

2

Entrust    Church History  The Early History of Heresy:  Pelagianism    1/5/21


Pelagianism (4th – 5th century)[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Resources: Banner of Truth: The Great Heresies; The Master’s Seminary Historical Theology I; Ligonier Ministries: Our First Federal Head; Ligonier Ministries: The Pelagian Captivity of the Church.] 


Introduction

· Pelagianism is considered as the last of the Great Heresies. 

· Pelagius, the human source of the heresy, created a false teaching that challenged the Church to consider issues that had previously been taken for granted, and continues to have massive influence today. 

· Though he was denounced as a heretic, some version of Pelagius’ teaching is regarded by many Christians today as orthodoxy.

· This is a significant problem because Pelagianism, along with Semi-Pelagianism, represents a serious deviation from the biblical teaching. 

· Each of the Great Heresies deals with an essential piece of Christian doctrine. Typically, the heresies address issues of soteriology, Christology, or Scripture (Gnosticism attacked the sufficiency of Scripture and the doctrine of Christ; Arians attacked the doctrine of Christ; Ebionism attacked the doctrine of justification).

· Pelagianism is a heresy concerning soteriology (how is man saved), anthropology (what is the condition of man; what is the capability of man’s will), and hamartiology (what is the extent of sin/depravity in man; what are the effects of the Fall in man). 

· The question in the end is whether salvation is ultimately a matter of God’s will or the will of man. Does God merely make an offer of salvation that human beings can choose to accept or reject, or does God actually sovereignly save people?
History

· Pelagius (360-418 AD) is the Latin version of the name of a British monk whose original name was likely Morgan. He was from modern-day Wales, and associated with a monastery at Bangor-on-Dee. 

· As a devout monk, he was devoted to the ascetic lifestyle, seeking to live a holy life. 

· Like many monks of the day, Pelagius studied theology and was fluent in Latin and Greek, though his native language was a form of ancient British. 

· Pelagius was tall, physically attractive, and had a powerful voice. People were swayed by this and his rigorous monastic lifestyle. 

· In 380 he moved from Britain to Rome, the capital of the Western Roman Empire and a major ecclesiastical center, and there he found a wider audience for his eloquent preaching. 

· His teaching was moralistic in nature, urging people to live a good, self-controlled, godly life. 

· Pelagius preached strongly against the immorality he witnessed in Rome. 

· He seems to have made a catastrophic theological conclusion in regards to the depravity he saw there. 

· In the meantime, the writings of a theologian named Augustine of Hippo were becoming popular. 

· Augustine was heavily influenced by the NT writings. Following the Apostle Paul’s epistles, he emphasized the sovereignty of God over all of life, including salvation. In his writings, Augustine stressed the doctrines of grace. 

· One of Augustine’s quotes particularly disturbed Pelagius: “O God, command what you will, and give what you command.” 

· Like Paul’s opponents, Pelagius was concerned that all this talk about how we are saved by grace and not by works might suggest that our works do not matter at all. 

· He feared that emphasizing the glory given to God consequent of his sovereignty over salvation would encourage men to sin in a carefree manner. If salvation is all of God’s doing; if salvation is all God’s sovereign grace, won’t that give men license to sin?

· In Romans 3:8, the Apostle Paul responded to that fear: “And why not say (as we are slanderously reported and as some claim that we say), ‘Let us do evil that good may come’? Their condemnation is just.”

· Pelagius believed this was not a sufficient response to address his fear. 

· In light of sovereign grace, he reasoned that man would be inclined to respond licentiously.

· Pelagius argued:

· God commands us to do good works

· Therefore, we must have the ability to perform them

· Thus, our performance of good works must be efficacious in our salvation

· This solved the problem of the inclination to abuse God’s grace, while also appealing to his ascetic monastic temperament. 

· Pelagius believed that every Christian should live like a monk.

Pelagius’ Catastrophic Theology

· Fueling this error was an anemic understanding of biblical anthropology and hamartiology. 

· Pelagius overestimated man’s ability and underestimated the damage of the Fall.

· Some of his additional underlying beliefs: 

· Every man is created like Adam, free from sin and equally capable of choosing either good or evil. 

· He denied the biblical teaching of original sin, believing that, though man was capable of sin, he was not inherently corrupt and depraved. 

· His reasoning for the presence of sin in every man was that man did not have a good enough moral example.

· Our moral choices are isolated acts of a will that is balanced between good and evil, not acts of a person who has a history, preferences, desires, and moral bent. 

· The Scripture serves as an example to inspire us to greater levels of morality and salvation. The Law tells us what we should do, and the gospel shows us the good example of Christ’s obedience. 

· For Pelagius, the gospel is good news because it tells us that we can keep the law after all, not because it reveals that God the Father grants the righteousness of Christ as a free gift to his elect by faith.

· For Pelagius, the gospel is good news because it reveals man’s ability to participate with God in saving himself, not because it reveals God’s election, Christ’s redemption, and the Spirit’s regeneration, all by the sovereign grace of God due to man’s colossal inability.

· For Pelagius, the gospel is good news because it tells of man’s ability to work his way out of his sins, not because it teaches that Christ’s substitutionary wrath-bearing sacrifice on the cross wipes away our sin.

· Though the gospel of Pelagius may have been good news to him and his followers, it is in reality devastating and damnable news. 

· [bookmark: _Hlk60855801]The gospel of Pelagius is another gospel (cf. Gal. 1:6-9).

· [bookmark: _Hlk60855788]Pelagius taught that some biblical characters, like Daniel, had lived free from sin all their lives (cf. Eccles. 7:20, 1 John 1:8, 10). 

· He believed that it was possible and necessary to cease from sinning altogether.

· Having thus ceased from sin, a Christian would be acceptable to God in his own right. 

· The Christian who continued to struggle with sin and also to regard himself as a sinner saved by grace was, according to Pelagius, no different from the pagan who wallowed in sin. 

· Pelagius insisted that Christians need the grace of God for salvation. However, he redefined the grace of God as:

· the free-will that God gives all people

· the gift of the perfect moral law in Scripture 

· the perfect moral example of Christ. 

· Thus, he believed that the grace of God was universally given to man, not specially endowed upon the elect.

Augustine of Hippo

· After the Visigoths attacked Rome in 410, many people left the city, including Pelagius. He relocated across the Mediterranean to Carthage in north Africa, not far from Hippo Regius, where Augustine had been bishop since 395.

· Augustine of Hippo is considered one of the greatest theologians in church history since the Apostle Paul.

· He was born in Thagaste (modern-day Algeria) in 354. His mother, Monica, was a Christian, his father, Patricius, was a pagan for his entire life until converted near his death.

· Prior to conversion, Augustine expressed his unregenerate state in unrestrained outward immorality. 

· He trained as a teacher of rhetoric, and was converted in 386, when he was living and working in Milan. 

· Augustine returned to Africa in 388, and in 391 was ordained to pastoral ministry in the city of Hippo Regius (modern-day Algeria), where he acted as assistant bishop until he was consecrated as the city’s bishop in 395. 

· By 410 Augustine was considered one of the leading theologians in the church.

· He was a very different man from Pelagius. 

· Whereas Pelagius had little sense of sin, and had been a monk from an early age, Augustine had the bitter memories of an early life filled with sin, and mourned that he had sought God so late in his life. 

· The result of this was that he had a very vivid sense of the sinfulness of man and the corresponding greatness of God’s grace.

· For this reason, Augustine’s Confessions is one of the great spiritual autobiographies.

· “You made us for yourself, and our heart is restless, until it rests in you” (Confessions 1.1.1).

· “All good things come from you, O God, and from my God is my whole salvation” (Confessions 1.6.7). 

· Pelagius believed that all children are born innocent and pure as Adam was created. Augustine, on the other hand, wrote, “Children are innocent only because they do not yet have any physical strength; their minds are not innocent” (Confessions 1.7.11). 

· The only “innocence” that children have, he realized, was innocence of outward acts of sin. The reason for this was not because they had an innocent moral-spiritual nature, but because they did not have the physical strength to express the capacity of their depravity. 

· As a result of his struggles against sin, Augustine had a less simplistic, and more biblical, understanding of the nature of the human will. For Pelagius the problem was that people sinned, but for Augustine the problem was that people are sinners, a far more profound insight.

· Augustine responded quickly when he heard of Pelagius and his heretical theology.

· Drawing on his considerable ability in biblical scholarship, Augustine produced a stream of writings: 

· On Nature and Grace

· On the Grace of Christ and Original Sin

· On the Spirit and the Letter. 

· Augustine taught that God’s grace is not extended by him merely to make sinners saveable, but to effectually save God’s elect sinners. 

· Pelagius taught that man’s will was that which brought about his own salvation. 

· Augustine countered that God graciously exercises his sovereignty by choosing, redeeming, and awakening depraved man unto salvation. God makes an elect sinner spiritually alive, whereby the sinner is regenerate and then places saving faith in Jesus Christ (cf. Eph. 1:3-14).

· [bookmark: _Hlk60856137]As he dug into the Scriptures to answer Pelagius and another heretic, Celestius, Augustine saw more and more clearly that salvation is solely an act of God’s sovereign grace (cf. Jonah 2:9). 

· Pelagius insisted that we are all born innocent and pure as Adam was created. Augustine responded that the Bible teaches that we all fell in Adam, and that Adam’s fall has affected all his descendants. 

· Augustine affirmed a biblical anthropology and hamartiology. A few texts:

“So then as through one transgression there resulted condemnation to all men, even so through one act of righteousness there resulted justification of life to all men. 19 For as through the one man’s disobedience the many were made sinners, even so through the obedience of the One the many will be made righteous” (Rom. 5:18-19).

“For since by a man came death, by a man also came the resurrection of the dead. 22 For as in Adam all die, so also in Christ all will be made alive” (1 Cor. 15:21-22).

· Adam’s sin did not merely damage him, but all of his progeny universally and in totality. 

“Therefore, just as through one man sin entered into the world, and death through sin, and so death spread to all men, because all sinned” (Rom. 5:12).

“..through the one man’s disobedience the many were made sinners” (Rom. 5:19a).

· Augustine understood this to mean that all of Adam’s descendants were representatively present in Adam. Adam was our federal head, in that sense. 

· This is what is sometimes referred to as “federal theology” or “federal headship.” 
Excursus: Federal Representative

· Scripture seems to teach that God handles the human race under a system known as “federalism.” 

· Federalism has to do with representation: one person acting on behalf of another. 

· God has appointed two representatives in history: Adam and Christ. 

· Adam was the first human representative. However, he did not represent the race well; he disobeyed God. 

“in Adam all die” (1 Cor. 15:22)

“[T]hrough the one man’s disobedience the many were made sinners” (Rom. 5:19a).

· The consequences of Adam’s disobedience as our federal head:

· All of Adam’s descendants are born with a natural inclination to sin
· We are totally depraved
· We can only sin
· We are guilty and condemned before God, not only because of our sin, but because we were in Adam in his disobedience (cf. Rom. 5:12).
· We are due the same penalty as Adam; death
· Unless we are born out of Adam’s line, by no doing of our own, we remain guilty and condemned before God

· Westminster Confession of Faith: “[Adam and Eve] being the root of all mankind, the guilt of this sin was imputed, and the same death in sin and corrupted nature conveyed to all their posterity” (VI, 3).

· This is known as the biblical doctrine of “original sin.”

Romans 3:10–20 as it is written, “THERE IS NONE RIGHTEOUS, NOT EVEN ONE; 11 THERE IS NONE WHO UNDERSTANDS, THERE IS NONE WHO SEEKS FOR GOD; 12 ALL HAVE TURNED ASIDE, TOGETHER THEY HAVE BECOME USELESS; THERE IS NONE WHO DOES GOOD, THERE IS NOT EVEN ONE.” 13 “THEIR THROAT IS AN OPEN GRAVE, WITH THEIR TONGUES THEY KEEP DECEIVING,” “THE POISON OF ASPS IS UNDER THEIR LIPS”; 14 “WHOSE MOUTH IS FULL OF CURSING AND BITTERNESS”; 15 “THEIR FEET ARE SWIFT TO SHED BLOOD, 16 DESTRUCTION AND MISERY ARE IN THEIR PATHS, 17 AND THE PATH OF PEACE THEY HAVE NOT KNOWN.” 18 “THERE IS NO FEAR OF GOD BEFORE THEIR EYES.” 19 Now we know that whatever the Law says, it speaks to those who are under the Law, so that every mouth may be closed and all the world may become accountable to God; 20 because by the works of the Law no flesh will be justified in His sight; for through the Law comes the knowledge of sin. 

Article 9 of the Anglican 39 Articles: “Original Sin standeth not in the following of Adam, (as the Pelagians do vainly talk;) but it is the fault and corruption of the Nature of every man, that naturally is ingendered of the offspring of Adam; whereby man is very far gone from original righteousness, and is of his own nature inclined to evil, so that the flesh lusteth always contrary to the spirit; and therefore in every person born into this world, it deserveth God’s wrath and damnation.” 

· G.K. Chesterton once said that original sin is the only part of Christian theology which can really be proved, at least in terms of the personal experience of all men.

· It was original sin and Adam’s federal headship that Pelagius denied, not because of the Bible, but because he was worried that the Bible’s teaching might encourage people to sin because “they could do no better.”

· In other words, the speculated abuse of the biblical teaching of God’s sovereign grace in election, calling, and regeneration, were, for Pelagius, reason enough to oppose it. 

· We find people doing the same thing today, appealing not to the Bible, but to what they fear the consequences of a doctrine might be, regardless of whether the Bible teaches it or not. 
Pelagius’ Latter Years

· In 411 a local Council of African bishops was convened at Carthage to consider the teaching of Pelagius. 

· As one of the most competent theologians of the day, Augustine presided over the council.

· Pelagius was condemned as a heretic due to his unbiblical teachings surrounding God’s sovereign grace. There was now no opening for him to teach in Africa unless he recanted.

· He was unwilling to recant, and was prohibited from teaching in Europe. So, he travelled to Palestine to teach.  

· There, Pelagius and his followers clashed publicly with Jerome, the great Bible translator (Vulgate), who lived in a monastery in Bethlehem. 

· Jerome found Pelagius’ exaltation of man’s will deeply troubling. 

· Pelagius later left Palestine for Egypt, and thereafter vanishes from history. In 431 both Pelagius and Celestus were again condemned as heretics by the Council of Ephesus.
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