, in his summary of seventeenth century 

Reformed theology, distinguishes definitive and progressive aspect in sanctification without 

using the language of modern Reformed theology.17 Concerning progressive sanctification, 

Heppe elucidates that ‘[t]he norm of man’s sanctification is the word of God, and Law as 

well as Gospel; whereby the activity of both comes under consideration. The law demands 

obedience, the gospel causes man to obey.’18 There is a distinct emphasis on the role of the 

Moral Law with regards to believers’ sanctification. Heppe adds that ‘[s]ubjectively 

considered the nature of sanctification is man’s effort, lasting his whole life, to live in 

thought, word and action solely according to God’s good pleasure and for his glory.’19 This 

corresponds to Rutherford’s emphasis on believers’ lifelong, active participation in their 

sanctification. Fellow Reformed theologian John M. Frame defines progressive sanctification 

as believers’ ‘gradual growth in holiness and righteousness, our progress in God’s way, the 

way of good works.’20 The element of growing in holiness is also fundamental to 

Rutherford’s doctrine of sanctification. It is imperative to note that Rutherford is expressing 

the Reformed theological concept of ‘progressive sanctification’ whenever he speaks of 

sanctification, because this distinguishes him from the English Antinomians who may be 

conveying a differing idea when they speak of sanctification, including a unanimous 

 
16 See page 180. 
17 Heinrich Heppe, Reformed Dogmatics, ed. Ernst Bizer, trans. by G T Thomson (London: Wakeman, 2000), 
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agreement on the concept of ‘ongoing sanctification’ (an emphasis on sanctification as a 

process that does not necessitate an element of growing in holiness). This use of modern 

terminology should not be mistaken for anachronism, as it is designed to bring clarity to the 

controversy between Rutherford and the Antinomians. 

The distinction between definitive and progressive sanctification is crucial for 

subsequent analysis of the Antinomian views of sanctification to determine the veracity of the 

charges that Rutherford brings forth against them.21 Further distinction between progressive 

and ongoing sanctification will serve a similar purpose in a later part of this chapter.22 These 

tools will aid in clarifying the similarities and differences in the views of Rutherford and the 

Antinomians on the doctrine of sanctification. Through this process, it will be established that 

Rutherford has indeed misunderstood his opponents’ views on sanctification, but there are 

genuine and irreconcilable differences between the two parties involved. However, prior to 

that, this study will proceed to examine the contentions that Rutherford and his companions 

bring forth against English Antinomianism, in order to establish that they shared the same 

doctrinal convictions on the doctrine of sanctification, as well as a consensus on their 

opponents’ view. 

 

Rutherford’s Contentions against Antinomianism 

Rutherford’s basic charge against the Antinomians concerning the doctrine of 

sanctification is their misapprehension and rejection of sanctification for believers. He 

identifies four major errors that have contributed to the Antinomian position. His contentions 

and the evidences that he has provided will be evaluated accordingly. 

 

Confusing Sanctification with Justification 

Rutherford asserts that whenever the Antinomians employ the term ‘sanctification,’ 

they were in essence referring to the theological concept of ‘justification,’ because they have 

made sanctification solely a matter of faith that disowns believers’ duty to obey the Law.23 

He identifies the concept of Christ’s performance on behalf of believers as expressed by 

‘Christ not onely repenteth in us, but for us, Christ obeyed for us, and is the end of the Law to 

every one that beleeveth’ in Saltmarsh’s work to be an irrefutable proof of this confusion 

 
21 See page 202ff. 
22 See page 213ff. 
23 Rutherford, Christ Dying and Drawing Sinners to Himselfe, 78. 
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between sanctification and justification.24 According to Rutherford, when Saltmarsh states 

that ‘Christ repenteth and obeyeth for us,’ he does not mean that ‘Christ by his grace worketh 

in us repentance, and new obedience, and mortification, and the change of the whole man,’ to 

which Rutherford would have readily agreed; instead, Rutherford interprets Saltmarsh as 

implying that Christ has completed these duties on behalf of believers, thereby absolving 

them from the responsibility of performing these tasks: 

But I feare the sense of this, that Christ repenteth for us, and obeyeth for us, he 
being the end of the Law to every one that beleeveth; be farre otherwise, to 
wit, that Christs obedience of the Law, he being the end of the Law, as also his 
passive obedience is ours. If this be the intended sense, then all our 
Sanctification is nothing, but the Sanctification and holy active obedience of 
Christ.’25 

Rutherford’s comments were made in response to pages 83-85 of Saltmarsh’s Free-Grace, 

which states that ‘Christ hath beleeved perfectly for us, he hath sorrowed for sinne perfectly, 

he hath obeyed perfect, he hath mortified sinne perfectly,’ and thus believers must ‘beleeve 

our repentance true in him, who hath repented for us, … our new obedience true in him, who 

hath obeyed for us.’26 It may be inferred that Rutherford’s reading of Saltmarsh picks up on 

Saltmarsh’s emphasis that believers must believe that Christ had accomplished all things 

necessary on behalf of them, which Rutherford construes as an act of faith that places no 

further demands on the part of believers. Thus, he arrives at the logical conclusion that his 

opponents must necessarily reject believers’ pursuit of holiness. In Rutherford’s opinion, 

Saltmarsh has confounded sanctification, which involves the active engagement of believers 

in the duty of pursuing holiness, with justification, which entails faith alone in the 

accomplished work of Christ.27 

A careful reading of Saltmarsh’s treatise pages 83-85 shows that he is addressing the 

question of assurance of salvation as expressed in the following words: ‘Because I feel not 

myself sanctified, I fear I am not justified.’28 Saltmarsh tells believers that they do not need to 

 
24 Rutherford, Christ Dying and Drawing Sinners to Himselfe, 78. 
25 Rutherford, Christ Dying and Drawing Sinners to Himselfe, 79. 
26 Rutherford, Christ Dying and Drawing Sinners to Himselfe, 76; Thomas Torrance interprets Rutherford’s 
quotation of Saltmarsh as an expression of Rutherford’s personal view on ‘[the] vicarious soul-suffering of 
Christ.’ This is a clear oversight that Rutherford was quoting Saltmarsh’s words as part of his response to the 
latter’s view. Thomas F. Torrance, Scottish Theology: From John Knox to John McLeod Campbell (Edinburgh: 
T&T Clark, 1996), 100. 
27 Gamble also charges the Antinomians with conflating justification and sanctification. However, unlike 
Rutherford, she identifies their teaching on faith as the key reason for their error: ‘The believer’s internal faith 
produced automatic obedience to the law without the need for an external and written law, thus, faith in free 
justification essentially eliminated the need for on-going sanctification.’ Gamble, ‘If Christ Fulfilled the Law, 
We Are Not Bound’, 63–64. 
28 Saltmarsh, Free-Grace, 82. 
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be plagued by uncertainty about their status as justified persons simply because they 

experience weaknesses and sins in their lives; instead, they ought to believe that they are 

justified because Christ is their sanctification. As he broaches on the topic of sanctification, 

Saltmarsh assures believers that Christ had ‘repented perfectly, … sorrowed for sin 

perfectly, … obeyed perfectly, … mortified sin perfectly’ on their behalf,29 such that they are 

simply to believe that these are true.30 Saltmarsh reaffirms this when he states that ‘Scripture-

assurance for a childe of God or beleever, [is] to see every thing in himself as nothing, and 

himself every thing in Christ.’31 However, there is insufficient proof to sustain Rutherford’s 

allegation that Saltmarsh makes sanctification simply believing that Christ has accomplished 

sanctification for believers, because it cannot be proven beyond doubt that Saltmarsh is 

speaking of repentance for sin, sorrow for sin, and mortification of sin in the subjective sense. 

Although Saltmarsh appears to display serious inconsistency with his claim that Christ 

repented of sin, sorrowed for sin and mortified sin perfectly for believers, his words may be 

interpreted as follows: Christ repented of sins for believers when he confessed their sins on 

the cross, in the same act Christ sorrowed for their sins, and He mortified sins for them by 

despoiling sin of its power over them. Since Saltmarsh’s quotation allows for this latitude in 

interpretation, it does not necessitate that Saltmarsh rejects sanctification for believers. Thus, 

it cannot be proven that this is an indisputable case of confusion between that which Christ 

has accomplished for believers and that which they are required to continue doing because of 

their faith in Christ. At this point, it appears as though Rutherford is deficient in his 

understanding of the definitive aspect of sanctification that Christ has accomplished for 

believers, thus he failed to give the benefit of doubt that Saltmarsh could be emphasising 

definitive sanctification in the quoted words. However, as will be shown in a later section of 

this chapter, Rutherford conveys a clear understanding of definitive sanctification when he 

speaks expressly of definitive mortification.32 Therefore, it may be inferred that Rutherford’s 

reading of Saltmarsh’s words rests on his belief that Saltmarsh was attempting to free 

believers from the duty of pursuing sanctification, but thus far Rutherford’s interpretation has 

been proven to be unconvincing due to a lack of substantial evidence. 

In response to the perceived confusion between sanctification and justification within 

the Antinomian camp, Rutherford goes into an in-depth discussion of these two theological 

 
29 Saltmarsh, Free-Grace, 84. 
30 Saltmarsh, Free-Grace, 85. 
31 Saltmarsh, Free-Grace, 84. 
32 See page 180. 



 170 

concepts, delineating the importance of both justification and sanctification to believers as he 

distinguishes them. He is very precise with his formulation of justification, asserting that it is 

‘a forinsecall sentence in time pronounced in the Gospel, and applied to me now, and never 

while the instant now that I believe; its not formally an act of the understanding to know a 

truth con-concerning [sic] my self, but its an heart-adherence of the affections to Christ as the 

saviour of sinners; at the presence of which a sentence of free absolution is pronounced.’33 

Rutherford makes it clear that justification is the declaration of a legal verdict, which 

proclaims that the sinner has been pardoned of his sins, at the moment he accepts Jesus Christ 

as his Lord and Saviour. Nevertheless, a believer remains a sinner, because the forgiveness of 

sin does not culminate with the complete removal of sin from the justified or his transition 

into a perfect state.34 Thus, justification does not change a sinner into a sinless person, rather 

it declares that the condemned sinner has been pardoned, in whom sin continues to dwell for 

the rest of his life. Notably, Saltmarsh agrees with Rutherford that Christ’s work has not 

removed sin from the believer altogether, for he acknowledges that the believer remains 

sinful in his own sight.35 

Rutherford also speaks of justification as the ‘Law-removall of sin, [though] not the 

removall of the essence and being of sin,’ 36 whereby the believer has been made ‘spot-lesse 

and white then snow’37 because his sin has been forgiven. Through this Law-removal of sin, 

the dominion of sin in the life of the believer has been broken, thereby setting the stage for 

another form of sin removal, ‘a Physical removal in root & branch; and therefore done by 

degrees according to the measure of begun sanctification and shall never be perfect in this 

life.’38 This involves the gradual removal of sin from the life of the believer, which will 

eventually culminate in perfection when the believer enters into eternal glory. It is apparent 

that justification is accomplished in the believer at the point of conversion, while 

sanctification is gradually accomplished in the believer over the course of a lifetime. Thus, 

Rutherford asserts that ‘Justification is an indivisible act; the person is but once for all 

justified, by grace. But Sanctification is a continued daily act.’39 Believers are justified upon 

their conversion when they put their faith in Jesus Christ, but sanctification involves 

believers’ active, daily participation after their conversion. Furthermore, ‘Justification doth 

 
33 Rutherford, The Tryal & Trivmph of Faith, 62. 
34 Rutherford, The Tryal & Trivmph of Faith, 154. 
35 See page 38. 
36 Rutherford, The Tryal & Trivmph of Faith, 153. 
37 Rutherford, The Tryal & Trivmph of Faith, 154. 
38 Rutherford, The Tryal & Trivmph of Faith, 153–154. 
39 Rutherford, Christ Dying and Drawing Sinners to Himselfe, 271. 
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not grow; the sinner is either freed from the guilt of sin, and justified, or not freed; there is 

not a third. But in Sanctification, wee are said to grow in grace, 2 Pet. 3.14. and advance in 

sanctification: nor is it ever consummate and perfect, so long as we beare about a body of 

sin.’40 The notion of growing in holiness is central to Rutherford’s view of sanctification. 

Evidently, justification is a definitive act, while sanctification is only of a progressive nature; 

thus, justification and sanctification refer to distinct theological concepts that must not be 

mixed-up. This confirms that Rutherford has the concept of progressive sanctification firmly 

in mind whenever he employs the term ‘sanctification’ in his polemics against the 

Antinomians. 

Although justification and sanctification are distinct aspects of salvation, Rutherford 

asserts that they are inseparably linked together in believers: ‘The living of the just by faith, 

is as well the life of sanctification, as of justification; its true the life of justification is the 

cause, more compleat and perfect, and the other the effect and unperfect; but our spirituall 

condition is not only in sanctification, but also in justification.’41 Rutherford identifies 

justification as the formal cause of sanctification, and consequently sanctification to be the 

effect of justification; thus a believer, being justified, has without fail also been set on the 

road of sanctification, such that justification and sanctification are intricately bounded in him. 

Rutherford emphasises the inseparableness of sanctification and justification because he 

observes that the Antinomians attempt to conflate these two aspects of salvation by claiming 

that sanctification is redundant because believers have already been justified: ‘only enemies 

of free-grace, separate the one from the other; and highten [sic] the one to feed men on the 

East wind, and lessen the other, as if sanctification were an accident, and some indifferent 

Ceremony, that men walk after flesh and believe, that Christ for them walked after the Spirit, 

and that is enough.’42 Therefore, it may be concluded that Rutherford considers sanctification 

and justification as distinct but inseparable aspects of believers’ salvation that must not be 

confounded, of which he is convinced that the Antinomians have committed a grave error. 

 

Believers are Freed from Obeying the Moral Law 

Rutherford identifies the Antinomians’ assertion that believers are freed from the Law 

as another key factor that contributed to their erroneous view on believers’ sanctification. He 

points to Robert Towne’s claim that believers are freed from ‘the Law with all its offices and 

 
40 Rutherford, Christ Dying and Drawing Sinners to Himselfe, 271–272. 
41 Rutherford, Christ Dying and Drawing Sinners to Himselfe, 518. 
42 Rutherford, Christ Dying and Drawing Sinners to Himselfe, 518. 
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authority’ as indisputable evidence that the Antinomians have freed believers from the Law 

‘as teaching, directing regulating believers in the way of righteousnesse,’43 noting specifically 

that Towne asserts believers receive the power to conquer sin from the Gospel alone, apart 

from obedience to the Law of God as a rule of life.44 Since obeying the Law of God implies 

that believers continue to be under the authority of the Law, therefore the Antinomians must 

necessarily affirm that Law-keeping is ‘contrary to personal and reall sanctification and 

walking in love and in Evangelick duties.’45 In this instance, ‘personal and real sanctification’ 

refers to the notion of sanctification that Towne held was taught by the apostle Paul, which he 

claimed was contrary to Law-keeping, whereas ‘Evangelical duties’ plausibly refers to 

Towne’s other claim that ‘the Grace of the Gospel… effectually and truly conformeth 

[believers unto the Law].’46 Hence, Rutherford concludes that his opponents regard 

sanctification that consists in believers’ obedience to the Moral Law as a ‘legal bondage from 

which Christ has set us free.’47 

A close examination of the text that Rutherford has cited from Towne’s work reveals 

the latter was arguing that believers are no longer under the Law because they are presently 

under grace: ‘I muse that you omit to show what it is to be under Grace, which is the member 

and state opposed by the Apostle [Paul] to this being under the Law.’48 Towne agrees with 

Taylor, whose work he was engaging with, that the apostle Paul was speaking about the 

doctrine of sanctification in Romans 6:14 when he said that believers are ‘not under the law, 

but under grace’ (KJV); however, he points out that Paul could not have meant that believers 

are under the rule of the Law, because Paul has made it clear that those who are under grace 

are not under the Law.49 Consequently, Towne asserts that the Law ‘with all his offices and 

authoritie’ have been made redundant to believers, such that believers cannot be under the 

Law in any sense.50 He adds that ‘Grace of the Gospel… hath a sanctifying virtue and power 

therein, to subdue sin,’ but the Law does not possess this same power, thus differentiating the 

former from the latter.51 This reinforces his argument that believers are under grace and so 

cannot be under the Law.52 However, in light of Towne’s claims concerning ‘Pauline 

 
43 Rutherford, Christ Dying and Drawing Sinners to Himselfe, 577. 
44 Rutherford, Christ Dying and Drawing Sinners to Himselfe, 578. 
45 Rutherford, Christ Dying and Drawing Sinners to Himselfe, 578. 
46 Towne, The Assertion of Grace, 5–6. 
47 Rutherford, Christ Dying and Drawing Sinners to Himselfe, 578. 
48 Towne, The Assertion of Grace, 5. 
49 Towne, The Assertion of Grace, 5–6. 
50 Towne, The Assertion of Grace, 5. 
51 Towne, The Assertion of Grace, 5–6. 
52 See page 141ff. 
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sanctification,’ ‘evangelical duties’ and the gospel’s power to subdue sin, it may be inferred 

that he espouses a form of ongoing sanctification that does not necessitate believers’ 

obedience to the Law, effectively refuting Rutherford’s allegation that the Antinomians 

necessarily reject progressive sanctification because they have freed believers from the 

authority of the Moral Law. 

In response to Towne’s claim that Thomas Taylor has erred with his insistence on 

sanctification for believers, Rutherford argues that Towne’s charge is a gross 

misinterpretation of the view held by Taylor and likeminded individuals including himself: 

‘we never made the Law the effectuall instrument of sanctification; a help it is, being 

preached with the Gospel; but neither is the Gospel of it selfe the effectuall instrument of 

sanctification, except the spirit of grace accompany it, nor the law of it selfe.’53 Rutherford 

contends that the Moral Law is an essential instrument of sanctification, but it never operates 

alone; it becomes an effective aid to believers in their pursuit of holiness only when the Holy 

Spirit applies the Gospel of Jesus Christ unto them and subsequently bringing the Moral Law 

to bear unto them. There is a clear emphasis on the work of the Holy Spirit in the lives of 

believers to bring about sanctification through obedience to the Law of God. As noted in the 

previous paragraph, Towne construes sanctification as the divine outworking of the Holy 

Spirit in believers’ lives, which closely mirrors Rutherford’s emphasis. It may be duly 

concluded that Towne and Rutherford have misinterpreted each other’s position on this 

doctrinal point. 

 

Believers’ Sanctification Obscures their Justification 

One other major contention that Rutherford harbours against the Antinomians 

concerning the doctrine of sanctification is their claim that sanctification obscures the 

justification of believers: ‘Antinomians teach… Sanctification is so farre from evidencing a 

good estate, that it darkens it rather; and a man may more clearly see Christ, when hee seeth 

no sanctification, then when hee sees it; the darker my sanctification is, the brighter is my 

justification. So Saltmarsh.’54 According to Rutherford, the Antinomians view sanctification 

as a negative mechanism that is detrimental to the ultimate good of believers because it casts 

shadows on their justification, causing them to lack assurance of faith; hence, they decry the 

notion of sanctification. Although Rutherford mentions Saltmarsh at the close of his 
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assertion, it is noteworthy that he did not quote from existing Antinomian publications to 

substantiate his claim; instead, he cited from John Winthrop’s work that consolidated the 

errors of Antinomianism.55 In other words, Rutherford failed to provide clear evidence from 

the works of his opponents to back up his charge against the Antinomians in general, and 

Saltmarsh in particular. This severely undermines Rutherford’s contention against his 

adversaries. His claim will be scrutinised in a later part of this chapter when the views of 

Saltmarsh and Crisp are examined, to uncover the veracity of his charge.56 Nevertheless, this 

section will continue to evaluate the arguments that Rutherford has put forth concerning the 

relationship between sanctification and justification with respect to the topic of assurance, in 

order to establish that he views sanctification as a legitimate means by which believers may 

grow in the assurance of their salvation. 

In his rebuttal of the Antinomian claim that faith is a mere ‘[d]eclaration or 

manifestation that [believers] are justified before [they] believed,’ Rutherford states that 

believers’ works of sanctification provide genuine evidence of their justification: ‘we know 

to our comfort, by works of holinesse that we are justified, for works of sanctification are 

evident witnesses that we are in Christ, and are justified, 2 Cor.5.17. 1 Joh.3.14. 1 Joh.2.3. 

Jam.2.24,25. 2 Pet.1.10.’57 In other words, when a believer keeps the Moral Law, his desire 

to obey the Law and his act of conforming to the Law demonstrate that he is a justified 

person, which in turn assures him that he belongs to Christ; thus, sanctification testifies to 

justification rather than obscuring it. Hence, Rutherford charges his opponents with making a 

mockery of the Scriptures when they claim that justification becomes clearer with 

sanctification out of the way: ‘[that] is to make the water and Spirit, 1 Ioh.5.8. dumb or false 

witnesses, that either speak nothing or tell lies.’ 58 Nevertheless, Rutherford concedes that 

there may be exceptional moments in the life of a believer when sanctification shrouds 

justification, such as was the case of the apostle Peter when he ‘abuse[d] [sanctification] to 

merit, and selfe-confidence.’59 Even though Rutherford did not specify the event that he had 

in mind involving the apostle Peter and he did not elaborate on this subject, it may be readily 

observed that believers do become conceited when they think that they are superior to other 

fellow believers because they have kept the Moral Law with more success. On the other end 

 
55 Rutherford, Christ Dying and Drawing Sinners to Himselfe, 80; Error 77. Winthrop, Rise, Reign, and Ruine, 
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56 See pages 219-222. 
57 Rutherford, The Tryal & Trivmph of Faith, 301; Rutherford elucidates how sanctification evinces justification 
in the life of believers. Rutherford, Christ Dying and Drawing Sinners to Himselfe, 108–109. 
58 Rutherford, Christ Dying and Drawing Sinners to Himselfe, 81. 
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of the spectrum, there are believers who may fall into despair because of the multiple failures 

that they have experienced as they strive to keep the Moral Law. During such times, 

believers’ works of sanctification shrouds their justification, because they have misconstrued 

the Law in a legalistic manner. 

Rutherford’s response to the question ‘Whether a man may evidence his justification 

by his Sanctification,’ raised by a particular F. Cornewell,60 sheds further light on how a 

believer’s sanctification may be said to evidence his justification, and thus refute the 

Antinomian claim that sanctification obscures justification. Rutherford begins by 

distinguishing the manner in which sanctification makes clear justification from how faith 

manifests justification: 

Sanctification doth not… evidence justification, as faith doth evidence it, with 
such a sort of clearnesse, as light evidenceth colours, making them actually 
visible; … Love and workes of sanctification doe not so evidence justification; 
as if justification were the object of good works; that way faith doth evidence 
justification, but sanctification doth evidence justification to be in the soule; 
where sanctification is, though it doth not render justification actually visible 
to the soule, as light maketh colours to be actually visible.61 

Although sanctification, as well as faith, evinces justification, Rutherford emphasises that 

there is a difference in the level of clarity that they bring to justification; faith gives believers 

absolute certainty about their justification in a direct manner, while sanctification attests to 

justification in an equally real way but it is less obvious to believers because its testimony is 

indirect, such that believers are required to deduce it for themselves. Rutherford compares 

sanctification to the smoke created by a fire: when a person sees smoke in the sky, he is able 

to deduce that there must be a fire out there from the mere presence of the smoke, even 

though he has not seen the fire with his own eyes; in like manner, believers may conclude 

and be assured of their justification from the works of sanctification that they perform.62 

Rutherford also compares sanctification to the pulse of a man who has fainted and appears 

lifeless: it may be deduced from the pulse of the man that he is still alive in spite of the lack 

of visual signs of life in him; in the same way, sanctification indicates that the believer has 

been justified.63 Thirdly, Rutherford likens sanctification to the morning star in the East: as 

surely as the morning star indicates the impending sunrise that is hidden from the human eye, 

sanctification points to the justification that is hidden from the believer’s eyes.64 Last but not 
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least, Rutherford likens sanctification to streams that share a spring: although the location of 

the spring is hidden to man, yet it may be deduced from the mere existence of those streams 

that there is a spring; in like manner, the works of sanctification is certain proof of 

justification in the believer.65 Therefore, Rutherford asserts that progressive sanctification is 

like a signpost that directs believers to their justification, as ‘gracious effects giveth evidence 

of the cause,’ granting them further assurance in addition to that which has been engendered 

by faith concerning the reality of their justification.66 

[W]hen  I find love in my soule, and a care to please God in all things; and this 
I may know to bee in mee, from the reflect light of the Spirit, and from these I 
know there is faith in me, and justification, though I feele not the operation of 
faith in the meane time, yet the effect and signe makes a report of the cause; as 
acts of life, eating and drinking, and walking in me doth assure me, that I have 
the life of nature.67 

Just as the activities of nature are irrefutable proofs that a person is physically alive, the 

works of sanctification performed by believers out of love for God are indisputable evidence 

that they are justified and spiritually alive. Rutherford has demonstrated to his satisfaction 

that sanctification makes justification shines forth more brightly, contrary to the perceived 

Antinomian claim that sanctification obscures justification. Nevertheless, it is important to 

keep in mind that Rutherford does not make the works of sanctification the sole basis for 

evincing justification in believers; he is simply arguing that believers’ progressive 

sanctification is a reasonable and reliable instrument that gives further assurance to believers 

concerning their justification, in addition to the assurance that their faith engenders in them. 

Therefore, it may be concluded that Rutherford considers the works of sanctification 

performed by believers to be a secondary, legitimate means that gives believers added 

assurance of their salvation in Christ. 

 

Mortification is Believing that Christ has done Everything on Behalf of Believers 

As mentioned above, Rutherford charges the Antinomians with making sanctification 

a matter of acquiring knowledge of and establishing belief in the fact that Christ had 

accomplished everything on the behalf of believers, such that believers are no longer under 

the rule of the Law and thus they have no obligation to actively obey the Moral Law. Hence, 

Rutherford asserts that ‘all Sanctification to them, all Repentance, all mortification, all new 

obedience is but an apprehension, that Christ hath done all these for them, and that is their 
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righteousnesse, and so Christ repented for them, and mortified sinne for them, and performed 

all active obedience for them.’68 It may be inferred that Rutherford considers sanctification as 

consisting of three parts, namely (1) repentance, (2) mortification, and (3) obedience to the 

Moral Law. It has already been demonstrated in the preceding chapter that believers are 

obligated to keep the Moral Law because it is the rule of holy living that God has given them, 

hence Law-keeping is the essential means by which believers may pursue holiness.69 

Although ‘repentance’ is also an essential component of sanctification, the current section 

will focus on ‘mortification,’ because one of Rutherford’s major contentions against the 

Antinomian doctrine of sanctification centres on their view of mortification. 

The above quotation carries the following charge against the Antinomians: believers’ 

mortification is simply believing that Christ has mortified sin on their behalf. By implication, 

believers are not required to perform any action as part of their mortification, except to 

believe that it has already been accomplished for them by Christ. Rutherford quotes from 

Winthrop’s Rise, reign and ruine to substantiate his indictment against the Antinomians, for 

they have been observed to profess that ‘I am Christs, not because I do crucifie the lusts of 

the flesh but because I do not crucifie them, but beleeve in Christ that crucified my lusts for 

me.’70 Although Winthrop’s work focuses on the doctrinal errors perpetuated by the 

Antinomians in New England, Rutherford’s citation of Winthrop demonstrates that he sees a 

corresponding error in the English context. He establishes his case against the English 

Antinomians by charging Saltmarsh with propagating the same stance that construes true 

mortification as a mere belief that Christ has completely mortified sin for believers: 

we are to beleeve our Repentance true in Christ, who hath repented for us; our 
mortifying sinne true in him through whom we are more then conquerers; our 
new obedience true in him who hath obeyed the Law for us, and is the end of 
the Law to every one that beleeveth, our change of the whole man is true in 
him who is righteousnesse and true holinesse.71 

Rutherford labels Saltmarsh’s view of mortification as a ‘lawlesse and carnall 

mortification.’72 However, as demonstrated in prior discussion, when Saltmarsh states that 

believers’ ‘mortifying sinne [is] true in [Christ],’ he might not be speaking of mortification in 

the subjective sense;73 he could be referring to how Christ has released believers from the 

tyranny of sin through his salvific work on the cross. By implication, Saltmarsh’s quotation 
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does not necessarily construe mortification as a mere belief that Christ has accomplished 

mortification for believers, which absolves them from the responsibility to mortify sin. Since 

it could not be proven beyond doubt that Saltmarsh erroneously construes mortification as a 

mere act of believing, it weakens the argument that Rutherford has directed against him. In a 

later part of this chapter, Saltmarsh’s doctrine of mortification will be examined in greater 

detail to establish his belief on this doctrinal matter and enable further evaluation of the 

veracity of Rutherford’s specific charge.74 

Rutherford observes that the Antinomian Henry Denne also expresses a similar view: 

‘What is mortification (saith Mr Den) but the apprehension of sin slain by the body of 

Christ?’75 A careful examination of the original text in Denne’s work titled The Doctrine and 

Conversion of Iohn Baptist (1642) reveals that Denne was making an assertion, to which he 

offered no further explanation.76 Denne’s words, when read sympathetically, may be 

interpreted in the same manner as Saltmarsh’s. Thus, like Saltmarsh, Denne seems to be 

emphasising Christ’s complete and sufficient work when he speaks of mortification of sin, 

while he is silent on believers’ active involvement. It may be inferred that Rutherford’s 

allegation was based on the comments that the Antinomians have made concerning the Law, 

because in both instances, Saltmarsh and Denne were silent about the believers’ activity in 

relation to mortification. Consequently, Rutherford alleges that his opponents render faith as 

the essence of mortification, which implies that any person who claims that he believes Christ 

has mortified sins for him, ought to have the assurance that his sins have been mortified 

based upon the authenticity of his belief, even though he may be an unbeliever: ‘So if a 

hypocrite as an hypocrite, a presumer vainly puffed up, void of all down-casting and 

conscience of sin, beleeve that Christ has repented and mortified sinne, and beleeved for him, 

though he live as the devil believing and trembling, hee is not to doubt his faith.’77 As shown 
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above, the evidence that Rutherford has provided is unable to sustain his charge; this reveals 

an inherent weakness in his argument against Saltmarsh. 

Differentiating himself from his opponents, Rutherford defines mortification as a real 

and personal mortification consisting in ‘a subduing of lusts, a bringing under the body of 

sinne, a heart-deadnesse to the world (from this) because your Lord died for you, and has 

crucified the old man.’78 This definition is grounded on his convictions of the actual presence 

of indwelling sin in the justified and their God-given obligation to remove this remnant sin 

from their lives. 

According to Rutherford’s definition, mortification consists of at least two aspects: 

(1) the formal acts of mortification that believers must actively perform, and (2) the effects 

that the formal acts of mortification have on believers. Rutherford emphasises that 

‘[m]ortification essentially is in abstaining from worldly lusts, and in remisse and slacked 

acts of sinning, and in begun walking with God, and acts of holy living, yet so as all these do 

flow from faith in Christ; another mysticall or Gospel-mortification is unknown to the 

Gospel.’79 Therefore, even though believers continue to sin after their conversion, they must 

refrain from falling into habitual sinning, like hired servants who habitually strive to please 

their master, through abstinence from worldly desires.80 It may be inferred that when 

Rutherford construes mortification in terms of the formal acts that believers are to perform, 

he has in mind the notion of an ongoing mortification for believers. In addition, Rutherford 

affirms that believers’ propensity to sin will be weakened through their engagement in those 

formal acts of mortification, such that their tendency to sin becomes feeble in strength and 

intention like ‘a dying mans operation’ as opposed to ‘a strong man in vigor and health.’81 

Thus, he also describes mortification as ‘a deadnesse in will and affections, and the abaiting, 

halfe death, the languor and dying of the power of our lusts to sinne.’82 Here, mortification is 

viewed from the perspective of the effects that the formal acts of mortification have brought 

upon believers’ lust (sinful desires). For example, when believers endure suffering for the 

sake of Christ and they rejoice instead of raging and retaliating against their oppressors, they 

may be regarded as ‘mortified to these lusts and the like, … of fleshly pleasures, of unlawfull 

gaine.’83 In addition, believers are considered as mortified to lusts when they put their 
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confidence in God alone and not in creaturely things: ‘Mortification is when the heart runnes 

not out wantonly and whoorishly upon the pleasures of the creature, we are too ready to take 

the creature in our bosome; but mortification is when the heart stands at a distance from 

creatures.’84 Evidently, Rutherford also uses mortification to refer to the state of believers in 

which their sinful desires have been so severely weakened that they do not stir up in the same 

manner as before. The chief motivation for believers to engage in mortification arises from 

the reality that Jesus Christ through His death on the cross has worked in believers ‘the death 

of sinne, and our deadnesse to the pleasures of the glory of the world.’85 Therefore, believers 

must turn away from all worldly desires and kill the lusts that indwelling sin stirs up in them, 

through walking circumspectly in the Law of God. This will be a process that lasts a lifetime, 

because ‘plenary mortification, expiring, and death of the body of sin, we think it cannot be, 

so long as we are in the body.’86 

In response to Denne’s claim that mortification is ‘[a]n apprehension of sin slain by 

the body of Christ,’ Rutherford states that mortification ‘doth flow from faith as the effect 

from the cause; but mortification denominates the man mortified not in his apprehending and 

knowing that Christ was mortified and dyed for him; but in that he really himself is dead, 

when it is said, Col. 3.3. for you are dead, Gal. 6.14. by Christ I am crucified to the world and 

the world crucified to me.’87 Although Rutherford asserts that mortification is not an act of 

believing, he recognises that it is closely tied to believers’ faith in Christ, as the effect of 

faith. As a result of the work of salvation that Jesus Christ has accomplished, mortification 

has already taken place in believers; they are now dead with regards to worldly matters, their 

former relationship with the world has been severed, and thus they are to show contempt 

towards world pursuits. This is a clear reference to a singular, permanent change in the state 

of the justified person, whereby God has made them dead to the world and the world to them, 

through no formal deeds of their own; it may be referred to as ‘definitive mortification.’88 

This implies that in Rutherford’s mind, definitive mortification is a grace established at the 

very beginning of Christian life, alongside believers’ justification. It may be distinguished 

from mortification as believers’ active response to sin which have been discussed thus far. It 
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is noteworthy that both Rutherford and Saltmarsh affirm the notion of definitive 

mortification.89 

Thus far, it has been shown that when Rutherford employs the term ‘mortification,’ he 

could either be referring to either (1) definitive mortification, (2) progressive mortification, or 

(3) the state of believers when they are mortified to lusts. However, these concepts are 

closely linked in Rutherford’s mind: definitive mortification provides the groundwork for 

progressive mortification, and progressive mortification in turn brings believers into the state 

of being mortified to lusts. This provides the basis upon which Antinomian mortification may 

be further evaluated to determine the genuine similarities and differences between Rutherford 

and his opponents on this particular subject that is a crucial component of the former’s 

doctrine of sanctification. 

Hitherto, it has been demonstrated that Rutherford contended against the Antinomians 

because he was convinced that they have misunderstood and rejected believers’ responsibility 

to engage in sanctification. His dispute with English Antinomianism are mapped out in four 

areas, namely: (1) a perceived Antinomian confusion of sanctification with justification, (2) 

the Antinomian claim that believers are freed from obeying the Moral Law, (3) the 

Antinomian belief that believers’ sanctification obscures their justification, and (4) his 

conviction that Antinomians make mortification merely a matter of believing that Christ has 

accomplished it on the behalf of believers. Rutherford identified these as the key errors in the 

Antinomian doctrine of sanctification, which he engaged with extensively beyond the scope 

of his companions. Therefore, these arguments are crucial for establishing that Rutherford 

advanced on his companions’ dialogue with the Antinomians into uncharted territories of 

sanctification, and they also serve as proofs that Rutherford has misinterpreted his opponents’ 

views on sanctification. 

 

Contentions Raised by Rutherford’s Peers and Predecessors against Antinomianism 

The current section will investigate the arguments that Rutherford’s companions 

raised against English Antinomianism concerning the doctrine of sanctification. It will be 

shown that the first wave of respondents (1630s) share core similarities in the charges that 

they bring against the Antinomians on this doctrinal matter, whereas the second wave of 

respondents (1640s) address specific aspects of sanctification in their respective treatises. 

Consequently, it will be demonstrated that Rutherford shares the core doctrinal emphasis of 
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his peers and predecessors, but he advanced on their arguments into uncharted territories of 

sanctification. 

 

The Major Contentions Raised by the First Wave of Respondents (1630s) 

Believers are freed from obeying the Moral Law 

Thomas Taylor charges the English Antinomians with rejecting sanctification because 

they deny that it is believers’ responsibility to keep the Moral Law. According to Taylor, the 

Antinomians ‘disclaime all obedience to the Law, and raile at the precepts and practice of 

sanctification, as good for nothing, but to carry men to hell; and cry out on the Ministers as 

Popish, and as having Monks in their bellies, who set men on working, and doing, and 

walking holily.’90 In other words, they perceive sanctification, which entails obedience to the 

Moral Law, as detrimental to the eternal well-being of believers. He asserts that the 

Antinomians are also deeply concerned when preachers urge believers unto the practice of 

sanctification, because they construe it as ‘calling men backe to the justification of the 

Law.’91 At first glance, the Antinomian motive for rejecting sanctification appears to be a 

noble one, because they are concerned that believers may fall into the error of legalism. 

However, Taylor considers their arguments to be untenable because they are contrary to the 

express teachings of the Scriptures, which affirms the Moral Law as the one and only rule of 

life for believers that is vital to their sanctification. 

Taylor defines sanctification as ‘the love and practise of holines,’92 which he also 

describes as ‘the rising up to full holinesse, as the Sunne riseth up higher till perfect day.’93 

Evidently, the notion of growing in holiness is central to his doctrine of sanctification. For 

Taylor, keeping the Moral Law is the key to believers’ growth in holiness, because it is the 

vital means by which believers may lead a godly life: ‘The Scripture saith, that godly life is 

nothing else but the fulfilling of the commandement, and the fulfilling of the commandement, 

and will of God revealed. 1 Ioh.2.17.’94 He points out that it is impossible for believers to 

grow in holiness apart from obedience to the Moral Law, because they cannot engage in 

sanctification ‘without the helpe of the Law, the onely rule by which, and the scope unto 

which it must be directed.’95 It may be concluded that Taylor considers growing in holiness 
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to be the essence of sanctification, which can only be accomplished through the keeping of 

the Moral Law. Therefore, any denial of believers’ responsibility to obey the Moral Law 

amounts to a rejection of believers’ sanctification. 

Likewise, Henry Burton charges the English Antinomians with denying the necessity 

for sanctification in the life of believers because they claim that believers are no longer duty-

bound to keep the Law of God: 

They deny any vse at all of the morall law, so farre as to be a rule of life and 
christian conuersation, after that a man is once brought to be a beleeuer in 
Christ. … And if Ministers Preach and presse the duties of sanctification, 
these Antinomians ieare at them, yea and reyle on them to their very faces, 
calling them Anabaptists, and telling them, that they preach the dead faith, and 
that such goodly doctrines are good for nothing, but to carry men to Hell.96 

Burton posits that the Antinomian rejection of the Law to be a rule of life for believers is the 

essential factor that led his opponents to decry anyone who upholds the necessity for duties of 

sanctification and their subsequent charge that those who do so are propagating a dead faith 

that puts men on the road to hell. His perception of the Antinomian position is likely 

reinforced by their supposed insistence that believers have been made perfectly holy and 

sinless when they believe in Jesus Christ, because this implies that believers have already 

been perfectly sanctified and thus there is no longer a need for believers to engage in any 

duties for the furtherance of their sanctification.97 However, from the strong language 

recorded in the above quotation, the Antinomians seem to be accusing their opponents of 

preaching a form of justification by works when they insist on the duties of sanctification.98 

For example, Robert Towne accused Thomas Taylor of preaching obedience to the Law apart 

from the gracious workings of the Holy Spirit, which misleads believers to trust in their own 

righteousness: ‘Yet let me tell you, that if you apply and urge these or any other never so 

earnestly with all your motives, and meanes fetcht [sic] from the Law, you can never hereby 

make me to keep them inwardly and indeed.’99 Towne expressed a deep concern that his 

opponent was advocating legalism when Taylor insisted that believers must keep the Law. 

Thus, the allegations observed by Burton could simply be Antinomian rhetoric against 

legalism, which are insufficient proofs to sustain the inference that the Antinomians see no 

necessity for believers to engage in the duties of sanctification. Nevertheless, it is noteworthy 
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that this contention, raised by both Burton and Taylor, closely parallels Rutherford’s 

contention against the same opponents; this reveals a shared consistency in their doctrinal 

view on believers’ sanctification.100 

 

Obedience to the Law of God is legalism 

Towne was not the first Antinomian to charge their opponents with espousing 

legalism; this is evidenced by Taylor’s response to the allegation in his treatise Regula Vitae. 

He argues that the Antinomians have confounded sanctification with justification when they 

think that preachers who urge believers unto the works of sanctification are encouraging them 

unto some form of works righteousness: ‘they conceive [sanctification] as legally urged to 

helpe the beleever in his title and right to the blessed inheritance purchased in heaven.’101 

Taylor concurs with his adversaries that it is only through the righteousness of Christ imputed 

to believers that they can secure their entry into heaven, however he asserts that sanctification 

is necessary to prepare believers and make them fit for life eternal: ‘onely Christs 

righteousnes and merits give right and title unto heaven; but yet the grace of sanctification 

gives us an aptitude and fitnesse unto it.’102 This is grounded in the reality that there is 

indwelling sin in believers that God has decreed to be removed bit by bit over the course of 

the entire lifetime through obedience to the Law of God, so that believers will become more 

and more holy. In addition, the desire of believers to keep the Moral Law will also be 

transformed gradually throughout this lifetime and culminate in perfection when they enter 

eternal glory: ‘By our sanctification it is fulfilled in us inchoately: that is, by obedience begun 

here, which at last shall be perfected, so as not the least motion or desire contrary to the Law 

shall be left in our nature.’103 Therefore, Taylor distinguishes Evangelical obedience to the 

Law as required of all believers engaging in sanctification, from the Legal obedience to the 

Law that the Antinomians have accused their adversaries of propagating: ‘He that fulfilleth 

the commandement abideth for ever: which is to be meant of evangelicall fulfilling, not 

legal… One thing it is to exercise good workes in way of obedience, another to rely on them 

in way of righteousnesse.’104 He asserts that believers are exhorted to pursue the duties of 

sanctification because God commands them to do so, and not because it is deemed as the 

means to earn a righteous standing before God. Thus, Taylor rejects the Antinomian charge 
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of legalism that arose from construing obedience to the duties of sanctification as advancing 

justification by works; instead, he affirms that it is the only path for believers to grow in 

holiness and thus prepare them to partake in eternal glory. 

Taylor fortifies his argument against the Antinomian premise by pointing out the 

absurdity of its conclusion. In response to the Antinomian accusation that all preachers who 

exhort believers to attend to the duties of sanctification are legal and lewd preachers, Taylor 

argues that Christ and the Apostles would not have escaped this label, because they have also 

exhorted believers to keep the Law of God for their sanctification: 

Are we lewd Preachers for urging the Law upon men? then why were not 
Christ & his Apostles so, in pressing on beleevers the obedience of the law? 
Yea to the law more strictly expounded than by the Scribes and Pharises? And 
in urging on them a righteousnes exceeding the righteousnesse of the Scribes 
and Phraises: which was not an imputed righteousnesse of faith for 
justification before God, but a righteousnesse of sanctification in their persons 
performed through grace by themselves.105 

When Christ and His apostles commanded believers to keep the Law of God in a manner that 

surpasses both the Pharisees and the Scribe who were known for their scrupulous Law-

keeping, Taylor indicates that Christ and the apostles were not exhorting believers to secure a 

righteous standing before God through perfect obedience to the Moral Law; rather, believers 

were exhorted to pursue growth in holiness and righteousness through Law-keeping. He 

asserts that faithful preachers of sanctification are simply following in the footsteps of Christ 

and His Apostles, and thus they are neither legal nor lewd preachers who lead men away 

from ‘the grace of the Gospell’ onto the road to hell.106 Hence, Taylor counters that he and 

like-minded individuals are preaching ‘a Christian righteousnesse of sanctification wrought 

by the spirit of holinesse; of which holy obedience are many other uses (which they are loath 

to see) besides the justifying of their persons in the sight of God.’107 This refutes the 

Antinomian charge of legalism while confirming the importance that Taylor places on Law-

keeping with regards to the sanctification of believers. Given their consensus on the necessity 

for believers to keep the Moral Law, it is unsurprising that Rutherford shares Taylor’s clear 

emphasis on believers’ Law-keeping as the essential instrument for their sanctification.  

Like Taylor, Burton observes that the Antinomians decry believers’ duty to keep the 

Law, but he points out that they do not argue against believers’ ability to fulfil the 

stipulations of the Law. Burton elucidates that the Antinomians claim free justification brings 
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about an intrinsic change in the believer and infuses him with a love for God, thus producing 

in the believer the desire to do God’s will: 

this true fayth of free iustification doth infallibly inflame the heart with true 
loue, Gal.5.6. which makes the true beleeuer to breake off from, and mortifie 
his former corrupt and profane conuersation, and brings forth a declaratiue 
obedience, and redinesse to euery good worke, and a free and cherefull 
walking in Gods will and commandements declaratiuely to manward, which is 
true sanctification.108  

Propelled by his love for God, the believer will abstain from former sins and seek every 

opportunity to obey God, which is true sanctification, the fruit of free justification. Burton 

agrees with his opponents that justification brings about true sanctification: ‘For what 

Protestant Church, or what one sound Protestant of our church doth not teach, or beleeue, that 

that most noble and diuine Lady grace of true sauing and liuing fayth, doth infallibly (to vse 

his owne word) inflame the heart with loue, … which is true sanctification. Herein we all 

agree.’109 In spite of this concurrence, Burton notes that the Antinomians considers their faith 

to be ‘the truly liuely iustifiying faith,’ while the faith of those in the opposite camp have 

been labelled as a ‘blind zealous dead faith,’ because Burton and his companions insist on the 

necessity for believers to obey the Law of God.110 Burton asserts that the Antinomians are 

adamant that a truly lively faith ‘hath no neede of the Morall Law to bee a rule vnto it in 

point of conuersation, or in the workes of sanctification; otherwise neyther is it the true liuely 

fayth, nor this the true sanctification.’111 In other words, the Antinomians construe true faith 

and consequent sanctification as entities that are independent of God’s Law, such that they 

consider all who advocate for the necessary obedience of God’s Law as part of believers’ 

sanctification to have fallen into error. Thus, Burton argues that the Antinomians will not 

hesitate to label a person as preaching a dead faith if they discover that this individual asserts 

the Moral Law is a rule of life for believers. 

Burton concurs with the Antinomians that ‘true liuely fayth is no other, but that which 

the scriptures teach and allow for the true liuely fayth,’ but he points out that the Scriptures 

teach and allow ‘the Morall Law of God as a rule of Christian conuersation, and 

sanctification, acknowledging the conformity thereunto as a duty which God requireth of 

euery true beleeuer: according to that, Luk.1.74.75.’112 For him, Law-keeping and 
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sanctification are interwoven and must not be separated. This is an outright rejection of the 

Antinomian claim that attendance to the duties of sanctification as spelt out in the Law of 

God constitutes legalism. If the Antinomians were right that preaching obedience to God’s 

Law is tantamount to preaching a dead faith, this implies Jesus Christ has to be numbered 

among such company for His preaching, because 

our Master Christ in his diuine sermon vpon the Mount, expoundeth to his 
disciples, and all faythfull hearers, and doth as it were giue them a 
Commentary vpon the Morall law, which the same Christ deliuered to Moses 
in the Mount; which hee sets before his scholars as a rule of the duties of 
sanctification, and Christian conuersation, in which their righteousnesse they 
must exceede the righteousnesse of the Scribes and Pharisees, otherwise they 
could not enter into the Kingdome of Heauen.113  

Burton has shown that the Antinomian rejection of Law-keeping in relation to sanctification 

is at odds with Christ’s teaching that affirms the necessity of Law-keeping to believers’ 

sanctification. This mirrors Taylor’s argument against the Antinomians on the same point, 

which puts Burton on the same page as Rutherford on the necessity for believers to obey the 

Moral Law as part of their sanctification. 

 

The Holy Spirit alone enables believers to lead a godly life 

Even though Burton and Taylor unanimously charged the Antinomians with rejecting 

sanctification, the former acknowledged that his opponents argue for a form of sanctification 

in believers’ lives, whereas the latter did not. Burton identifies the Antinomian belief that 

believers possess a perfect faith as a major contributing factor to their view of an ongoing 

sanctification that dissociates believers from the obligation to keep the Moral Law: 

his fayth is so liuely, active, vigorous, and potent, perfect, and compleat, that 
of it selfe it produceth all the fruites of sanctification, without hauing any 
thing to doe with the word of God, especially the morall law, as a rule of our 
actions, or as a glasse of our imperfections: … [while] our fayth at the best 
estate during this life, is not so perfect, and euery way compleat, but as a 
lampe it needeth the continuall supply of the holy oyle of Gods spirit of grace, 
to cause it to flame forth the more in the workes of sanctification.114 

He conceives the Antinomian faith as having the self-capacity to bring forth fruits of 

sanctification in believers without the aid of the Word of God in general and the Moral Law 

in particular; this effectively renders the Word of God useless in the lives of believers, 

because their faith alone is sufficient to enable them to lead a godly life. Burton adds that the 

Antinomians perceive the Holy Spirit alone to be the sufficient guide for godly living: ‘Yea 
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comming sometimes to contest with mee, and to charge mee for preaching the dead fayth, 

himselfe did vtter so much to mee by word of mouth, that after a man is once inlightned by 

fayth, the spirit guides him, so as he hath no need of the word, or of the Morall law for a rule 

to direct him.’115 Although this expression was not found in the writings of the representative 

Antinomian figures examined, Towne expresses a view that is close to it: he asserts that 

sanctification is solely the work of the Holy Spirit in renewing believers, which excludes 

their active participation.116 In contrast, Burton asserts that the faith of believers will always 

remain in an imperfect state, such that they are ever in need of God’s sustaining grace to 

enable them to continue in the good works that God has commanded. 

Expounding on 2 Cor. 3:8, Burton affirms that believers grow in grace and glory 

degree by degree until they enter into eternal glory: ‘though the state of grace bee a glorious 

estate, as being an initiation of glory, being begun here in the soule; yet wee goe from one 

degree of glory and grace vnto another, and neu aerttaine to full perfection, till this mortall 

shall put on immorality, and this corruption shall put on incorruption [1 Cor . 15].’117 In other 

words, believers will experience ongoing sanctification in their daily lives, with the Law of 

God as their only rule of life, which also serves as a mirror to reveal their imperfections. The 

Moral Law of God, as contained in the Old and New Testament, serves to ‘frame [the] 

thoughts, words, and workes’ of believers, and through the revealing of imperfections bid 

believers to repent of their sins by ‘[washing] in the fountaine of Christ blood, and may make 

straight pathes vnto [their] feete, … that it bee healed.’118 Therefore, believers need the Law 

of God to be an ever present guide and mirror throughout life’s journey. However, believers 

may be comforted that ‘the state of grace is in a perpetuall growth here, … The path of the 

righteous being a perpetuall progresse, like to the morning light, shining more and more unto 

the perfect day: Prou.4..18.’119 Evidently, Burton affirms that sanctification is a lifelong 

process that is grounded upon the Word of God, with the Moral Law functioning as 

believers’ rule and guide. This sets Burton apart from the Antinomians whom he perceived 

has casted God’s Word aside and replaced obedience to God’s Word with a lifelong 

obedience to the prompting of the Holy Spirit alone, as if the Holy Spirit works in believers 

apart from the Word. Therefore, while Burton recognises that the Antinomians affirm an 
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ongoing sanctification in believers, he also firmly charges them with rejecting sanctification 

for believers. 

 

Sanctification is manward, not Godward 

Burton also observes that the Antinomians assert true sanctification is ‘walking in 

Gods will and commandements declaratiuely to manward.’120 As a result, Burton charges his 

opponents with making sanctification a matter that concerns man alone but is devoid of godly 

significance: ‘This declaratiuely to manward excludes all duty to Godward… For all 

obedience in conuersation is declaratiue: and all declaratiue is manward. So as all this mans 

obedience is to manward, in poynt of declaration, but none to Godward in poynt of duty.’121 

From his opponents’ assertion that bounds sanctification to the horizontal dimension (man to 

man), Burton logically concludes that they have ruled out the vertical dimension (man to 

God); by implication, believers engage in sanctification not because they have a moral 

responsibility to God to do so, but solely because of their moral responsibility towards their 

fellow men.122 There are three important points to be drawn from this particular assertion 

concerning the Antinomian view of sanctification: (1) the Antinomians assert that true 

sanctification is an outward declaration by believers to fellow men to tell them of the work 

that God has done in their lives; (2) since this horizontal declaration is a continuing work in 

the lives of believers, the Antinomians must affirm that sanctification is an ongoing process, 

a lifelong work; and (3) although the Antinomians reject Law-keeping, they affirm the 

necessity for believers to obey God’s will and His commandments towards their fellow men. 

But what are these commandments that the Antinomians insist upon as necessary for 

sanctification? As shown in the previous chapter on believers’ relationship to the Law of 

God, Crisp argues that the Mosaic Law continues to exercise authority over believers and 

demands their obedience, contrary to his companions’ unified rejection of believers’ 

continual obedience to the Mosaic Law.123 Likewise, it has been demonstrated that Saltmarsh 

argues for believers’ obedience to the Gospel Law in the place of the Mosaic Law, but he is 

essentially placing believers under the same set of obligations as the latter because he 

believes that the Gospel Law encompasses the Mosaic Law.124 However, the views of Eaton 
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and Towne will be clarified at a later stage of this chapter when their works are examined to 

establish their views on believers’ sanctification.125 

At this juncture, it is significant to note that Burton’s current observation contradicts 

his initial charge that the Antinomians reject sanctification, for his opponents clearly affirm 

an ongoing sanctification although it has been restricted to the horizontal plane. It may be 

inferred that Burton’s initial charge arises out of the centrality of obeying the Moral Law in 

his concept of sanctification, such that any denial of the necessity of Law-keeping for 

believers is tantamount to rejecting the notion of sanctification. While this is understandable, 

it is an inaccurate portrayal of his opponents’ view on sanctification. Burton could have 

stated that his Antinomian adversaries affirm sanctification, but they have erred in insisting 

on a form of ongoing sanctification that eliminates the necessity for believers to keep the 

Moral Law; this would have provided his readers with a clearer understanding of the view 

espoused by his opponents and the crucial difference between their perspective and his. 

Like Burton, Taylor and Rutherford also charge the Antinomians with denying 

sanctification on the grounds that they reject believers’ duty to keep the Moral Law, but they 

share the common oversight of failing to notice that their opponents espouse a varied form of 

ongoing sanctification for believers. This reveals that Burton had a clearer perspective of the 

generic Antinomian view on sanctification in comparison to Taylor and Rutherford. If 

Rutherford had read Burton’s treatise which was published more than a decade before his 

own works, he would have been confronted with the fact that the Antinomians affirm 

believers’ sanctification as an ongoing process and thus be prompted to engage more 

precisely and effectively with his opponents; but as has been shown in Chapter 2, Rutherford 

had not read Burton’s treatise against Antinomianism, which left him blinded to the true 

doctrinal stance held by his opponents.126 Nevertheless, it will be demonstrated in subsequent 

discussions that it is not the affirmation or denial of an ongoing sanctification that separates 

Rutherford from his Antinomian counterparts, but their respective views on its constituents. 

 

Mortification of sin 

Taylor asserts that mortification is an essential component of sanctification, which he 

describes as the second degree of sanctification that can be attained in this life: ‘The Second 

degree is the burial of the body of sinne, which is a further proceeding in mortification, as 
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burial is a proceeding of death, and a consumption of the dead body not all at once; but by 

little, and little. So mortification is not an act of a day, but of the life.’127 Mortification is 

necessary because there is indwelling sin in believers that remains all their lives.128 Using the 

illustration of death and burial, Taylor asserts that the mortification of ‘the body of sin’ works 

in the same manner as decomposition comes upon a corpse; it is a gradual process. Since 

indwelling sin in believer is lifelong, therefore the act of killing sin is a lifelong duty. Taylor 

points out that the Antinomians erred in scorning mortification, but he did not elaborate on 

their error, except for these few words: ‘They deride and flout the exercise of repentance and 

mortification, and upbraid such as walke humbly before God.’129 In addition, his rebuttal that 

the Antinomians do not endure ‘the paines of mortification’ further attests to his belief that 

his opponents had committed a grave error in their view of mortification.130 Although 

Taylor’s discourse on mortification is brief in comparison to Rutherford’s, they share a key 

similarity: mortification is discussed under the heading of sanctification, and not under the 

doctrine of repentance. Robert Rollock, a prominent Scottish theologian who preceded 

Rutherford, observes that the term ‘mortification’ has been commonly placed under the 

doctrine of repentance, to which he disagrees and expresses that it is more appropriately 

categorised under the doctrine of sanctification.131 As stated in Chapter 3, Rutherford was 

well acquainted with Taylor’s treatise against Antinomianism, which he defended at length 

against the charges of the Antinomian Robert Towne.132 While it is plausible that Taylor’s 

work has shaped Rutherford’s discussion of mortification as a part of sanctification, 

Rollock’s impact on Rutherford’s view of mortification cannot be ruled out given his 

prominence within the Scottish theological scene; hence, it may be inferred that Rutherford 

appropriated his view of mortification as part of sanctification from both men, even though 

the degree of influence is inconclusive. However, it is noteworthy that Rutherford advanced 

Taylor’s discussion on mortification when he sets forth elaborate arguments to elucidate and 

establish what mortification truly is in his refutation of the Antinomian view of mortification. 
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 The Major Contentions Raised by the Second Wave of Respondents (1640s) 

Believers do not need to be troubled by their sins 

Gataker charges the Antinomians with misleading believers on the road of 

sanctification with their twofold claim that believers ought not to be troubled by the sins that 

they observe in their lives because God does not see their sins and they are not required to 

humble and repent whenever they sin against God.133 He is concerned that this will breed a 

nonchalant attitude towards sinning in the hearts of believers and cause them to end up in a 

wretched spiritual condition, because the Antinomian claim effectively removes ‘one main 

means of restraint from sinne.’ as well as ‘one main ground of sincere repentance.’134 This is 

the opposite of pursuing and growing in holiness. To counter the Antinomian position, 

Gataker cites Romans 6:1 to prove that the Apostle Paul rejects the notion that it is fine for 

believers to neglect and indulge in their sins: ‘Shall we sin then the more, that grace may 

abound? with detestation he rejecteth it, and with an absit answereth it, God forbid; as if he 

should say, Far be it from any Christian heart to entertain the least thought looking that 

way.’135 In other words, justified persons must be sensitive to sin and abstain from sinning in 

their pursuit of holiness. Gataker reaffirms believers’ obligation to pursue holiness when he 

states that believers are ‘debtors (we stand obliged and bound to it as a du [sic] debt; if we 

ever look to be save) not to live after the flesh; but… to live after the Spirit.’136 

 

Christ mortified sins for believers  

Besides affirming the necessity of pursuing holiness, Gataker also recognises the 

importance of mortification as part of sanctification. Responding to Saltmarsh’s assertions 

that ‘Christ hath repented perfectly, … he hath mortified sin perfectly… that our repentance 

is tru in him, who hath repented for us; … our mortification tru in him, through whom we are 

more than conqerours,’ Gataker repudiates them as ‘groundless assertions’ that have no 

Scriptural basis,137 because he thinks Saltmarsh is teaching that Christ has repented and 

mortified sin on behalf of believers, thus absolving them from the responsibilities to perform 

these duties of sanctification.138 Gataker rejects that Christ mortified sin for believers, 

insisting instead that Christ mortified sin in believers: ‘For where findeth he in the whole 
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book of God… that he mortified sin, not in us, but for us, in himself.’139 In other words, 

Christ did not mortify sin on behalf of believers, such that they are now relieved from this 

duty because Christ has fulfilled it for them; rather, by his death on the cross, Christ laid 

down an example for believers to mortify sin, just as His obedience to God did not absolve 

believers from their obligation to obey God but directs them to do the same.140 It may be 

inferred that Gataker considers the mortification of sin to be an essential duty which believers 

must attend to in order that they may grow in holiness. Hence, mortification is an essential 

component of sanctification for believers. However, as demonstrated in prior discussion, in 

the textual portion that was quoted by Gataker, Saltmarsh was not asserting that Christ has 

completed mortification for believers in the subjective sense, but he was simply expounding 

on definitive mortification.141 Saltmarsh’s concurrent affirmation of progressive mortification 

closely mirrors Gataker’s assertion of the same,142 which dispels the latter’s specific charge 

against him, just as it has refuted Rutherford’s similar allegation. 

 

Works of sanctification is an inferior means for gaining assurance 

Gataker also charges the Antinomians with building ‘assurance of sound peace’ on 

‘unsound and sandy grounds,’143 because they perceive that works of sanctification are a poor 

and unfitting means of gaining assurance of justification. He shows that Saltmarsh thinks 

looking to works of sanctification for assurance is ‘but a broken work, a narrow, a weake, a 

puzling, a perplexing, a distracting, a gros, a carnal way.’144 He duly notes that Saltmarsh still 

grants it as a possible means for believers to grow in assurance of faith, but he points out that 

Saltmarsh calls the examination of works of sanctification ‘a lower motive, and more carnally 

mixed and uncertain way of perswasion and assurance of justification,’145 as well as that 

which ‘can give but a mixed act of assurance at the best, being of a mixed nature of flesh and 

spirit.’146 Gataker’s contention against Saltmarsh lies in the latter’s low view of the works of 

sanctification as a worthy means of assuring believers of their faith, as this will inevitably 

discourage believers from looking to the works of sanctification in their lives as a legitimate 

means of assurance that they are justified in Christ. This is confirmed by Saltmarsh’s 
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exhortation for believers to turn away from the works of sanctification and look to ‘Christ in 

the Word and Promise to beleeve in for assurance.’147 Gataker considers Saltmarsh’s 

argument against looking to works of sanctification as lacking biblical support, because the 

Scriptures joins sanctification and justification in an inseparable manner, such that the 

presence of one implies the necessary presence of the other:  

Where I wil not stand to pres those places, where Christ is said to be made 
unto us as wel sanctification, as righeousnes and redemption. And where those 
that are washed by him, are said to be as wel sanctified and justified. … Yea if 
God in his word have so linked these together, what guilt incur they that seek 
to divorce them, and bear men in hand, that they may have the one, tho they 
have not the other?148  

Since sanctification and justification are intricately bound together, when justified persons 

examine the works of sanctification in their lives, they ought to be encouraged and assured of 

their justification in Christ. However, Gataker’s lack of further elaboration on how 

sanctification may evince justification leaves him vulnerable to the charge of oversimplifying 

the relationship between sanctification and justification, especially in light of Saltmarsh’s 

claim that sanctification ‘can give but a mixed act of assurance at the best, being of a mixed 

nature of flesh and spirit.’149 Saltmarsh asserts that sanctification does not infallibly evince 

justification because believers works of sanctification is a mixture of ‘spiritually carnal works 

of our obedience and holinese.’150 It is evident that Gataker’s response against Saltmarsh 

failed to take into account the possibility that believers may engage in works of sanctification 

out of unwholesome motives, which may threaten to obscure their justification instead of 

evidencing it. Rutherford shares a similar concern for the doctrine of assurance when he 

expressed his disagreement with the Antinomians for claiming that sanctification obscures 

justification; however he went into much greater detail on this subject than Gataker did, 

elucidating with depth and clarity on how believers may gain assurance of their justification 

from their sanctification.151 Notably, the responses of Gataker and Rutherford on this 

particular subject were both directed specifically against the works of Saltmarsh; Saltmarsh 

was the only Antinomian writer examined to pick up on this subject, which was 

conspicuously absent from the works of Eaton, Towne and Crisp. It may be inferred that 

there was a doctrinal development within English Antinomianism, which led to a similar 
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development in the opposite camp as exemplified by the counter-response of Rutherford and 

Gataker. In other words, the development of Rutherford’s doctrine of sanctification was 

closely shaped by corresponding developments within Antinomian theology. 

 

Believers are freed from the necessity of doing good works 

Burgess’ contention that the Antinomians reject sanctification rests upon the primary 

charge that his opponents reject the necessity for believers to attend to good works. He 

considers good works as the essential means by which believers engage in sanctification; 

thus, the rejection of the former implies a rejection of the latter. For Burgess, the Moral Law 

is the crucial link between believers’ good works and their sanctification. He regards Law-

keeping as key to believers’ pursuit of holiness, for ‘the sanctification and holinesse that is 

required of the beleever, … is nothing but conformity to the Law.’152 In addition, he makes 

the Moral Law the standard by which good works are measured. This is confirmed by 

Burgess’ clarification that he does not intend to discuss ‘the whole doctrine of Sanctification 

or new obedience [in this treatise],’ but he will set forth ‘how good works of the Law done by 

grace, and justification of the Gospel, may stand together.’153 Since sanctification is 

conformity to the Moral Law and good works are measured by the same Moral Law, it may 

be duly inferred that believers engage in sanctification through the performance of good 

works. Thus, Burgess considers the Antinomian rejection of believers’ necessity to perform 

good works to be a clear rejection of believers’ sanctification. Nevertheless, it is necessary to 

delve deeper into Burgess’ view of good works to furnish the context for examining the 

veracity of his charge against English Antinomianism. 

Burgess defines good works as ‘the graces of Gods Spirit in [believers], and the 

actions flowing from them.’154 There are four qualifiers of good works (which Burgess also 

refers to as godly works), ‘1. It must be commanded by God, 2. It must be wrought in 

[believers] by the Spirit of God. … 3. It must flow from an inward principle of grace, or a 

supernaturall being in the soule, whereby a man is a new creature. 4. The end must be Gods 

glory.’155 It is evident that good works can only be performed by justified persons, because 

only a new creature can do them, such that even if an unregenerate person were to perform 
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the same deeds, ‘his praiers, and services are sinnes.’156 However, believers do so not by their 

own might but by the gracious working of the Holy Spirit in their lives. Thus, Burgess argues 

that it is necessary for believers to attend to good works and he gives a list of reasons to urge 

believers unto it.157 First, Christ makes them God’s people and puts in them a desire to do 

good works when He frees believers from the guilt of sin and sanctifies them from its filth.158 

Since Christ has accomplished this transformative work in believers, therefore it is their duty 

to live in accordance with their new status. Second, God has ordained the pursuit of holiness 

as the way to salvation.159 Although performing good works is never the meritorious cause 

for procuring salvation, yet it pleases God that believers engage in them as they journey 

towards heaven, thus they must attend to good works. Besides engaging the matter from a 

divine perspective, Burgess also points out the benefits that the believers will experience 

when they do good works. For example, citing 2 Peter 1:10, Burgess asserts that good works 

makes believers sure of their election, such that they will not fall permanently away from the 

faith, and they ‘shall be abundantly ministred into heaven.’160 His conviction on believers’ 

obligation to good works is duly encapsulated in his assertion that it is ‘so perpetual and 

necessary, that no covenant of grace can abolish it.’161 In other words, it is the permanent 

duty of all believers to do good works and thus pursue holiness. This is a lifelong pursuit that 

will cease only when believers enter into eternal glory, where they will then enjoy ‘perfect 

inherent holinesse.’162 Therefore, it is the duty of every justified person, while they are alive, 

to pursue sanctification through the performance of good works according to the Moral Law. 

Burgess sums up by urging his believers to ‘[f]ollow holinesse as earnestly, as if thou hadst 

nothing to help thee but that; and yet rely upon Christs merits as fully, as if thou hadst no 

holinesse at all.’163 Evidently, Burgess sees sanctification and justification as interwoven 

doctrines that must not be separated. From Burgess’ arguments as well as the implications 

that arise out of them, it is clear that he affirms the doctrine of progressive sanctification and 

the centrality of good works to believers’ pursuit of holiness. 
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Burgess identifies ‘mind[ing] onely the promissory part of the Scripture, and doe 

stand very little upon the mandatory part’ as one of the major factors contributing to the 

Antinomian rejection of believers’ obligation to do good works and hence sanctification.164 

Burgess charges his opponents with citing only those portions of the Scriptures that appear to 

favour their stance, such as those that carry promises, e.g. ‘Christ came to save that which 

was lost’ and ‘Hee hath laid on him the iniquities of us all,’ and intentionally neglecting those 

that weigh against their viewpoint, such as the commandments given to believers, e.g. ‘Make 

your calling and election sure. Work out your salvation with feare and trembling,’ to the end 

of ‘deny[ing] the presence of [good works] in time’ in justified persons even though ‘all 

Scripture is given for our use.’165 Burgess cites Crisp’s exposition of the Apostle Paul’s 

words as evidence of the Antinomian position on good works: 

Therefore we conclude, a man is justified without the deeds of the Law: Here 
(saith he) the Apostle doth not onely exclude works from having any power 
operative to concurre in the laying iniquities upon Christ, but excludes all 
manner of workes men can doe, to be present and existent in persons, when 
God doth justifie them.166 

Although Burgess did not provide any source reference for this quotation, his reference to 

‘the Authour’ shows that he has cited from Crisp’s publications, because Crisp was the 

primary Antinomian reference point in this section of his argument.167 However, a thorough 

search through Crisp’s published works reveals that the above quotation was nowhere to be 

found. In his treatise published in 1654, Towne concurs that Burgess’ charge was unfounded: 

‘Your charge is heavie, but I find no evidence or proof. What, doth he deny the presence of 

good works in the person justified, or after his justification? did he not grant, and say, that 

they are our business and impolyment in the way?’168 Even if Burgess’ quotation is credited 

as Crisp’s words, a careful reading of it shows that the latter was simply denying justification 

by works, but Burgess interprets his words as denying that there can be good works in 

believers once they have been justified. Thus, the evidence offered by Burgess fails to 

support his allegation that the Antinomians deny believers’ obligation to perform good 

works. 
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Burgess also contends against the Antinomians for ‘denying [good works] to be a way 

to heaven.’169 He acknowledges that Christ is the way to heaven, yet he maintains that good 

works is a way to heaven too. At first glance, it may seem as though Burgess is advocating 

some form of salvation by works with his emphasis on good works as a means for entry into 

heaven, however he clarifies that ‘[good works] are not a way in that sense that Christ is 

called a Way, no more than spirituall life of a Christian is life in that sense Christ stileth 

himself Life.’170 To avoid any misconception that may arise from his usage of the phrase ‘a 

way to heaven’ to describe Christ as well as the performance of good works, Burgess 

elucidates that doing good works in obedience to God is ‘not causa’ but ‘via ad regnum;’171 

this means that even though obedience is not the cause that enables believers to enter heaven, 

nonetheless it is the pathway by which believers tread on to get to heaven. Thus, the 

description of good works as a way to heaven is to be understood in a metaphorical sense, 

and this use of metaphor is justified because it is common in Scripture.172 Therefore, 

believers must attend to good works. This reaffirms Burgess’ view of good works as an 

essential part of believers’ sanctification, which plausibly reinforced his perception that the 

Antinomians reject believers’ obligation to perform good works and consequentially 

sanctification. 

However, contrary to Burgess’ assessment of Antinomianism, Towne affirms both 

believers’ inevitability to do good works as well as the sanctification of believers. He asserts 

that believers are able to do good works because they have been set apart as belonging to God 

through the sanctifying work that the Holy Spirit has accomplished in them: ‘works are 

necessarily present in the justified (because the justified by Faith, are also sanctified by the 

Spirit) but not as a cause or joynt cause efficient deserving or furthering salvation, but as a 

necessarie benefit annexed to Justification as a fruit of Faith.’173 While Towne appears to 

resemble Burgess with his assertion that good works make no contribution towards a person’s 

salvation and have thus been given for the good of believers, yet his construing of 

sanctification as the sole working of the Holy Spirit in believers as opposed to the active duty 

required of believers sets him apart from Burgess.174 In response to the objection ‘But we are 

commanded to do good works,’ Towne reaffirms that it is necessary for believers to do good 
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works, because they are to imitate their heavenly Father ‘in love and mercifulnesse,’ and not 

out of a fear that the failure to do so will jeopardise their status as the adopted children of 

God.175  He emphasises that the performance of good works must not be construed as a 

means by which believers may secure their salvation, because ‘being Children, the 

inheritance is ours, and that God doth not cut, or cast off his owne accepted, and adopted sons 

because of after-undutifulnesse.’176 Hence, believers should not be driven by slavish fear to 

do good works, but are to do so by virtue of their status as God’s children. However, how are 

believers to discern what are the good works expected of them and if they have duly done so, 

or how they ought to imitate God the Father? What is the standard by which they determine 

and evaluate their good works? Towne gives a hint of what he might have had in mind when 

he states that ‘[t]he Lord doth not by commanding give either power or disposition to be 

such.’177 This is part of his response affirming the necessity for believers to do good works, 

thus it may be inferred that good works consist at least in part in obeying the commands of 

the Lord Jesus Christ. However, this is all that may be ascertained from Towne’s treatise 

concerning the standard by which believers may conform to as they seek to perform good 

works and imitate God the Father. He appears to assume that his readers have a clear 

understanding of the standard that he has merely alluded to but did not discourse on, making 

it implausible to accurately reconstruct his view on this matter. Therefore, it is unclear what 

standard Towne holds to for determining and evaluating the good works that believers ought 

to engage in.  

Nevertheless, thus far, it has been shown that Towne neither rejects the necessity for 

believers to do good works, nor does he reject sanctification for believers, contrary to 

Burgess’ charge against Antinomianism; this exposes a significant weakness in the latter’s 

argument against his Antinomian opponents. However, Towne’s view on the relationship 

between good works and sanctification differs markedly from Burgess: Towne maintains that 

good works spring from sanctification, and so it is not a part of believers’ sanctification; 

whereas Burgess asserts that good works are performed by believers as part of their 

sanctification, such that they will grow in holiness through the doing of good works. 

Furthermore, they differ on the standard for measuring good works: Towne does not furnish a 

clear standard for the performance of good works, but Burgess maintains that the Moral Law 

is the unmistakeable yardstick that determines and evaluates the good works that believers 
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are to perform. These differences between Towne and Burgess also sets the former apart from 

Rutherford who shares the latter’s doctrinal stance on the essential role of keeping the Moral 

Law to believers’ sanctification. 

 

Continuities and Discontinuities between Rutherford and his Companions 

Rutherford and the First Wave of Respondents (1630s) 

Taylor and Burton unanimously charged the English Antinomians with rejecting 

sanctification for believers, and Rutherford perpetuated the same charge when his works were 

published a decade later; their common allegation was based on the Antinomian insistence 

that believers have been freed from obeying the Moral Law as a rule of life. Rutherford 

argues against Antinomianism along the same lines as Taylor and he readily agrees with the 

latter’s convictions on believers’ sanctification. However, Rutherford delves deeper in his 

discourses on the differences between justification and sanctification, as well as the 

intricacies of their inter-relationship, and also on the nature of mortification. This has 

certainly enriched Taylor’s arguments against Antinomianism and carried the ongoing 

conversation with the English Antinomians deeper into the realm of sanctification. In so 

doing, Rutherford has also enlarged the conversation with the Antinomians beyond the scope 

that Burton had engaged in, especially with his emphasis on sanctification as a legitimate 

means of evincing justification, and his elaboration on how mortification is an essential 

component of sanctification and what it entails for believers. Unlike Rutherford, Burton 

mentioned mortification just once in his work where he refuted his Antinomian adversary’s 

accusation that he and other opponents of the Antinomians were propagating a dead faith 

with their emphasis on the necessity to obey God’s Law, wherein he asserts that he agrees 

with his adversary that grace will engender a living faith in believers and bring them to 

mortify their former sins.178 Hence, it may be concluded that Rutherford’s arguments 

advanced beyond the arguments of the first wave of respondents (1630s), moving deeper into 

the realm of sanctification as he responded to the ongoing Antinomian Controversy in 

England. 

 

Rutherford and the Second Wave of Respondents (1640s) 

While Rutherford concurs with Gataker on the necessity for believers to pursue and 

grow in holiness, he offers a more detailed discussion on the relationship between 

 
178 Burton, The Law and the Gospell Reconciled, 19 (pagination error). 
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sanctification and justification, especially on how sanctification evinces justification, as well 

as the significance of mortification. In comparison with Rutherford’s treatment of the 

doctrine of sanctification, Gataker’s discussion on sanctification is relatively brief; this may 

be traced to the nature of his published works. Gataker’s first published work against 

Antinomianism, Gods Eye on His Israel (1644), was focused on demonstrating that the 

Antinomians have erred in their interpretation of Numbers 23:21 as a proof text that God sees 

no sin in the justified, and his subsequent works against Antinomianism were rejoinders 

issued against his opponents who were responding to the first treatise. Hence, Gataker did not 

enter into elaborate discussions on the doctrine of sanctification; he merely broaches this 

topic at relevant junctures. Rutherford, on the other hand, delved deep into the realm of 

sanctification as he interacted with the English Antinomians, because he was determined to 

set forth the errors of Antinomianism in their full array. Nevertheless, just like Gataker, 

Rutherford did not tackle specific issues such as what happens when believers engage in 

works of sanctification with a sinful motive, and hence whether these works of sanctification 

continue to evidence justification. Although the omission of such details leaves Rutherford in 

the same vulnerable position as Gataker to be accused of oversimplifying how sanctification 

evinces justification, yet it may be concluded that Rutherford contributed immensely to the 

ongoing conversation with the English Antinomians by navigating deeper into the uncharted 

territories of sanctification. 

Both Rutherford and Burgess concur that sanctification is the pursuit of holiness and 

believers’ obedience to the Moral Law is crucial for their sanctification. Rutherford 

discourses more broadly on the sanctification of believers in his works in comparison to 

Burgess, but he did not cover sanctification from the perspective of good works as Burgess 

has done, which is a unique contribution by Burgess to the ongoing Antinomian Controversy. 

Burgess’ arguments against Antinomians centres on his opponents’ rejection of good works, 

whereas Rutherford built his arguments around believers’ responsibility to keep the Moral 

Law and its implications, which eventually led him to probe into the theme of mortification 

as an essential aspect of sanctification. From the differences in approach and focus, it may be 

inferred that Rutherford did not use Burgess’ work for the development of his doctrine of 

sanctification in his published works against Antinomianism. In light of the shared doctrinal 

premises held by both individuals, as well as the breadth and depth of Rutherford’s 

discussions on the doctrine of sanctification, it may be duly concluded that his argument 

advanced on Burgess’ argument against the Antinomians, which directed the ongoing 

conversation with the English Antinomians deeper into the realm of sanctification. 



 202 

 

Section summary 

Thus far, it is has been demonstrated that Rutherford shares the basic premises of 

Burton, Taylor, Gataker and Burgess on the doctrine of sanctification; they concur that (1) 

sanctification is the pursuit of holiness, and (2) keeping the Moral Law is essential to 

believers’ sanctification. It may be inferred that these men, like Rutherford, espouse the 

Reformed theological concept of progressive sanctification even though they did not employ 

the specific terminology in their respective treatises. In addition, it has been shown that 

Rutherford’s argument advanced the arguments that his peers and predecessors have raised 

against the English Antinomians and was more comprehensive in his discussion, adding 

breadth and depth to the ongoing conversation with their joint opponents, by elucidating the 

relationship between sanctification and justification, as well as maintaining mortification to 

be a vital feature of believers’ sanctification.179 Furthermore, it has been established that 

Rutherford and his companions from the 1630s as well as the 1640s share the common 

perception that their Antinomian opponents reject progressive sanctification for believers, 

with Burton being the only exception who noted that the English Antinomians affirm some 

form of ongoing sanctification for believers even though he too charges them with rejecting 

sanctification. It is evident that there is a prevailing perception within Rutherford’s camp on 

the Antinomian view of the doctrine of sanctification. However, Burton’s observation that 

Antinomian sanctification encompasses an ongoing aspect reveals that Rutherford and his 

companions have failed to give an accurate portrayal of the Antinomian doctrine of 

sanctification. Therefore, the next unit of this chapter shall proceed to account for this 

element of ongoing sanctification within Antinomian theology and demonstrate that there 

remain genuine differences between the views of Rutherford and the English Antinomians on 

the doctrine of sanctification even though Rutherford has clearly misunderstood and 

misrepresented their view. 

 

The Antinomian Perspectives 

This section will examine the doctrine of sanctification espoused by John Eaton, 

Robert Towne, Tobias Crisp and John Saltmarsh, in order to demonstrate that (1) the English 

Antinomians espouse a clear distinction between sanctification and justification, (2) they 

unanimously affirm sanctification for believers, as opposed to Rutherford’s allegations, (3) 

 
179 See page 200ff. 
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they do not think that sanctification obscures justification, and (4) they affirm that it is 

necessary for believers to engage in mortification of sin. Nevertheless, in the course of 

discussion, it will be established that there are genuine and irreconcilable differences between 

Rutherford and his opponents in their respective views on sanctification for believers; it will 

also be shown that their differences in opinions on (1) believers’ relationship to sin, and (2) 

believers’ relationship to the Law have a major impact upon their respective views on 

believers’ relationship to sanctification, culminating in divergent doctrines of sanctification. 

 

A Clear Demarcation between Sanctification and Justification 

John Eaton 

According to Eaton, when believers are justified, they are not merely declared as 

righteous in a judicial sense, rather they have been made ‘truly and in very realnesse… just 

and righteous’ before God through the ‘imputation of [Christ’s] righteousnesse.’180 As a 

result, believers’ sins have been completely abolished and they have become perfectly 

righteous in God’s sight; in other words, God no longer regards them as sinners. Eaton’s 

stance on justification differs markedly from Rutherford’s, for the former rejects the latter’s 

definition that justification is solely forensic with his insistence that believers have been 

made perfectly holy and righteous by justification.181 Notably, Eaton did not employ the 

Roman Catholic language of infusion when he asserted that believers have been made 

perfectly righteous in God’s sight; instead, he insisted that this perfection came about through 

the imputation of Christ’s alien righteousness to believers. Alister McGrath has shown that 

the doctrine of justification was heavily debated at the Council of Trent, where those in 

attendance (1) unanimously rejected the notion that believers are justified because Christ’s 

righteousness has been imputed to them, and (2) formulated the decree on justification to 

repudiate the Protestant doctrine of imputation.182 Therefore, Eaton’s insistence on the 

language of imputation segregates him from the Roman Catholic camp; this implies that it 

would be improper to categorise Eaton’s view of justification as Tridentine. However, Eaton 

rejects that the imputation of Christ’s righteousness is merely forensic in nature, arguing that 

a real change has occurred to the nature of believers at the point of their justification. 

Therefore, it would also be inaccurate to construe Eaton’s view of justification as analogous 

 
180 Eaton, The Honey-Combe of Free Justification by Christ Alone, 22. 
181 See pages 169-170. 
182 Alister E. McGrath, Iustitia Dei: A History of the Christian Doctrine of Justification, 3rd ed (New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 2005), 328–334. 
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to the concept of justification that Rutherford espouses. Eaton’s definition of justification is a 

confusing one, for it seems to be a fusion of the Reformed doctrine of justification with the 

Tridentine element of being made truly righteous (as opposed to merely being declared so) by 

God;183 in other words, Eaton has introduced a new perspective into the mix. It is significant 

to note that existing literature on English Antinomianism has failed to pick up on this unique 

feature in Eaton’s justification, which is central to his theology.184 

Eaton asserts that the imputation of Christ’s righteousness also brings about 

sanctification in the lives of believers, which is the Holy Spirit’s renewal of them ‘unto 

inherent and active holinesse and righteousnesse.’185 This means that believers are now holy 

and righteous persons whose lives are characterised by holy and righteous acts. In contrast to 

justification which brings about perfect righteousness, Eaton states that sanctification is 

‘unperfect in this life;’186 in other words, he perceives sanctification to be a continuous act 

that believers must actively engage in for a whole lifetime, as opposed to justification which 

is a one-off event that takes place in the lives of believers whereby they are passive 

beneficiaries. Thus, there is a clear distinction between justification and sanctification in 

Eaton’s thoughts. This is made all the more apparent when Eaton connotes justification as ‘a 

mysticall and secret abolishing of our sins, wrought only by Christ and his righteousnesse, in 

the sight of God only,’187 whereas he terms sanctification as ‘a grosse and palpable abolishing 

of our sinnes, wrought by us, by the help of Gods spirit [sic], to our sense and feeling by 

sanctification.’188 There is a Godward element (vertical focus) in Eaton’s view of justification 

which is not found in his concept of sanctification, as shown by contrast between ‘in the sight 

of God only’ and ‘to our sense and feeling,’ which is confirmed by Eaton’s assertion that 

sanctification ‘serveth to approve us for righteous to the eyes of men’ (horizontal focus).189 

Thus, justification seals believers’ approval before God, while sanctification seals believers’ 

approval before fellow men: ‘God doth so gloriously forgive us, that with his one offering he 

hath made us so perfect for ever, that he remembers our sins no more, … exhibiting and 

sealing unto us, and putting us out of all doubt both of justificatió [sic], that makes us 

perfectly pure to Godward, and of sanctification that more and more makes us pure to 

 
183 McGrath, Iustitia Dei, 328, 334. 
184 Bozeman, ‘The Glory of the “Third Time”’; Bozeman, The Precisianist Strain; Como, Blown by the Spirit; 
Jones, Antinomianism; Gamble, ‘If Christ Fulfilled the Law, We Are Not Bound’. 
185 Eaton, The Honey-Combe of Free Justification by Christ Alone, 22. 
186 Eaton, The Honey-Combe of Free Justification by Christ Alone, 22. 
187 Eaton, The Honey-Combe of Free Justification by Christ Alone, 51. 
188 Eaton, The Honey-Combe of Free Justification by Christ Alone, 51. 
189 Eaton, The Honey-Combe of Free Justification by Christ Alone, 22. 
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manward.’190 Consequentially, believers become new creatures: (1) instantaneously before 

God because their sins have been completely abolished from His sight by virtue of 

justification, and (2) gradually before men by the holy and righteous acts that they perform 

by virtue of sanctification.191 It is evident that Eaton considers sanctification to be an ongoing 

process in the lives of believers, as opposed to justification which is a once-for-all event for 

believers. Therefore, it may be duly concluded that Eaton distinguishes between justification 

and sanctification as distinct aspects of salvation,192 which clearly refutes Rutherford’s 

charge that Antinomians confound sanctification with justification.193 A list detailing ten 

differences between Sanctification and Justification confirms Eaton’s doctrinal views.194 

Although Eaton regards justification and sanctification as separate aspects of 

salvation, he also views them as inseparable entities. His assertion that justification is the 

formal cause of sanctification lays the ground for the indivisible relationship that exists 

between these two parts of salvation.195 Eaton reaffirms the interconnectedness between 

sanctification and justification when he points out that men are ‘made partakers of Gods 

holinesse and righteousnesse by Justification, and so bring forth better fruits of 

righteousnesse by sanctification.’196 He also points out that believers’ holy walking is 

acceptable to God solely on the basis of the justification that has been wrought in them: 

‘Unto which I answer, and grant, that we all have sin in us, and that wee all sin, not only in 

many things, (as you say) but even in all things, and (which these objectors cannot abide) that 

all our very righteousnesse of Sanctification and holy walking, is as a menstruous cloath, that 

is, mortall and damnable sin, if God should behold it out of Justification.’197 It may be 

inferred that Eaton considers it plausible for an unbeliever to perform the same acts as a 

believer who is walking in holiness, but those very actions would be considered as filthy and 

unworthy in God’s sight; however, as a result of justification, the same acts performed by a 

believer becomes acceptable to God. This reveals yet again the indivisibleness of 

 
190 Eaton, The Honey-Combe of Free Justification by Christ Alone, 155. 
191 Eaton, The Honey-Combe of Free Justification by Christ Alone, 187. 
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sanctification and justification in believers. Approaching the same issue from a different 

perspective, Eaton elucidates that sinners cannot enter Christ’s kingdom unless they have 

experienced both justification and sanctification: ‘no unclean thing can enter into the 

kingdome of Christ, which is the kingdome of heaven here on earth; for except a man bee 

born again, that is, made a perfect new creature in the eyes of God by Justification, and 

declare the same by being made a new creature to the eyes of men by Sanctification, he 

cannot see the Kingdome of God.’198 This is further affirmation that justification and 

sanctification go hand in hand in the lives of believers, such that a true believer cannot just 

possess the one and not the other. Hence, Eaton states that ‘Justification and Sanctification 

are inseparable companions that goe infallibly together, making every true Beleever a double 

Saint, or rather a true Saint.’199 In spite of Rutherford’s claim that the Antinomians confuse 

sanctification with justification, Eaton’s assertion that sanctification is distinct yet inseparable 

from justification closely mirrors Rutherford’s view on this issue. This shows that there could 

be more similarities in the views of Rutherford and his opponents than the former has 

realised. In addition, since the presence of justification in the lives of believers entails 

sanctification and vice versa, it may be inferred that Eaton affirms sanctification evinces 

justification. This is further substantiated by his assertion that ‘all experiementall graces of 

sanctification… gives experience both to them selves & to others that they are made perfectly 

holy & righteous from al spot of sin in the sight of God freely.’200 In other words, 

sanctification has a personal effect on believers, assuring them of their justified state and 

hence their salvation in Christ. This coincides yet again with Rutherford’s view that 

sanctification evinces justification, rather than obscuring it as some Antinomians have 

claimed. This reveals once again that there are a variety of views within the Antinomian 

camp concerning the doctrine of sanctification. 

 

Robert Towne 

Like Eaton, Towne espouses a clear distinction between sanctification and 

justification, contrary to Rutherford’s allegation: ‘of this latter branch or part is all the 

controversy, and yet what man of understanding, being well advised, would question it, 

seeing sanctification is inseparably annexed to justification, as light is to the Sunne, and 

virtually is included in it, as the effect in the cause or naturally floweth from it, as water from 

 
198 Eaton, The Honey-Combe of Free Justification by Christ Alone, 65–66. 
199 Eaton, The Honey-Combe of Free Justification by Christ Alone, 458. 
200 Eaton, The Honey-Combe of Free Justification by Christ Alone, 127. 



 207 

the fountain.’201 He considers sanctification and justification as distinct entities, but he 

maintains that they are inseparable from each other,202 because sanctification arises from 

justification. Towne reaffirms that justification is the formal cause of sanctification when he 

states that ‘our peace, favour, adoption, communion with God and his Saints, sanctification, 

and glorification, are the sole effects and fruits of Faith in the said Justification.’203 

As for sanctification, it is significant to note that Towne uses the same term to denote 

two types of change that occur in believers, namely, an instantaneous change at the point of 

conversion, followed by a gradual change over a lifetime. In other words, Towne construes 

sanctification as comprising of two aspects. Concerning the first aspect, Towne asserts that 

the instantaneous change makes believers, who were sinners, holy and blameless before God: 

‘The justifying of him, by the communication of Christ’s perfect holiness, whereby the 

believer is presented holy and without blame to God.’204 This instantaneous change is 

brought about by the imputation of Christ’s righteousness to believers, which sets them apart 

as belonging to God. The focus here is on sanctification as an exclusive divine act whereby 

God brings about a concrete change in the believer’s status. This is confirmed by his 

exposition of John 17:17, where he states that ‘to sanctifie in the sence of the Hebrews, from 

whom this word is taken, is to separate any thing from a prophane and common use, and so to 

consecrate it to God, or to convert it to a sacred and divine use,’ which is applicable to 

persons.205 Thus, whenever Towne describes believers as being sanctified, he is conveying 

that they are being set apart by God, as belonging to God; this is a singular act, and not a 

series of repetitive actions. Notably, Towne’s exposition of sanctification closely resembles 

the Reformed theological concept of definitive sanctification. Reformed theologian John M. 

Frame defines definitive sanctification as ‘a single act of God that happens at a single point in 

time,’ ‘a once-for-all event, simultaneous with effectual calling and regeneration, that 

transfers us from the sphere of sin to the sphere of God’s holiness, from the kingdom of Satan 

to the kingdom of God (Heb. 9:13-14; 10:10; 13:12),’ whereby believers experienced ‘a clean 

break with sin (Rom. 6:11; Gal. 2:20; Col. 3:3).’206 Therefore, it may be duly inferred that 
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Towne had definitive sanctification in mind when he speaks of sanctification as a singular act 

of God whereby believers are passively made holy.  

As for the second aspect of sanctification, it is a gradual inward renewal of believers: 

‘An inward and sensible renewing or changing of the mind, by the operation of the Spirit of 

Christ, purifying the heart and life by degrees.’207 Notably, Towne regards the Holy Spirit as 

the sole agent that brings about the internal renewal of believers so that they remain set apart 

for God, which essentially excludes the need for believers to obey the Moral Law. In other 

words, sanctification is simply the divine outworking of the Holy Spirit in the lives of 

believers. This confirmed by the following words: ‘What can you do more towards the 

sanctifying or changing of your selfe, then [sic] to your justifying? Its Gods act to sanctifie 

throughout.’208 In spite of his emphasis on believers’ passive role in sanctification, it is 

noteworthy that Towne recognises the presence of ongoing sanctification in their lives 

through the workings of the Holy Spirit who actively brings about gradual changes to their 

hearts and minds. Thus, it may be concluded that Towne views sanctification as consisting of 

two aspects, definitive and developmental, albeit his view of ongoing sanctification differs 

markedly from Rutherford who insists that believers are active participants and not mere 

recipients in their sanctification where they are required to depend on the help of the Holy 

Spirit to obey the Moral Law.209 From Towne’s clear exposition of sanctification, it is evident 

that he does not confuse it with justification as Rutherford has alleged, thus rendering 

Rutherford’s charge inapplicable. 

 

Tobias Crisp 

Although Crisp affirms that it is God who enables believers to walk in holiness, he 

asserts that their sanctification does not in any way contribute to their salvation and 

justification, because it is Christ alone who saves sinners and justifies believers. 

Though there be ebbings and flowings of the outward man; nay, of the inward 
man, in the businesse of sanctification; yet this is certainly true, That believers 
are kept by the mighty power of God through faith unto salvation. They are 
kept in holinesse, sincerity, simplicity of heart; but all this hath nothing to doe 
with the peace of their soule, and the salvation and justification thereof; Christ 
is he that justifies the ungodly; Christ is he that saves the soule; Christ is he 
that is the peacemaker; and Christ is this peace-maker, so all this peace 
depends upon Christ alone.210 
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This suggests a clear distinction between sanctification and justification in Crisp’s thoughts, 

which is contrary to Rutherford’s allegation that the Antinomians confuse these two aspects 

of salvation. 

Crisp states that a sinner is justified by Christ at the particular moment in time when 

he embraces Christ as his Saviour, such that all his former sins have been abolished and he 

will not be made liable for all future sins that he will commit: 

Now it is the main streame of the whole Gospell, that Christ justifies the 
ungodly, if he himself justifies him, there is no fault to be cast upon him, … 
you have no sooner received him, but you are instantly justified by him, and in 
this Justification you are discharged from all the faults that may be laid to your 
charge. There is not one sin you commit, after you receive Christ, that God 
can charge upon your person.211  

He argues that this is necessarily the case because Christ came into the world and had 

accomplished the task of taking away the sins of the world through his death on the cross; 

thus, to affirm that believers are still found to be sinful in God’s sight after their conversion 

would be equivalent to implying that Christ has failed to abolish sin by his death, which is 

untrue.212 Therefore, it may be inferred that Crisp views justification as the total abolishment 

of sin past, present and future, through the work of salvation that Christ accomplished on the 

cross, making believers perfectly righteous in God’s sight. 

Crisp asserts that sanctification, like justification, is the work of Christ;213 it does not 

contribute to salvation, but happens as a result of salvation: ‘God doth not renew and 

sanctifie men, and then give Christ to them being sanctified; but he gives Christ, and he being 

given and present first, then he sanctifies them.’214 Crisp’s emphasis that Christ has to be 

received by believers before they may be sanctified confirms that sanctification cannot 

precede faith in Christ; this is a refutation against those who advocate the works of 

sanctification as a prerequisite for men to embrace Christ.215 The textual context suggests that 

Crisp is using sanctification as a clear reference to the work that God does in believers, how 

He makes believers holy upon their accepting of Christ as Saviour. Here, Crisp is using the 

language of sanctification (making holy), which clearly differs from the language of 

justification (declaring righteous). This corresponds to the Reformed theological concept of 

definitive sanctification that was mentioned earlier, which Towne also espouses.216 
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Elsewhere, he reaffirms this one-time work that God does for believers: ‘It is the Lord doth 

sanctifie people, and open their eyes, and bring them out of prison and unshackles them, and 

brings them out of the bonds of sin.’217 This closely parallels Frame who asserts that through 

definitive sanctification, believers experienced ‘a clean break with sin,’ because God has 

transferred them ‘from the sphere of sin to the sphere of God’s holiness, from the kingdom of 

Satan to the kingdom of God.’218 However, it is significant to note that the divine work of 

sanctifying believers does not represent the entirety of Crisp’s doctrine of sanctification, for 

he also construes sanctification as an ongoing duty that believers must engage in: ‘It is the 

Lord doth sanctifie people, … to run and not be weary, and to walk and not faint, to run the 

way of Gods commandements.’219 When God sanctifies believers (definitive sanctification), it 

is with the purpose of setting them onto the duty of sanctification that consists in obeying 

God’s commandments (ongoing sanctification). From Crisp’s exposition of justification and 

sanctification, it is evident that he did not conflate these two doctrinal concepts into one as 

Rutherford has alleged; instead, he draws a clear distinction between these two aspects of the 

ordo salutis. Therefore, Rutherford’s allegation that the English Antinomians confound 

sanctification with justification is inapplicable to Crisp. 

 

John Saltmarsh 

Even though Saltmarsh equates free grace with free justification,220 and his treatise 

Free-Grace was written with the express intent to expound and defend the concept of free 

grace,221 yet he neither defined justification nor enter into any subject specific discussions in 

this particular work; justification was mentioned, but in a cursory manner in relation to 

sanctification. However, Saltmarsh’s brief comments on justification provide sufficient 

evidence to refute the legitimacy of Rutherford’s charge that he confounds sanctification with 

justification. 

An initial reading of Saltmarsh’s Free-Grace gives readers the impression that he 

construes justification and sanctification as independent aspects of salvation for believers, 

because he asserts that ‘our justification is more glorious then our sanctification.’222 There is 

a clear distinction in terminologies: since believers’ justification is more glorious than their 
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sanctification, it is implausible that justification and sanctification refer to the same thing, 

such that the former may be confounded with the latter. Saltmarsh asserts that believers are 

justified because they believe that Jesus Christ died for them: ‘they, and they onely are 

justified, who can beleeve: Righteousnesse is revealed from faith to faith; and all that beleeve 

are justified, Rom. 1. 17. Acts 13. 39.’223 There is a special emphasis placed on faith, the act 

of believing, as the essential means by which believers experience justification. In addition, 

Saltmarsh asserts that believers are justified apart from works: ‘That it may be by grace, and 

not of works. Being justified freely by his grace, Rom.3.24.’224 Saltmarsh’s emphasis on 

grace implies that believers are not justified by the efforts that they put into obeying God, but 

in spite of their labours. Hence, Saltmarsh’s view of justification may be summed up as 

follows: Believers are justified by their belief in Jesus Christ alone, apart from their works. 

However, the distinction between sanctification and justification becomes blurred when 

Saltmarsh appears to also construe sanctification in terms of the act of believing: ‘All these 

Scriptures set forth Christ, the sanctification and the fulnesse of his, the all in all. Christ hath 

beleeved perfectly, he hath repented perfectly, he hath sorrowed for sin perfectly, he hath 

obeyed perfectly, he hath mortified sin perfectly, and all is ours, and we are Christs, and 

Christ is Gods.’225 It has been demonstrated in an earlier section that this quotation lies at the 

heart of Rutherford’s argument against Saltmarsh, but it has also been shown that a 

sympathetic reading of Saltmarsh does not sustain Rutherford’s allegation that for Saltmarsh 

sanctification is the act of believing that Christ has accomplished everything that God has 

commanded believers on their behalf; because it could be a mere reference to the objective 

work that Christ has accomplished for believers on the cross, as opposed to sanctification 

accomplished in the subjective sense.226 Therefore, it may be inferred that Saltmarsh 

construes justification and sanctification as independent aspects of salvation for believers. 

This is further confirmed by his exposition on sanctification as consisting of works. 

When Saltmarsh asserts that believers should not look to their works as grounds for 

assurance of salvation, he reasons that the works of sanctification are imperfect and thus 

inadequate to serve as indicators for assurance, but this should not be mistaken for a 

wholesale rejection of sanctification: ‘And for establishing souls upon any works of their 

own, as a way, means, or ground of assurance, as that upon such a measure of repentance or 
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obedience, they may beleeve by, I dare not deal in any such way of our own righeousnesse, 

because I finde no infalliable mark in any thing of our own sanctification, save in a lower 

way of perswasion, or motive.’227 It is important to note that Saltmarsh is arguing against the 

sufficiency of works to serve as a confirmation of believers’ salvation, and not against 

sanctification as consisting of works; rather, he affirms that sanctification involves works, but 

due to the imperfect nature of works, they are unfit as means for believers to build up their 

assurance. Saltmarsh elucidates that sanctification is ‘the beginning of the forming of Christ 

here in this life in one part of him, which is Holinesse, which shall be perfected in the life to 

come, when we shall be fashioned like unto his glorious Body.’228 There are two important 

observations to be gathered from Saltmarsh’s assertion: (1) Sanctification is a process that 

begins in this life, but it will remain imperfect throughout this life, because perfection will 

only happen in the future. This is a clear affirmation of ongoing sanctification in the lives of 

believers. (2) Through sanctification, believers grow in holiness because they are being 

moulded in the image of Christ. Notably, Saltmarsh’s emphasis on believers’ growth in 

holiness distinguishes him from Eaton and Towne whose arguments imply that believers do 

not grow in holiness when they engage in works of sanctification,229 but it closely mirrors 

Crisp’s view of sanctification.230 

Saltmarsh’s emphasis on the necessity for believers to engage in the works of 

sanctification is made clear through his calls for believers to glorify God in body and soul,231 

to ‘walk as children of the light, and of the day,’232 and especially when he equates the failure 

to do so with making ‘an empty formal Profession [of faith].’233 Thus, believers are to engage 

in ‘repentance and humiliation, and love, and godlinesse, and purity, and charity, and 

meeknesse, and all holy conversation, and prayer, and hearing, and obeying the Will of 

God.’234 This is further substantiated by his claim that the Holy Spirit praises sanctification in 

the Word and He also presses believers unto sanctification through the Word.235 Hence, it is 

evident that Saltmarsh affirms ongoing sanctification for believers that consists of works, by 

which believers grow in holiness. This refutes Rutherford’s charge that Saltmarsh confounds 

sanctification with justification. It may be inferred that Rutherford’s specific charge against 
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Saltmarsh arises out of an inadequate understanding of Saltmarsh’s views on the doctrine of 

sanctification. As a result, his particular charge against Saltmarsh has been proven to be 

untenable; it has also been shown in prior analysis that the charge of confounding 

sanctification and justification is indefensible against Eaton, Towne and Crisp. Instead, it has 

been demonstrated that these men, like Rutherford, makes a clear distinction between the 

doctrines of sanctification and justification, albeit they differ concerning the intricacies of 

sanctification. 

 

Ongoing Sanctification is Essential for Believers 

Besides sharing Rutherford’s distinction of sanctification from justification, it has 

been shown that all the Antinomians examined affirm the necessity of ongoing sanctification 

for believers. This is significant because it reveals that the parallels between Rutherford and 

the Antinomians on the doctrine of sanctification are more than he had supposed. Therefore, 

the following segment will analyse the respective views of the English Antinomians on 

ongoing sanctification in order to (1) delineate the variety of views that exist within the 

Antinomian camp, and (2) evaluate those views against Rutherford’s and establish the 

genuine differences between Rutherford and his opponents concerning ongoing 

sanctification. 

 

John Eaton 

Eaton asserts that sanctification is walking in holiness, and believers are able to do so 

because of the help that comes from the Holy Spirit: ‘the spirit… being entred, and dwelling 

in us, he enables us by walking holily and righteously, to avoyd and purifie out of our own 

sight, sense, and feeling, and out of the sight of other men, that sin which the wedding-

garment hath purified and abolished before, out of the sight of God.’236 With the Holy Spirit’s 

help, believers are able to remove the sins in their lives from their senses and the sight of 

fellow men through holy walking; however, their walking in holiness does not remove sin 

from God’s sight, because they have already been made perfectly righteous in God’s sight by 

their justification.237 By implication, when believers walk in holiness, they do not grow in 

holiness, because they who are already perfectly holy and righteous cannot advance any 

further in holiness. Hence, when believers walk in holiness, they are merely demonstrating 

 
236 Eaton, The Honey-Combe of Free Justification by Christ Alone, 165. 
237 See pages 69-71. 



 214 

that they are inherently holy and righteous. Therefore, Eaton compares believers’ 

sanctification to a candle’s light. By its shining forth it makes known to those whom the light 

shines upon that there is a candle of justification in believers: 

when the spirit of God, by the hand of his Ministers, hath set into their soules, 
by the socket of faith, the candle of Free Iustification; then doe they cast forth 
the beames of Sanctification, and holy walking to the abolishing of the 
darknesse of sinne in themselves; and round about them, to the enlightening of 
others: and yet their Sanctification doth not put out the darknesse of their sins 
properly; but doth only shew and declare the candle of Free Iustification to be 
in them.238 

It is apparent that Eaton construes sanctification as emanating from justification, a mere 

display of the holiness that is latent in believers, as opposed to Rutherford’s emphasis on 

sanctification as a duty to be undertaken by believers that contributes to the removal of sins 

from God’s sight so that they may mature in holiness. Consequently, Eaton considers any 

suggestion that believers may grow in holiness through holy walking to be a failure to 

comprehend free justification, because this implies that there is something lacking in Christ’s 

righteousness that needs to be made up for by believers’ works: 

hee [Luther] calls such patchers; because they doe not only patch unto the 
wedding garment of Christs righteousnesse, making his children, perfectly 
holy and righteous in the sight of God freely, the old patches of the duties of 
the morall Law, to make them good, and better and better; and more holy, and 
more righteous every day in the sight of God, by the holy walking of 
sanctification (as they call it) but also by the lashes of the Law doe whip them 
thereunto.239 

Appealing to Luther for support, Eaton rejects that believers will grow in holiness through 

their keeping of the Moral Law, because that would be tantamount to adding to the finished 

work of Christ that has already made believers perfectly holy. In addition, it places believers 

back under the yoke of the Law from which they have been released by their faith in Jesus 

Christ. 

Eaton reaffirms that it is necessary for believers to engage in ongoing sanctification 

when he discourses on the manner in which they are to carry it out. He expresses a special 

concern that believers who are urged to keep the Law would end up being ‘driven to holy 

walking for feare of correction and punishments’ because of the threats that are inherent in 

the Law.240  He asserts that this is contrary to true sanctification, which is holy walking ‘done 

with willing cheerfulnesse, and mere thankfulnesse for Free Iustification, and the great 
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benefits of the Gospel freely bestowed and already possessed.’241  Eaton describes the willing 

cheerfulness and thankfulness brought about by free justification as the ‘sufficient operative 

causes’ of sanctification that must be preached by ministers so that believers would not fall 

into a legalistic mode of holy walking.242 

Thus, it may be concluded that Eaton affirms there is ongoing sanctification in 

believers’ lives, but it is merely a display of their perfect holiness gained from Christ’s 

imputed righteousness; consequently, believers do not grow in holiness when they perform 

works of sanctification. However, this is contradictory to Rutherford’s insistence that 

progressive sanctification is the essential means by which believers may mature in holiness. 

Moreover, there is a glaring discrepancy in Eaton’s argument for true sanctification: although 

he asserts the necessity for holy walking, Eaton is silent on the rule by which holy walking is 

to be carried out by believers. It has been demonstrated in the previous chapter that Eaton 

rejects the relevancy of the Moral Law for believers of his era and those who come after 

them,243 which means that the Moral Law cannot be the standard by which holy walking is to 

be determined, but he fails to furnish his readers with an alternative standard to establish the 

notion of holy walking that he has in mind. Even though Eaton asserts that believers are to 

walk ‘though not perfectly, yet sincerely and zealously in all Gods Commandements,’244 he 

does not specify what is meant by God’s commandments, which certainly cannot be referring 

to the Moral Law that he has utterly rejected. Hence, Eaton’s call for believers to engage in 

holy walking is a fuzzy notion that leaves his readers ill-informed on how they may take it 

up.245 

 

Robert Towne 

In light of Robert Towne’s definition of sanctification as the Holy Spirit’s work of 

renewing believers’ hearts and minds in a progressive manner, it is unsurprising that he 

rejects Taylor’s view of sanctification that necessitates believers’ attention to the duties of 

sanctification by which they may grow in holiness. In response to Taylor who cited Hebrews 
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12:14 (‘without holines none shall see God’) as a proof text that believers are required to 

grow in holiness,246 Towne counters that the holiness in the text is ‘of Christ communicated 

by the Spirit, … This is the object of Faith, which looketh on, and enjoyeth things invisible, 

Heb.11.1. 2 Cor. 4. last verse;’247 in other words, Towne views the holiness in Hebrews 12:14 

as that which Christ has given to believers, such that they are already in possession of it, 

rather than a holiness that they are to strive after and take hold of. He argues along the same 

line when he refutes Taylor’s interpretation of Revelations 21:27 in the same breath: Towne 

claims that ‘no uncleane thing shall enter into the gates of that Citie’248 is not a summon for 

believers to pursue and grow in holiness, but a call for sinners to turn to Christ for salvation, 

thus ‘Rev.21.27. necessarily sendeth you to that fountaine Zach. 13.1. Rev. 1.5.’249 He 

interprets Revelation 21:27 as a warning issued to sinners that calls them to repentance as 

opposed to an advice for believers to strive after holiness. From Towne’s interpretation of 

Hebrews 12:14 and Revelation 21:27, it may be inferred that he rejects the need for believers 

to grow in holiness, because they have already been made holy through definitive 

sanctification.250 For Towne, the concept of ongoing sanctification is devoid of the notion of 

believers maturing in holiness through their active participation; it simply entails the 

renewing work of the Holy Spirit in their lives. Towne reveals this when he rejects the 

inclusion of works as part of sanctification, which he regards as a departure from genuine 

faith to focus on Laws and works as a means of procuring salvation.251 He argues that Taylor 

has misinterpreted Philippians 2:12 in favour of the necessity for believers to attend to the 

works of sanctification, when the text which says ‘work out your own salvation with fear and 

trembling’ (KJV) actually exhorts believers to ‘attend upon the Ministry of this 

Reconciliation, which sheweth us where our righteousnesse and life is, Job 33.23, and so 

convinceth, perswadeth and uniteth the heart unto it.’252 Thus, Towne’s view of ongoing 

sanctification is devoid of believers’ active participation, as well as the resultant growth in 

holiness, which clearly separates him from Taylor, Rutherford, and the rest of the men on the 

other side of the Antinomian Controversy.253 His denial that believers will grow in holiness 
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through their attendance to the works of sanctification parallels Eaton’s view, but there is a 

noticeable emphasis on the necessity of walking in holiness in the latter’s treatise which is 

conspicuously absent from the former’s writings. This difference may be attributed to their 

differing views on what constitutes ongoing sanctification: Eaton regards it as an ongoing 

duty to be performed by believers, whereas Towne views it as an ongoing work that the Holy 

Spirit performs in believers. 

 

Tobias Crisp 

Crisp asserts that it is necessary for believers to obey and glorify God, because ‘[they] 

are bought with a price, … [their] bodies, and spirits … are Gods.’254 He offers three 

encouraging reasons to keep God’s commandments: (1) Believers are to do so as an 

expression of their thankfulness to God for all that He has bestowed upon them;255 (2) 

believers are to walk in righteousness so that others may glorify God;256 and (3) so that 

believers may receive the blessings that God has promised to those who walk in holiness and 

righteousness.257 From Crisp’s emphasis on walking in holiness and righteousness, it is 

evident that he affirms the importance of ongoing sanctification for believers, wherein the 

keeping of God’s commandments plays an essential role. In addition, he asserts that 

sanctification is ‘a successive act, that is, God doth new sanctifie us again and again, more 

and more.’258 

Is Crisp contradicting himself with the dual claim that sanctification is believers’ 

continual work as well as God’s continual working in them? A sympathetic reading suggests 

that Crisp is asserting it is God who brings believers to grow in holiness as they actively 

engage in ongoing sanctification. In other words, ongoing sanctification does not merely 

entail believers’ active participation, it is also a process by which God sanctifies the 

participants more and more. This closely mirrors Rutherford’s concept of progressive 

sanctification, because both men emphasise believers’ active participation as well as their 

growth in holiness as essential components of believers’ ongoing sanctification. Crisp’s 

assertion is also in agreement with his stance that believers continue to sin against God: this 
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implies that believers are being made more and more holy by God through the removal of 

their ‘acts of sin’ that they will inevitably commit even though those acts are no longer 

offensive to God and are shorn of the basic character of sin.259 This demonstrates that Crisp 

disagrees with Eaton and Towne on ongoing sanctification, revealing that there is a lack of 

consensus within the Antinomian camp on this particular aspect of the doctrine of 

sanctification. Notably, it is also further proof of misjudgement on Rutherford’s part in 

positing that the Antinomians subscribe to a common doctrinal stance.  

 

John Saltmarsh 

In addition to his insistence that believers’ sanctification consists of works, through 

which they mature in holiness, Saltmarsh’s claim that believers are to obey an internal 

Decalogue further separates him from Eaton and Towne, but it aligns him closer to Crisp. 

Saltmarsh asserts that believers do the works of sanctification, not because they have been 

commanded to do so by the Law of God, but because they have received the Holy Spirit who 

enables them to do those works: ‘Nor is the holinesse and sanctification now such as is 

fashioned by the Law or outward Commandments, but by the preaching of faith, by which the 

Spirit is given, which renews and sanctifies a beleever, and makes him the very Law of 

Commandments in himself, and his heart the very two Tables of Moses.’260 Although 

Saltmarsh argues that ‘ministry of the Law or Ten Commandments under Moses’ no longer 

obligates believers’ obedience,261 yet his description of the believer’s heart as ‘the very two 

Tables of Moses’ implies that believers in essence continue to obey the Moral Law that is 

encapsulated in the Ten Commandments. In spite of Saltmarsh’s distinction between an 

external Decalogue and an internal one, it is materially the Decalogue that believers are 

obeying, for he did not offer any explanation concerning the differences that he might have 

had in mind. As demonstrated in the previous chapter, Saltmarsh consistently rejects the 

necessity for believers to obey the Moral Law that Rutherford upholds as an essential 

obligation for believers. This exposes an inconsistency in Saltmarsh’s thoughts: on the one 

hand, he argues against the necessity for believers to keep the Moral Law that has been given 

externally, yet on the other hand, he argues that believers’ sanctification involves the keeping 

of the Moral Law that is now in their hearts. As a result, Saltmarsh leaves his readers in the 

dilemma of having no clear standard by which believers may determine and evaluate the 

 
259 See pages 84-85. 
260 Saltmarsh, Free-Grace, 146. 
261 Saltmarsh, Free-Grace, 146. 



 219 

works of sanctification that they are to perform. In contrast, Rutherford points believers 

directly to the Moral Law as the rule of life, by which believers may know and examine their 

works of sanctification. Hence, Saltmarsh’s rejection of the Moral Law as believers’ sole rule 

of life separates him from Rutherford on the doctrine of sanctification, even though both men 

concur that there is ongoing sanctification in the lives of believers. 

 

Ongoing Sanctification is an Unreliable Evidence of Justification 

John Saltmarsh 

Saltmarsh considers all exhortation for believers to look to the works of sanctification 

for assurance of salvation as equivalent to encouraging believers to trust in ‘their own 

righteousnesse, or to satisfie themselves by something onely in themselves,’ when they ought 

to be relying on Christ instead.262 Therefore, Saltmarsh directs believers who are ‘troubled for 

sin, and questioning the truth of the spiritual work in themselves’ to obtain assurance of their 

salvation by trusting in Christ ‘in the Word and Promise.’263 He argues that this must be the 

way, because the Lord Jesus Christ did not instruct his disciples to look upon the ‘penitent, 

humble, loving, [and] obedient’ attitudes that characterised their lives for assurance of faith, 

but to ‘beleeve in God, [and] beleeve also in [Him].’264 In other words, Saltmarsh perceives 

that he is following closely after the footsteps of Christ when he urges believers to turn away 

from their works of sanctification as a means of obtaining assurance. While he acknowledges 

that the Scriptures ‘set us upon trial and examination of our faith and works,’ he contends that 

those portions of the Scriptures do not refer to works of sanctification as the means by which 

believers are to seek assurance of salvation. Saltmarsh asserts that when the Epistles of John 

and James mentions faith and works, they are to be understood as the ‘marks for others, then 

[sic] our selves, to know us by;’265 in other words, faith and works are the means by which 

believers are known to those around them. In addition, he interprets other portions of the 

Scriptures that speaks of the trial and examination of believers’ faith and works as instances 

of the Holy Spirit’s witness and persuasion in the lives of believers.266 

Just when it seems as though Saltmarsh has closed all doors on the relationship 

between the works of sanctification and assurance of salvation, he concedes that believers 

may be persuaded that they are saved when they look upon their sanctification, but it is a 
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flawed means for doing so and thus believers ought to refrain from it, because sanctification 

is of ‘a lower motive, and more carnally mixed and uncertain way of perswasion and 

assurance of justification.’267 He elucidates that the works of sanctification will refresh the 

souls of believers though it does not strengthen them, and it will comfort them though it does 

not support their souls.268 Therefore, it may be inferred that Saltmarsh conceives the works of 

sanctification as playing a cursory role with regards to assuring believers that they are saved. 

In spite of his objections against obtaining assurance from the works of sanctification, there 

are no indications that Saltmarsh thinks believers’ sanctification obscures their justification as 

Rutherford has charged the Antinomians; rather, his conviction that believers’ sanctification 

is an unreliable means for them to obtain assurance of faith affirms that sanctification evinces 

justification in a limited, but real way. Therefore, Saltmarsh concurs with Rutherford that 

believers’ sanctification manifests their justification, but they differ on the degree in which 

the former demonstrates the latter; Saltmarsh claims that sanctification will only show forth 

glimpses of justification in an inconsistent manner, but Rutherford asserts that sanctification 

makes believers’ justification shine all the brighter. 

 

Tobias Crisp 

Like Saltmarsh, Crisp affirms that ongoing sanctification contributes to believers’ 

assurance of faith in a real and restricted way, even though the majority of his arguments 

appear to deny legitimacy to progressive sanctification as a means of obtaining assurance. 

Crisp observes that his opponents advocate believers test the genuineness of their faith in 

Christ by looking for the presence of the fruits of sanctification in their lives, such that if 

these fruits are found to be lacking, it proves that they do not belong to Christ: 

The stumbling block lieth here, in the trial of their estate. They lay down a 
ground-work, supposing it to be undeniable, which is indeed a deceiving of 
persons in their search; namely, that there must be found in them who have 
propriety in this Grace by Christ, some previous dispositions, and 
qualifications of spirit, as intergritie, sound repentance, and conversion, and 
other fruits of sanctification; Now they lay it down for a position with 
themselves, that till they can find themselves sanctified, and those graces of 
sanctification by which they will try themselves, till they can find these graces 
(as they call them) in themselves, they conclude, none of this grace of Christ 
belongs to them.269 
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Crisp labels his opponents’ view as a ‘stumbling block,’ a clear expression of his 

disagreement with their method of determining a person’s status in Christ. He observes that 

this view is prevalent among believers, which led many to regard the fruits of sanctification 

as the sole basis for the assurance of their faith: 

When persons are eager upon the satisfaction of their owne spirits, concerning 
their interest in this grace of pardon and discharge from sinne, … [they] run 
immediately to some qualifications in themselves, and fruits of sanctification, 
which must make up the conclusion for them, or else they will not, they dare 
not make their conclusion to their own comfort.270 

Crisp decries this turning to sanctification for assurance of faith, because believers’ 

sanctification is imperfect and thus it is likely to sow further doubts about salvation in the 

hearts of those who turns to it, instead of quelling them.271 He asserts that even ‘the best 

sanctification, in regard of the imperfections of it, is not able to speake peace to the soule, 

because it pronounces directly a curse,’272 for Galatians 3:10 states that ‘cursed is every one 

that continueth not in all things that are written in the Book of the Law to doe them.’273 

However, it is significant to note that Crisp is not ruling out sanctification as a means by 

which believers may gain assurance of salvation, instead he is arguing against viewing it as 

the primary means for doing so. 

Crisp concedes that sanctification may add to believers’ assurance of salvation in a 

tangible but limited way, not as the sole basis of assurance but as a secondary evidence: 

I doe not determine peremptorily that a man cannot by way of evidence, 
receive any comfort from his sanctification, … [but] the Spirit of the Lord 
must first reveale the gracious minde of the Lord to our spirits, and give to us 
faith to receive that testimony of the Spirit, and to sit downe as satisfied with 
his testimony, before ever any worke of sanctification can possibly give any 
evidence.274 

Crisp’s twofold insistence on the work of the Holy Spirit as the primary source that assures 

believers of their status as God’s children, and the works of sanctification as a secondary 

evidence that affirms their status, confirms that his contention against his opponents centres 

on his perception that they make sanctification the primary evidence of assurance of faith. 

Since Crisp neither mentions his opponents by name nor offers any citations to substantiate 

his allegation, it cannot be ascertained if he has interpreted his opponents rightly; 

nevertheless, it is significant to note that it fails to depict Rutherford’s view. Although 
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Rutherford asserts that sanctification evinces justification and thus believers ought to be 

assured that they have been justified by Christ whenever they see the fruits of sanctification 

in their lives, he does not make sanctification the sole or primary basis for assurance of 

salvation; he construes sanctification as a secondary, but genuine and reliable evidence of 

believers’ justification, hence he encourages them to look to their sanctification for assurance 

of faith.275 

Even though Crisp concurs with Rutherford that sanctification has a secondary role to 

play in the matter of believers’ assurance, yet he discourages believers from turning to 

sanctification, because he thinks that there are other evidences available and superior to 

sanctification: ‘But still, I say, though the Lord doth call men, and sanctifie them, yet the 

Lord hath given to men some better evidences, whereby he will resolve and satisfie their 

spirits, to sit down and have more peace and comfort of heart and spirit, then all the 

evidences of sanctification in the world can give unto them.’276 Despite the fact that Crisp did 

not list out the ‘better evidences’ available, it is plain that he regards sanctification as an 

unworthy and unreliable source of evidence for assurance. Thus far, it has been shown that 

Crisp thinks sanctification obscures justification when it is being mistaken for the sole basis 

of believers’ assurance, but he concedes that sanctification evinces justification when it is 

being put in its correct place, albeit it remains an unreliable evidence for assurance. Hence, 

Rutherford’s broad charge that the Antinomians insist sanctification obfuscates justification 

fails to encapsulate the complexity of Crisp’s thoughts, just as it has failed to account for 

Saltmarsh’s. 

 

Mortification of sin 

John Eaton 

Eaton conceives sanctification as consisting of two parts: (1) mortification, and (2) 

vivification.277 In line with his argument on the inseparableness of justification and 

sanctification, Eaton asserts that it is justification that gives rise to mortification in believers: 

when we see nothing can make us spiritually clean from them, except the Son 
of God be killed to temper for us, with his blood, so precious an Antidote or 
confection, … or else these wormes of our soules, even the very stirring 
motions only will as truly and certainely kill us, as they killed Christ? doe we 
not then begin to see in the streame of Christ blood washing us from them, the 
vilenesse of these evil thoughts, and leasts motions, and begin to hate them, as 
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the venemous vipers of our soule, either eating out our heart, or the heart of 
Christ Jesus? and thus hating the evil thoughts and first motions of sin, doth 
not this make us much more to hate and crucifie the grosse acts, and outward 
practices of the same?278 

As a result of justification, believers recognise the vileness of sin, begin to hate the sinful 

desires that reside in their hearts, and consequentially they abhor and put to death the deeds 

that are borne out of these sinful desires; in other words, mortification is the act of crushing 

sinful actions that break out in believers’ lives, the forsaking of sinful deeds that are visible to 

other men. 

However, Eaton elucidates that there are two kinds of mortification, namely (1) legal 

mortification, and (2) evangelical mortification, the latter being true mortification that 

believers ought to attend to.279 He defines legal mortification as a ‘striving for feare of 

punishment, either temporall, or eternall, or upon a secret hope lurking in the heart, of 

procuring and retaining Gods favour and good will, by her diligent endeavours of crucifying 

and mortifying sinne out of the sight of God, by the assistance (as she saith) of Gods spirit by 

her selfe.’280 Eaton observes that some believers endeavour to stamp out sins from their lives 

because they are worried that God sees their sins and will punish them for failing to do so, 

while some others do so because they think that eliminating sin from God’s sight will secure 

them God’s favour. He labels such efforts at mortifying sin as ‘the old Pharisaicall 

mortification, … a legall fervent love of God,’ an erroneous understanding of what 

mortification truly is.281 Thus, he charges those who claim that mortification is the work of 

removing sin out of God’s sight with the help of the Holy Spirit as ‘utterly voide of the Spirit, 

and had not one sparke of true mortification,’ because they are ignorant about free 

justification.282 To counter the misconception, Eaton asserts that true mortification is not an 

eradication of sin out of God’s sight, but merely out of human sight: ‘the Evangelicall zeale 

doth mortifie sinne to our selves, in mere thankfulnesse, that the spirit of God dwelling in us 

shewes us that we are cleane, and by the blood of Christ have no sin to mortifie in the sight of 

God.’283 The key for Eaton is stamping out sin with a thankful heart for justification received, 

instead of being driven by a slavish fear to do so. This is clearly grounded upon Eaton’s 

conviction that believers have no sin in God’s sight, therefore any removal of corruption in 
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their lives through mortification is a purely human affair. By implication, when believers 

engage in mortification, they do not grow in holiness before God. This harmonises with 

Eaton’s claim that sanctification makes believers pure in the sight of men while it is their 

justification that has made them pure in the sight of God. 

Eaton’s view on mortification is aptly summarised in his response to the question 

‘how then (will some say) doe we purifie, and cleanse our selves?’, to which he answers, 

‘wee cleanse, and mortifie, and purifie oursleves only Declaratively to the sight of man; that 

is, we only declare both to ourselves and to others, in the way of thankfulnesse, that the holy 

Ghost hath by cloathing us with the wedding-garment of Christs righteousnesse, purified, 

mortified, cleansed, and utterly abolished all our sins out of Gods sight freely.’284 It may be 

concluded that Eaton believes the Holy Spirit has mortified all the sins of believers from 

God’s sight by justification, but it is necessary for them to mortify their sins before fellow 

men, which serves as a declaration of the special work that has been wrought in them. At this 

juncture, it is significant to note that Eaton’s view dispels Rutherford’s charge that 

Antinomian mortification is a mere belief in Christ’s mortification of sin on believers’ behalf 

that relieves them from the active duty of mortifying sin. Even though Eaton affirms the 

necessity for believers to mortify their sins before men’s eyes, his assertion that these 

corruptions are not sins in God’s sight is contrary to Rutherford who insists that the sins 

committed by believers are truly sins in the eyes of God and thus in the eyes of men. Hence, 

even though both men affirm the necessity for believers to mortify sin, their disagreement on 

the nature of the sinful acts that believers commit, and the consequences of sinning set them 

apart. 

 

Tobias Crisp 

Even though Crisp conceives of sanctification as consisting of two parts, namely the 

divine work of sanctifying believers (definitive sanctification) and believers’ ongoing 

obligation to keep God’s commandments (ongoing sanctification),285 he did not divide 

believers’ duty into additional subcategories after the manner of Eaton. Nevertheless, Crisp 

made a few brief comments on mortification that will shed light on his doctrinal view, which 

in turn will provide the basis for evaluating Rutherford’s charge concerning this matter. First, 
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Crisp asserts that it is Christ who supplies the grace that believers need in order that they may 

mortify sin: 

The supply of all the believers wants concerning grace; be it in matters of 
mortification of sin, be it in the performance of duties of pietie, mercy, and 
justice, or any other whatsoever: The supply of all must come from Christ 
alone; as he speaks himself in the first Chapter of Revelations, I am Alpha and 
Omega, the beginning and the end, of all things.286  

Christ is the sole giver of grace to believers for the mortification of sin, because He is God. 

From the placement of mortification of sin alongside other duties such as piety, mercy and 

justice, it may be inferred Crisp considers mortification of sin to be a duty that entails 

believers’ active involvement. In other words, it is necessary for believers to mortify sin. 

However, Crisp appears to contradict himself with his other comment on mortification, where 

he contends from Galatians 5:24 that mortification of sin does not consist in ‘the crucifying 

of the flesh’: 

We commonly understand this, as if our mortification and denying of sin, 
were the crucifying of the flesh: but the Apostle speaks otherwise there, and 
you may see, he intends, that they that are Christs, are crucified with him, as 
much as to say, Christs dying upon the Crosse for Believers, his death became 
the death, that is, the expiation of sin for them, that it should be no more 
terrible unto them, nor affright the people of God.287 

A close reading of the context for the above-cited text reveals that Crisp is encouraging 

believers not to be worried over the sins that they have committed, and thus he is not 

addressing mortification of sin per se. However, mortification of sin came into the picture 

because it is commonly held by Christians that believers’ mortification entails ‘the crucifying 

of the flesh.’  Crisp thinks that this is a gross misconception of mortification that had resulted 

in believers’ unnecessary fears over their sins, which is contrary to Galatians 5:24 which 

states that ‘they that are Christs, have crucified the flesh, with the affections, and lusts 

thereof.’288 Since believers’ flesh has already been crucified with Christ, then mortification of 

sin cannot possibly be a crucifying of the flesh as commonly understood. Even though Crisp 

refuted the prevailing notion of mortification of sin, he did not state what mortification ought 

to be; he simply skips over this subject, because that was not the focus of his argument. 

Nevertheless, it is evident that Crisp rejects that mortification of sin necessitates crucifying 

the flesh. From the two comments made by Crisp concerning mortification, it may be 

concluded that Crisp affirms the necessity for believers to mortify sin, however this does not 
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involve a crucifying of the flesh. It is certainly different from Rutherford’s concept of 

mortification of sin, which obliges believers to overcome their sinful desires and to keep their 

body under control.289 However, it is significant to note that Crisp’s view of mortification 

does not fit Rutherford’s charge that the Antinomians construe mortification as merely 

believing that Christ has mortified sin on their behalf, because he affirms that mortification 

requires believers’ active involvement; this reveals yet another weakness in Rutherford’s 

argument against Antinomianism. 

 

John Saltmarsh 

Amongst the representative figures of English Antinomianism, Saltmarsh enters into 

the most elaborate discussion on mortification. Rutherford views Saltmarsh as his main 

adversary on the doctrine of mortification, from whom he extrapolates his charge against 

Saltmarsh to Antinomianism at large. Although Rutherford did also interact briefly with the 

lesser known Antinomian Henry Denne on this topic, he considers Denne’s view as a mere 

confirmation of Saltmarsh’s stance on mortification. An examination of Saltmarsh’s view on 

the doctrine of mortification will reveal that Rutherford erred in his interpretation of 

Saltmarsh, and thus it is unsurprising that his extrapolated charge fails against Eaton, Crisp 

and Towne. 

Saltmarsh observes that believers are prone to seek for the assurance of their salvation 

by looking to ‘the mortification of sin in [themselves], and dying to former lusts,’ whereby 

the more successful they are at doing so, the more they are assured that they are saved, but 

consequently they start to entertain doubts about their salvation when they find themselves 

falling into former sins and their assurance plummet to rock-bottom.290 Saltmarsh gives a 

clear insight into the rationale that operates within such minds: ‘if we finde that otherwise 

then we would… perswade our selves that because it is thus and thus with us, and corruption 

quickening again, we were deceived in our selves, and that sure the spirit was never in us.’291 

He concludes that the mortification of sin is a poor means of obtaining assurance, because 

Satan can use this to lure believers into doubting about the genuineness of their faith.292 

Although Saltmarsh does not assert that mortification is a subset of sanctification, the similar 

roles that he accords to mortification and sanctification reveals that he regards these two 
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doctrinal concepts as closely related. However, it is important to note that Saltmarsh is not 

against believers’ mortification of sin; rather, he is against using mortification of sin as an 

instrument to obtain assurance of faith. This is confirmed by his affirmation that believers 

mortify sin on a daily basis: ‘we being now in the second Adam who is the quickning spirit, 

the old man or Adam is put off daily with his former lusts.’293 Saltmarsh elucidates that 

mortification of sin is ‘an implanting or imbodying with Christ in the fellowship of his 

sufferings, passion, death, aud [sic] resurrection; and it is a dying to the dominion of sin, 

more then to the nature of sin, even to the sting, and strength of sin, which is the Law, as the 

Apostle saith.’294 In other words, mortification of sin consists in believers’ union with Christ 

as well as a dying to the power of sin on their part; Saltmarsh terms this as a Gospel-

mortification.295 

Saltmarsh divides true mortification into two aspects: (1) a perfect mortification 

resulting from believers’ union with Christ, and (2) a partial mortification due to the lifelong 

presence of indwelling sin in believers.296 Saltmarsh’s distinction appears to fall along the 

lines of definitive mortification and ongoing mortification, closely mirroring the concepts of 

definitive and ongoing sanctification respectively that Towne and Crisp espouse. He asserts 

that believers necessarily experience ‘a spiritual power, transforming and changing the whole 

man from former lusts,’297 thus enabling them to die to sin. Thus, the believer is to ‘consider 

himself dead to sin onely in fellowship with Christs death mystically, and to consider himself 

onely dying to sin in his own nature spiritually.’298 Saltmarsh emphasises that mortification is 

the weakening of the indwelling sin in them through the Holy Spirit’s special working in their 

lives, made possible solely by believers’ union with Christ: ‘there is such a power and 

efficacy, and mighty working in this mystical union and fellowship with Christ, that he shall 

finde sin dying in him from this, the spirit working most in the virtue of this.’299 In other 

words, definitive mortification furnishes the basis for believers to experience ongoing 

mortification. 

Although Saltmarsh places great emphasis on the divine work of the Holy Spirit in 

believers to diminish indwelling sin, he does not neglect the necessity for believers to 

participate actively in ongoing mortification:  
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vows, promises, shunning occasions, removing temptations, strictnesse and 
severity in duties, fear of hell and judgements, … [all of which] in themselves 
are but empty, weak means of prevailing against sin, … do well in their place 
and order, like Oares in a Boat, which though it be carried with the tyde, if 
well managed, they may help it go faster; as that of shunning occasions, 
strictnesse and severity in duties, and watchfulnesse.300 

Saltmarsh grants that external actions contribute to believers’ mortification of sin, so long as 

they have ‘Christ crucified, which is the power of all, and in all.’301 This is especially 

significant in light of Saltmarsh’s claims that appear to imply he is against believers’ 

performance of external duties as part of their mortification. He asserts that mortification of 

sin has often been misconstrued as either ‘the restraint or legal watchfulnesse over a 

particular sin,’ or ‘onely a spiritual change or transforming power the spirit brings with it into 

our nature,’ both of which he rejects.302 In particular, he argues that abstinence from sin, as 

commonly understood of mortification, is not true mortification because unbelievers such as 

the ‘Popish, Anchorites, [and] Eremites’ would excel in doing the same; however, they do not 

die to sin, they merely keep their corruptions under wraps.303 Saltmarsh sought to 

demonstrate the absurdity of the opposing view by pointing out that abstinence from sin 

implies that dead persons, as well as persons who by their sickness have be incapacitated 

from falling into former sins must be mortified persons.304 He is making a clear distinction 

between persons who conceal their sins, or have been restrained from sinning, from those 

who actively die to sin. His use of persons in ill health as an example is highly illustrative, 

because these individuals are restrained from sinning by their health condition, but it does not 

necessitate that they actively will against sinning. However, his reference to dead persons as 

mortified persons is puzzling, because it does not strengthen the distinction that he was 

making, even though it heightens the absurdity that he thinks permeates his opponents’ view; 

this only serves to distract readers from the argument that he is advancing and does not 

contribute to it. Nevertheless, Saltmarsh has clearly established his case against construing 

mortification of sin simply as the sum of external actions that an individual may perform. 

Instead, ongoing mortification consists of two aspects: (1) the divine workings of the Holy 

Spirit in the lives of believers to weaken sin, and (2) the duties that believers actively carry 

out against sin. Saltmarsh confirms this with the following words: ‘nor let such an excellent 
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and glorious way of mortification, tempt any to a neglect of mortification of sin in the 

body.’305 

It is significant to note that Rutherford did not pick up on Saltmarsh’s detailed 

arguments on mortification when he charged the latter with espousing an erroneous view that 

makes believers’ mortification of sin simply a matter of believing that Christ has mortified 

sin on their behalf and thus they are freed from the responsibility of mortifying sin. It may be 

duly inferred that Rutherford did not possess an adequate understanding of Saltmarsh’s view 

on the mortification of sin, hence his charge was unsustainable against Saltmarsh, just as it 

was against Eaton and Crisp; thus, his arguments fail to address the complexity inherent in 

Saltmarsh’s thoughts. However, in spite of the fact that Eaton, Crisp and Saltmarsh affirm the 

necessity of mortification of sin, they differ in their understanding of the substance of 

mortification; this does not only differentiate them from one another, but also differentiates 

the Antinomians from Rutherford and the rest of the men in the opposite camp. 

 

Robert Towne 

Unlike Eaton, Crisp and Saltmarsh, Towne scarcely discourses on the topic of 

mortification in his treatise. There are only two instances where he touches on this subject. 

First, he asserts that even though a sinner may diligently labour in mortification and holiness, 

yet his efforts do not contribute to his salvation, because ‘he still remained as deep in 

condemnation as ever he was, and there was no difference of state or condition between him, 

and the vilest, and loosest, and worst of men, Rom.3. 19. 23.’306 Here, Towne is pointing out 

that unbelievers cannot procure salvation through a diligent attendance to the duties of 

mortification; Rutherford would readily agree to this assertion. In the second instance, as he 

speaks of the inseparableness of repentance from faith, Towne asserts that repentance is to be 

rightly understood for ‘mortification, confession of sinne, or the forsaking of our selves.’307 

This is a clear categorisation of mortification as a sub-topic to be discussed under the subject 

matter of repentance, which is reflective of a traditional approach, differentiating Towne 

from Rutherford who places mortification under the scope of sanctification. Nevertheless, 

there is insufficient evidence in Towne’s treatise to establish a full concept of mortification, 

thus it does not give weight to Rutherford’s allegation that Antinomians construe 
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mortification as simply believing that Christ has accomplished it for believers, demonstrating 

once again the weakness in Rutherford’s argument against English Antinomianism. 

 

Final Clarification on the Doctrinal Views of Rutherford and Crisp 

Rutherford affirms that good works in obedience to God is via ad regnum, whereas 

Crisp rejects this claim as erroneous. According to Crisp, ‘[i]t is a received conceit among 

many persons, that our obedience is the way to heaven; and though it be not, say they, causa 

Regnandi, yet it is via ad regnum, though it be not the cause of our reigne, yet it is the way to 

our kingdome.’308 He argues that progressive sanctification cannot be described as the way to 

heaven and this description is only reserved for Christ, because he construes ‘the way to 

heaven’ as the means by which believers may be saved: ‘all this sanctification of life is not a 

jot the way of that justified person unto heaven; it is the businesse of a person that he hath to 

doe in his way Christ, but is not the way it selfe to heaven.’309 However, his argument failed 

to address the possibility that his opponents might have interpreted ‘way’ differently in the 

mould of Burgess, who affirms both Christ and progressive sanctification as ‘the way to 

heaven.’ Crisp would readily agree with Burgess that Christ is the only way to heaven, in the 

sense that Christ is the cause that enables believers to enter heaven: 

sanctification of life is an unseparable companion with the Justification of a 
person by the free grace of Christ: But withall, I must tell you, that all this 
sanctification of life is not a jot the way of that justified person unto heaven; it 
is the businesse of a person that he hath to doe in his way Christ, but is not the 
way itself to heaven. If there be no more to clear it, but the very text, it is 
enough, Christ here saith, I am the way, no man commeth to the Father but by 
me: Now I aske this question, are our works of sanctification Christ himself, 
or are they not? If they be Christ himselfe, then there are thousands of Christ 
in the world, if they be no Christ, then there is no coming to the Father by 
them, because the coming to the Father is by him alone, and by him as he is 
the sole way.310 

However, Burgess would argue that progressive sanctification is also a way to heaven, albeit 

in a different sense, whereby it is metaphorically a route that believers have to walk on as 

they journey heavenward.311 Thus, Christ may be described as the principal cause by which 

believers enter into heaven, but progressive sanctification is the instrumental cause by which 

believers get to heaven. His argument demonstrates that the same metaphor can be 

concurrently applied to two different sets of circumstances without contradiction. Although 
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Rutherford did not expressly assert and defend that progressive sanctification is via ad 

regnum and not causa regnandi, he speaks of it as ‘the way of holinesse.’312 It may be 

inferred that Rutherford, who is in general agreement with Burgess on believers’ relationship 

to sin, believers’ relationship to the Law of God, as well as believers’ relationship to 

sanctification, also concurs with his fellow theologian’s argument that ‘the way to heaven’ 

may be legitimately used to describe Christ and believers’ sanctification. Thus, it may be 

duly concluded that Crisp and Rutherford disagree on how progressive sanctification may be 

expressed. However, this does not affect their agreement on the reality of progressive 

sanctification for believers, which consists in believers’ obedience to God’s commandments 

and their subsequent growth in holiness. Therefore, the disagreement highlighted here may be 

aptly described as an apparent disagreement, because it is a mere contention over the 

expression and not the substance of progressive sanctification. 

 

Chapter Conclusion 

Thus far, it has been demonstrated that Rutherford concurs with his peers and 

predecessors on the core articles of the doctrine of sanctification, namely (1) all believers are 

obliged to pursue sanctification, (2) sanctification is growing in personal holiness, and (3) 

obeying the Moral Law is essential to believers’ sanctification. Rutherford and his 

companions were unequivocal in their contentions against the English Antinomians, arguing 

that their opponents have erred in these areas and thus necessarily reject sanctification for 

believers. Rutherford advanced the arguments that his companions had raised against their 

common opponents into uncharted territories of sanctification, adding both breadth and depth 

to the ongoing dialogue with the Antinomians, when he took the adversaries to task for the 

following errors: (1) confusing sanctification with justification, (2) freeing believers from 

their obedience to the Moral Law, (3) claiming that believers’ sanctification obscures their 

justification, and (4) construing mortification as a mere act of believing that Christ has 

accomplished mortification for believers. 

However, it has been shown that Rutherford, along with his peers and predecessors, 

has at times misinterpreted his adversaries’ views on this doctrinal matter. Eaton, Towne, 

Crisp and Saltmarsh distinguish sanctification from justification, refuting Rutherford’s 

allegation that the Antinomians confuse sanctification with justification. Notably, Eaton and 

Towne discourse on the inseparableness of sanctification and justification in their respective 
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works; the fact that this was not picked up by Rutherford reveals that he was not sufficiently 

acquainted with his opponents’ published works.313 In addition, all four Antinomian figures 

assert the necessity of ongoing sanctification for believers, which effectively dismisses 

Rutherford’s charge that they deny sanctification. Towne and Crisp discourse extensively on 

this subject in their own works, wherein they divide sanctification into the finer categories of 

definitive and ongoing sanctification. Even though the Antinomians agree with Rutherford 

that ongoing sanctification is essential for believers, the two sides disagree on what 

constitutes ongoing sanctification. Moreover, there is a diversity of opinions within the 

Antinomian camp. Eaton, Saltmarsh and Crisp concur that believers are active participants in 

ongoing sanctification, whereas Towne argues that believers are passive participants because 

he construes ongoing sanctification solely as the work of renewal that the Holy Spirit 

performs in believers. Furthermore, Eaton contends that believers do not grow in holiness 

when they engage in ongoing sanctification, while Crisp and Saltmarsh espouse the opposite 

view that believers mature in holiness when they do so, which closely parallels Rutherford’s 

view on the same matter. Due to his conviction that it is the Holy Spirit who works 

progressive renewal in believers, Towne rejects that believers will grow in holiness when 

they perform works of sanctification; however, this implies that believers will grow in 

holiness as a result of their ongoing sanctification, except that they have no active part to play 

in its fruition. Although Crisp and Saltmarsh maintain that believers grow in holiness through 

ongoing sanctification, unlike Rutherford, they failed to furnish believers with a clear idea of 

how they may go about doing so, because Saltmarsh essentially places believers under the 

demands of the Moral Law that he has rejected outright, and Crisp failed to clarify the 

specific scope of the Mosaic Law that he thinks believers are obliged to keep. In addition, 

Crisp’s doctrine of sanctification is distinguished from Rutherford’s by a crucial 

disagreement over mortification of sin: Rutherford asserts that mortification entails the 

believer’s active work of subduing the sinful desires that are in him and abstinence from 

worldly lust, but Crisp argues that it is an error to construe mortification as a crucifying of the 

flesh. Therefore, in spite of the varying degrees of similarity that exist between the views of 

Rutherford and the English Antinomians on the doctrine of sanctification, genuine and 

irreconcilable differences separate them. 
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It is crucial to note that the findings in this chapter have revealed the flaws in Jones’ 

and Gamble’s respective assessments of the Antinomian view on believers’ relationship to 

sanctification. Contrary to their shared belief that the Antinomians reject believers’ 

sanctification, it has been shown that the Antinomians unanimously affirm ongoing 

sanctification for believers. Furthermore, the diversity of views within the Antinomian camp 

exposed the inaccuracy in Jones’ and Gamble’s joint claim that the Antinomians espoused a 

homogenous view on believers’ sanctification. This also casts doubt on Como’s belief that 

the Eatonists shared the doctrinal convictions of the man whom they were named after,314 for 

it has been proven that there are crucial differences between the views of Towne and Eaton. 
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CHAPTER 5: CONCLUSION 

Scholarly interest in Rutherford’s theology has been modest in comparison to the 

exuberant interest shown towards his political ideas.1 In particular, his doctrine of 

sanctification did not receive the critical attention that it deserves. The current thesis has 

bridged this gap by examining his critique of English Antinomianism against the works of his 

companions and opponents, those who were key figures of the Antinomian Controversy that 

took place on English soil in the middle of the seventeenth century. Three aspects that are 

pertinent to Rutherford’s doctrine of sanctification were covered: (1) believers’ relationship 

to sin, (2) believers’ relationship with the Law of God, and (3) the relationship between 

believers and sanctification. 

The presence of indwelling sin in believers is a key concept in Rutherford’s theology. 

It is also a foundational component of his doctrine of sanctification. He argues that the 

propensity to sin remains in believers, thus they continue to sin against God after their 

conversion, for the rest of their life. Consequently, believers truly offend God whenever they 

sin, therefore they are to engage in sanctification, so that they may grow in holiness. The 

presence of indwelling sin in believers became a major point of contention between 

Rutherford and the English Antinomians, because he perceived that his opponents reject this 

key premise concerning believers’ relationship to sin. He identifies perfectionism as the root 

cause of their error. Thus, Rutherford charges Robert Towne, John Saltmarsh, John Eaton and 

Tobias Crisp respectively with committing the twofold error of espousing the sinless 

perfection of believers and denying that there is indwelling sin in them. However, an analysis 

of the proofs that Rutherford produced against his opponents reveals that his allegations fell 

short at certain quarters. Prima facie evidence also hints at a diversity of doctrinal opinions 

within the Antinomian camp, as opposed to the homogeneity that Rutherford had posited. 

Nevertheless, Rutherford was not alone in his assessment of the Antinomian view on 

believers’ relationship to sin, for his peers and predecessors in the Antinomian Controversy 

made the same allegation against their opponents. Henry Burton, Thomas Taylor, Thomas 

Gataker and Anthony Burgess unanimously concur with Rutherford’s critique on this 

doctrinal point. They brought forth their charges against the Antinomians by pointing out that 

their adversaries committed the following errors: (1) claiming that God sees no sins in 

 
1 Coffey lists a total of ten unpublished dissertations that are related to Samuel Rutherford. Six of them are 
focused on his political thoughts and David Strickland’s Ph.D. dissertation (1972) stands out as the only 
theological work. Since then, San-Deog Kim’s Ph.D. dissertation (2002), Guy Richard’s Ph.D. dissertation 
(2006), Sang Hyuck Ahn’s Ph.D. dissertation (2011) and Song-En Poon’s Th.M. dissertation (2016) are the only 
theological titles that may be added to the list. Coffey, Politics, Religion and the British Revolutions, 275. 
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believers, (2) misinterpreting Numbers 23:21, (3) separating the believer from his sins in an 

arbitrary manner, and (4) compromising believers’ fight against sin by denying the necessity 

of law-keeping. Notably, Rutherford advanced the arguments of his companions by adding 

depth and dimensions to the ongoing conversation with his polemics against the 

Antinomians, with particular attention given to the manner in which believers are freed from 

the dominion of sin and how God is angry with believers for sinning. These are unique 

contributions made by Rutherford to the ongoing debate with the English Antinomians. 

However, it has been shown that Rutherford, as well as his colleagues, have 

misinterpreted and misrepresented the Antinomian view(s) on this doctrinal matter, because 

Eaton, Towne, Crisp and Saltmarsh, representative figures of English Antinomianism, 

unanimously affirm the presence of indwelling sin in believers. This reveals a fundamental 

weakness in Rutherford’s critique of the Antinomians on believers’ relationship to sin, which 

in turn exposes a major weakness in Rutherford’s critique of the Antinomian view on 

believers’ relationship to sanctification, because the legitimacy of his arguments against the 

Antinomians concerning the doctrine of sanctification rest upon the accuracy of his 

arguments here. Nevertheless, this does not mean that the Antinomians agree with Rutherford 

on the relationship between believers and sin. The Antinomians exhibited shades of 

perfectionism in their published works, as well as evidences against perfectionism. On the 

one hand, Eaton, Towne and Crisp argue strongly for the sinless perfection of believers’ 

persons in their earthly sojourn, to which the first two men add the perfection of believers’ 

works, yet on the other hand they claim that believers continue to sin after their conversion. 

The arguments that have been set forth reveal inconsistencies in their respective views on 

believers’ relationship to sin. This is contrary to Rutherford’s view that believers continue to 

sin, and thus they cannot be perfectly sinless. Furthermore, there is unanimity amongst the 

English Antinomians that God is not offended when believers sin, thus He is neither angry 

with them nor does He punish them for doing so. It may be encapsulated as follows: 

‘Believers sin, God sees no sin, God does not punish believers.’ This distinguishes them from 

Rutherford who asserts that believers truly offend God when they sin, thus His chastisement 

of believers is an expression of genuine fatherly displeasure: ‘Believers sin, God sees their 

sins, God punishes believers.’ Therefore, even though Towne, Crisp and Saltmarsh agree 

with Rutherford that God chastises believers, they disagree with him on the nature of 

chastisement: the Antinomians argue that it is a demonstration of God’s love to believers as 

opposed to a display of God’s wrath, because Christ has already borne the full wrath of God 

towards sin on behalf of believers and made complete satisfaction for it on the cross. Thus, 
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there are real and irreconcilable differences between Rutherford and the Antinomians on 

believers’ relationship to sin, even though both parties affirm the presence of indwelling sin 

in believers. In light of Rutherford’s misinterpretation and the genuine differences that exist 

between him and his opponents, Rutherford’s critique of English Antinomianism on 

believers’ relationship to sin may be modified as follows to give a more accurate picture of 

the actual situation: The Antinomians affirm the presence of indwelling sin in believers, but 

they erred in claiming that (1) God does not see the sins of believers, and (2) God is not 

offended or displeased with believers whenever they sin. 

Likewise, believers’ responsibility to obey the Moral Law is a fundamental concept in 

Rutherford’s theology. His emphasis on the significance of the Moral Law to believers arose 

from his threefold view of the Law of God. This framework provides the basis for his 

assertion that the Moral Law is the rule of righteousness and holy living for believers. While 

it is crucial for believers to obey the Moral Law, they do not obtain entry into God’s kingdom 

by their holy walking; instead, it is the means by which they mature in holiness. Hence, 

believers’ duty to obey the Moral Law is a vital component of Rutherford’s doctrine of 

sanctification. His main contention against the English Antinomians on this doctrinal point is 

their rejection of believers’ responsibility to keep the Moral Law. This is fleshed out in the 

following claims that he alleged were made by the Antinomians in their treatises: (1) 

Believers are freed from the authority of the Law, (2) The Law is redundant for believers 

because they have the Holy Spirit to guide them, and (3) Obedience to outward 

commandments is Legalism. Rutherford’s predecessors of the 1630s, Burton and Taylor, 

shared his first two concerns, but he developed their arguments in both thoroughness and 

scope with his polemics against the same opponents. Rutherford also advanced the argument 

made by Gataker, a fellow 1640s respondent to the Antinomian Controversy, by engaging on 

a broader range of discussions that went beyond Gataker’s brief response on this doctrinal 

matter. However, the same could not be said of Burgess (who also published against 

Antinomianism in the 1640s), because in addition to his agreement with Rutherford’s first 

concern, Burgess raised five additional contentions against the errors that he observed in 

English Antinomianism: (1) Obedience to the Law is contrary to love for God, (2) Believers 

are absolved from obeying the Law because they are unable to do so perfectly, (3) A Law 

necessarily curses those that are under it, (4) A failure to distinguish between a believer and 

his personal acts, and (5) The Law abolished continues to be a Law. Therefore, even though 

Rutherford put forth three contentions against the English Antinomians, it is evident that 

Burgess’ polemics against the Antinomians covered a wider range of topics than Rutherford’s 
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arguments against the same opponents. Nevertheless, Rutherford’s development of his 

predecessors’ and Gataker’s arguments against Antinomianism, in particular the two 

contentions that were not picked up by Burgess, are unique contributions that he has made to 

the Antinomian Controversy. Through the examination of his companions’ writings, it has 

been established that they concur with Rutherford on believers’ responsibility to obey the 

Moral Law, with Burgess being the major contributor on this subject. 

Nevertheless, Rutherford and his colleagues have oversimplified the Antinomian view 

on this doctrinal matter, because there was a diversity of views among those from the 

Antinomian camp. While it is true that Eaton and Towne reject the necessity for believers to 

obey the Law of God as Rutherford has alleged, this accusation proves untenable against 

Crisp who essentially argues that it is necessary for believers to obey the Law of God. This 

pits the Antinomians against one another on a core doctrinal point that had caused them to be 

labelled as ‘Antinomians.’ Although Saltmarsh falls into the same category as Eaton and 

Towne with his rejection of believers’ necessity to obey the Mosaic Law, he differs from 

them with his claim that believers’ duty now is to obey the Gospel Law. Saltmarsh regards 

the Gospel Law as a better law in comparison with the Mosaic Law. However, Rutherford 

points out that Saltmarsh’s distinction between two kinds of ‘Law’ is a false dichotomy; this 

highlights a critical weakness in Saltmarsh’s argument. Nonetheless, Saltmarsh’s outright 

rejection of the continuing relevance of the Mosaic Law to believers separates him from 

Crisp, who insists that the Law given during the Old Testament time remains relevant to 

believers today. It may be concluded that there is a prevailing Antinomian view on believers’ 

relationship to the Law of God, which has been propounded by Eaton, Towne and Saltmarsh, 

whereas Crisp represents an anomaly within that camp. Thus, Rutherford’s critique of 

English Antinomianism on the relationship of believers and the Law accurately depicted the 

prevailing view, even though it failed to account for the diversity that existed. For a more 

precise portrayal of the English Antinomian view on believer’s relationship to the Law, 

Rutherford’s assessment may be modified as follows: The Antinomians reject believers’ 

responsibility to obey the Moral Law, but Crisp is an exception who insists that it is 

necessary for believers to obey the Law (even though he did not give a clear account of what 

he meant by ‘the Law’). 

When Rutherford writes about believers’ sanctification, he places particular emphasis 

on the instrument of sanctification and the consequence of sanctification. Believers’ 

obedience to the Moral Law is the means by which they may grow in holiness as they engage 

in the duty of sanctification. The presence of indwelling sin which typifies the condition of 
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believers, adds to the necessity for them to pursue and grow in holiness. Hence, believers’ 

obligation to pursue sanctification is a critical concept in Rutherford’s theology. 

Consequently, he charged his opponents with rejecting sanctification for believers, because 

he was convinced that (1) they reject the above key premises pertaining to sanctification, and 

(2) they have misinterpreted the relationship between believers and sanctification. He 

identified four major errors that gave rise to the Antinomian rejection of sanctification for 

believers: (1) Confusing sanctification with justification, (2) Believers are freed from obeying 

the Moral Law, (3) Believers’ sanctification obscures their justification, and (4) Mortification 

is believing that Christ has done everything on behalf of believers. Burton and Taylor concur 

with Rutherford that the Antinomian error of freeing believers from obedience to the Moral 

Law undergirds their opponents’ rejection of sanctification. In addition, as the first wave of 

respondents (1630s) to the Antinomian Controversy in England, they responded to the 

Antinomian claim that encouraging believers unto the works of sanctification is tantamount 

to advocating legalism. These two areas were the main focus of Burton’s and Taylor’s 

polemics against the Antinomians. When their arguments are compared with Rutherford’s, it 

becomes apparent that Rutherford broadened and deepened the scope of discussion on 

sanctification into previously uncharted territories, with particular focus on the relationship 

between sanctification and justification, as well as his elaboration on mortification of sin as 

part of believers’ sanctification. Rutherford’s vindication of Taylor from the allegations made 

by Towne further attests to his expansion on Taylor’s views. These are further contributions 

that Rutherford made to the ongoing debate with the English Antinomians. However, Burton 

made an insightful observation that the Antinomians affirm ongoing sanctification for 

believers was not picked up by Rutherford, and he failed to give an accurate account of it in 

his critique of Antinomianism. Gataker also alleged that the Antinomians reject believers’ 

sanctification, but his arguments were very brief in comparison to Rutherford’s, because his 

treatises were focused on responding to the Antinomian view of believers’ relationship to sin. 

Burgess, Gataker’s fellow second wave respondent (1640s) to the Antinomian Controversy, 

contributed uniquely to the ongoing dialogue with Antinomianism by charging his opponents 

with freeing believers from the obligation to perform good works. Nevertheless, it may be 

concluded that Rutherford advanced the arguments of the both the first wave respondents 

(1630s) and the second wave respondents (1640s) deeper into the realm of sanctification. 

Thus, Rutherford’s discussions on believers’ relationship to sanctification was a major, 

unique contribution to the English Antinomian Controversy, for it moved the ongoing 
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conversation with the Antinomians beyond the primary concerns of his predecessors and 

peers into an area that deserved specific attention and response. 

It has also been established that Rutherford, together with his colleagues, have 

misinterpreted and misrepresented the Antinomian view of sanctification, because the 

representative Antinomian figures unanimously argue for the sanctification of believers. In 

addition to the affirmation of a clear demarcation between sanctification and justification, all 

four Antinomians examined concur that there is ongoing sanctification for believers. 

However, they disagree on what constitutes believers’ ongoing sanctification. Eaton, Crisp 

and Saltmarsh assert that ongoing sanctification involves the active participation of believers, 

whereas Towne construes it solely as the ongoing work of renewal that the Holy Spirit 

performs in believers. Nevertheless, Towne concurs with Eaton that believers do not grow in 

holiness when they do works of sanctification, whereas Crisp and Saltmarsh affirm that 

believers will mature in holiness when they engage in ongoing sanctification. In addition to 

the above similarities, the close parallel between Saltmarsh’s view of sanctification and 

Crisp’s view is attested by their consensus that ongoing sanctification is an unreliable 

evidence of justification, thus believers should not look to their sanctification for assurance of 

salvation. However, there is a crucial difference between the views of Crisp and Saltmarsh: 

the former asserts that the Mosaic Law remains the sole rule of life for believers, whereas the 

latter rejects it outright and replaces it with the Gospel Law. Moreover, they disagree on what 

constitutes mortification of sin for believers; Crisp argues that it is not the crucifying of the 

flesh, whereas Saltmarsh asserts that it entails an active dying to sin on believers’ part. Thus, 

it may be concluded that there is no such thing as ‘the’ Antinomian view of sanctification; 

instead, there is a diversity of views within the Antinomian camp on the doctrine of 

sanctification. While Crisp’s view of sanctification appears to resemble Rutherford instead of 

his colleagues, their difference of opinions on mortification of sin for believers; believers’ 

responsibility to obey the Moral Law; and God’s attitude towards believers’ sin, contribute to 

a diverging doctrine of sanctification between Rutherford and Crisp. Thus, Rutherford’s 

critique of English Antinomianism on believers’ relationship to sanctification may be 

modified as follows to give a more faithful account of the Antinomian perspectives and the 

differences with Rutherford’s view: The Antinomians affirm sanctification for believers, but 

they erred in a variety of ways, namely, (1) some deny that believers will grow in holiness 

through ongoing sanctification (including mortification of sin), (2) there is denial that 

ongoing sanctification entails believers’ active participation, (3) there is denial that 

mortification involves crucifying the flesh. 
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Hitherto, a nuanced reading of the primary sources belonging to English Antinomians 

has revealed that there are fundamental weaknesses in Rutherford’s critique of 

Antinomianism on believer’s relationship to sin and their relationship to sanctification. In 

addition, even though Rutherford’s assessment of the Antinomian view on believers’ 

relationship to the Law of God has accurately portrayed the generally prevailing view, it 

failed to account for the significant diversity within the Antinomian circle. What are some of 

the possible reasons that led to Rutherford’s repeated misunderstanding of his Antinomian 

opponents? Mark Jones’ dependency on the assessments of seventeenth century Reformed 

theologians to reconstruct and portray English Antinomian theology provides a plausible 

explanation for the repeated misunderstanding that showed up in Rutherford’s evaluation of 

his Antinomian opponents.2 Just as Jones had trusted the accurateness of the assessments 

made by his theological forebears, it is reasonable to infer that Rutherford likewise trusted the 

evaluations of his predecessors and peers concerning their shared opponents, hence he 

accepted their interpretations of Antinomian theology as received knowledge. Another 

possible factor that contributed to Rutherford’s misunderstanding of his opponents could be 

due to a lack of capacity and resources for him to verify his companions’ assessments against 

the actual writings of the English Antinomians. Rutherford’s first and second treatises against 

English Antinomianism were published during the years while he was actively participating 

in the Westminster Assembly. This is likely to have restricted the amount of time that 

Rutherford had on hand to engage with materials for writing and publishing, and hence he did 

not interact critically with the Antinomian primary sources. This limitation also created an 

inevitable dependency on his companions’ works and the views of the Westminster divines 

whom he was in constant interaction with. Notably, Gamble demonstrated that the 

Westminster divines were wary of the threat that Antinomian theology posed to the Church.3 

It may be duly inferred that Rutherford’s trusted colleagues were a valuable resource by 

which he could seek clarifications about the Antinomians and their theology. Thus, it may be 

concluded that the combination of these factors contributed to Rutherford’s repeated 

misunderstanding of his Antinomian opponents’ doctrinal views. 

Like his companions, Rutherford espoused common assumptions about the English 

Antinomians, some of which have been proven to be serious misconceptions. However, this 

thesis has debunked the prevailing misconceptions that opponents harbour towards 

 
2 See pages 19-20. 
3 See page 21. 
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Antinomian theology with clear analyses of the Antinomian views on these points of 

doctrine. Nevertheless, in spite of his misinterpretations, Rutherford contributed to the 

ongoing dialogue with the Antinomians by (1) broadening and deepening the scope of 

argument made by his companions on believers’ relationships to sin, (2) developing the 

arguments of the majority of his companions on the relationship between believers and the 

Law of God (with the exception of Burgess), and (3) ultimately advancing on the arguments 

of his companions into previously uncharted territories of sanctification. In the process, 

Rutherford sets forth a robust doctrine of sanctification that emphasises on believers’ 

responsibility to engage in progressive sanctification through obedience to the Moral Law, 

which necessarily entails mortification of sin, in order that they may grow in holiness. 

Through the careful examination of Rutherford’s arguments and views on the three pertinent 

aspects of his doctrine of sanctification, in light of the actual Antinomian views on these 

same aspects, it may be concluded that even though both parties affirm sanctification for 

believers, there are real and irreconcilable differences between Rutherford and the 

Antinomians on the essential features of Rutherford’s doctrine of sanctification, which 

ultimately distinguishes Rutherford from his opponents on this doctrinal matter. 

It is noteworthy that Rutherford’s doctrine of sanctification as expressed in the three 

works examined in this thesis offers insights into the fundamental building blocks of his 

doctrinal view. Having established the presence of indwelling sin in believers, the necessity 

for believers to obey the Moral Law, and their obligation to engage in progressive 

sanctification (which necessarily includes the mortification of sin),  he continued to assert 

believers’ necessity to pursue sanctification in his later works, wherein he exhorted believers 

to labour at their sanctification. Although Rutherford did not discuss about sanctification per 

se in A Free Disputation Against pretended Liberty of Conscience (1649),4 his argument that 

‘the conscience must be grounded in the Word of God and governed by the Scripture’ and his 

insistence that ‘believers must take heed of their conscience and submit to its instructions and 

rebukes in so far as it acts in accordance to God’s Word’ presupposed believers’ necessity to 

pursue holiness.5 This reveals a doctrinal consistency in Rutherford’s mind as he responded 

to different theological issues. In The Covenant of Life Opened (1655),6 Rutherford dedicated 

 
4 Samuel Rutherford, A Free Disputation Against Pretended Liberty of Conscience Tending to Resolve Doubts 
Moved by Mr. John Goodwin, John Baptist, Dr. Jer. Taylor, the Belgick Arminians, Socinians, and Other 
Authors Contending for Lawlesse Liberty, or Licentious Toleration of Sects and Heresies. (London: Printed by 
R.I. for Andrew Crook, 1649). 
5 Poon, ‘A Study of the Doctrine of Sanctification Held by Samuel Rutherford’, 75–76. 
6 Rutherford, The Covenant of Life Opened, Part II, Chapter IV. 
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a whole chapter to discuss about the mortification of sin in the lives of believers.7 Poon 

observed that Rutherford offered a definition of mortification that agrees with the definition 

which was given in Christ Dying and Drawing Sinners to Himselfe (1647);8 this confirms 

that Rutherford held to a consistent view of believers’ sanctification. In addition, Rutherford 

contributed to the development of the Reformed theological concept of mortification of sin 

by differentiating the various types of mortification that exist from ‘true mortification,’9 as 

well as provide believers with an extensive list of twenty-eight things that they ‘must be 

crucified [to].’10 In Influences of the Life of Grace (1659), Rutherford expounded on 

believers’ obligation to press on with their sanctification even when ‘God withdraws 

influences from believers, [such that] they lack both the desire and ability to obey him.’11 

This countered the view that ‘believers are obligated to obey the Word of God only when 

they know or feel the influences of grace.’12 Therefore, it may be duly inferred that 

throughout his lifetime, Rutherford did not deviate from the doctrinal convictions concerning 

believers’ sanctification as expressed in the three treatises written against English 

Antinomianism; nevertheless, there is a visible progression in Rutherford’s doctrine of 

sanctification, which began with setting forth the foundational components of his doctrinal 

view, followed by a series of discourses in multiple treatises to elucidate how believers may 

attend to their sanctification and thus grow in holiness. 

In addition to establishing Rutherford’s doctrine of sanctification, this thesis has also 

established the doctrine of sanctification embraced by leading Antinomian figures. The views 

of John Eaton, Robert Towne, Tobias Crisp and John Saltmarsh have been set forth to 

differentiate them from Rutherford’s view. Consequently, the current thesis has bridged the 

gap in the following areas of Antinomian studies: (1) Theodore Bozeman, David Como, 

Mark Jones and Whitney Gamble have all failed to pick up a major inconsistency in Eaton’s 

doctrinal belief about believers’ relationship to sin. On the one hand Eaton argued that the 

propensity to sin has been removed from believers, yet on the other hand he maintained that 

these same individuals continue to sin. A careful analysis of Eaton’s thoughts revealed that he 

made no attempts to reconcile this discrepancy in his theology. (2) Bozeman and Como 

insisted in their respective writings that when Eaton states that God sees no sin in the 

 
7 Poon, ‘A Study of the Doctrine of Sanctification Held by Samuel Rutherford’, 83. 
8 Poon, ‘A Study of the Doctrine of Sanctification Held by Samuel Rutherford’, 84. 
9 Rutherford, The Covenant of Life Opened, 267–268. 
10 Rutherford, The Covenant of Life Opened, 268–281. 
11 Poon, ‘A Study of the Doctrine of Sanctification Held by Samuel Rutherford’, 110. 
12 Poon, ‘A Study of the Doctrine of Sanctification Held by Samuel Rutherford’, 110. 
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justified, he was not arguing for a change in believers’ nature. However, a close examination 

of Eaton’s argument for the perfection of believers’ persons and works has proven otherwise. 

Hence, the arguments of Bozeman and Como are untenable. (3) Bozeman and Como claimed 

in their respective works that Eaton rejected believers’ responsibility to keep the Law of God, 

because believers then were already living in the ‘Third Time,’ but they failed to elaborate on 

it. This thesis has shown that Eaton held to a complex view of the relationship between 

believers and the Law of God that changes across time, culminating in believers’ freedom 

from keeping the Law. This critical account of Eaton’s doctrinal view on believers’ 

relationship to the Law of God bolsters the claim made by Bozeman and Como and provides 

a foundation for further research on Eaton’s theology per se and Antinomian theology in 

general. (4) Bozeman and Como concurred that Eaton rejected the Puritan concept of 

sanctification for believers, but they suffered from the same weakness of failing to discuss 

Eaton’s personal view on this doctrinal matter. It has been shown in this thesis that Eaton 

affirmed an ongoing sanctification for believers, which is focused on displaying believers’ 

perfect holiness to those around them, as opposed to growing in holiness, thus differentiating 

him from his opponents. Therefore, this critical, comprehensive account of Eaton’s doctrinal 

view on the relationship between believers and sanctification is an important addition to 

existing works on Antinomian theology. (5) Jones and Gamble were persuaded that the 

English Antinomians shared a unified view on believers’ relationship to sin, their relationship 

to the Law of God, as well as their relationship to sanctification. However, through critical 

interactions with Antinomian primary sources, this thesis has established that the English 

Antinomians were far from monolithic in their doctrinal views. In fact, the diversity in their 

doctrinal views went beyond even the expectations of Bozeman and Como. In addition, it has 

also been revealed that many aspects of Jones’ and Gamble’s respective assessments on 

English Antinomian theology failed to give an accurate portrayal of the actual doctrinal views 

that were held by representative Antinomian figures. In light of this thesis’ contribution, these 

prevalent views require reformulation in order to present a faithful account of English 

Antinomian theology. (6) There was a distinct lack of critical interactions with the works of 

Towne, Crisp and Saltmarsh in the writings of Bozeman, Como, Jones and Gamble, even 

though those men were representative figures of seventeenth century English Antinomianism. 

The current thesis has bridged this gap with critical analyses of each individual’s doctrinal 

view on the three key features of Rutherford’s doctrine of sanctification, which served to 

establish their respective viewpoints on the doctrine of sanctification. This is a significant and 

unique contribution to the existing library of secondary sources on Antinomian theology. 
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On a final note, this thesis provides the foundation for future research on Rutherford’s 

doctrine of sanctification beyond the bounds of the English Antinomian Controversy, as well 

as studies pertaining to his doctrine of sin and doctrine of the Law of God; having 

demonstrated that the Antinomians have often been misunderstood by those who were 

engaging with them, it also provides the impetus for further investigations into English 

Antinomian theology which has yet to receive sufficient scholarly attention. 
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