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The Synod of Dort (1618-1619) was an assembly of Reformed theologians from all over Europe

who gathered in the Netherlands to defend the Reformed understanding of the grace of God- The Synod

responded to a variety of Arminian criticisms raised against Reformed theolos/. The Fint Head of

Doctrine of the Canons of Dort specifically presented the Reformed doctrine of predestination as an

answer to the Arminian theolos/. Articles 1-L6 and 18 developed the doctrine of election in a

systematic, biblical and pastoral manner. But Article 17 comes as a surprise. It states:

Since we are to judge of the will of God from His Word, which testifies that the children of
believers are holS not by nature, but in virtue of the covenant of grace, in which they together
with the parents are comprehended, godly parents ought not doubt the election and salvation of
their childrenwhom it pleases God to call out of this life in their infancy (Gen t7:7; Acts 2:39;
I Cor. 7:L4).1

Article 17 is not integrally related to the doctrine of election as it is being developed in the

other articles. It seems out of place. Our study will show, however, that this article answered a

potentially dameging charge that had been made against Reformed theolosl in the Netherlands and

spoke to a significant pastoral problem. But the article represents more than a footnote in the history of

theolos/. Its significance goes beyond the intrinsic importance of the salvation of infants. Article 17 is a

window through which we can see how the Reformed theologians at Dort understood the reLationship

between @venant and election. It is a specific application of that relationship. In declaring that the

character of the covenant as revealed in Scripture assures Christian parents that their children dyrng in

infancy are elect, the Synod assefted its confidence that election could be known through the covenant

and that the covenant was grounded in election. The Slmod's confidence reflected its biblical

understanding of the relation between t:me and eternity, between human history and divine decrees,

between the visible and the invisible church, between an external order and internal order, between the

promise offered to faith and salvation applied to the elect. The fathers at Dort had a clear image of the

relationship between the historical visible church, the community of faith supported by the ministry of

tle Word, the sacraments and discipline (the covenant) and God's eternal, sovereign pu{pose (eleaion).

A careful look at Article 17 givas us an opportunity to see more clearly 1fusir thinking on this important

theme.
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Two questions face us as we begin our study. Fi$t, what historical circumstances led the Synod

of Dort to make this theological affirmation about covenant children in the fint place? Second, what

insight does this article give us into Dort's theolos/ on the relation between covenant and election? Our

task then is to trace the historical career of Article 17 and to penetrate to its theological core.

Historical Career

What, then, was the historical background to Article 17? The discussion of the salvation of

infants was initiated in the Netherlands at least ten years before the Synod of Dort. It arose as part of

the growing criticism directed against the Dutch theologian and kiden professor, Jambus Arminius. In

1608 an anonlmous document was circulated in the Netherlands attributing in 31 articlqs various errors

-to Arminius and his mlleague Adrian BorriIs. $rticles 13 and l4.maintained that Borrius had taught

that "Original SiS_nnll_gQ!!4emn no qan. In every nation. all infants who die without actual sins are

savg!12 Arminius responded to these 31 articles in his 'The Apolog or Defense.' This response possibly
-

was circulated in manuscript form in 1609, the year of Arminius' death.3

In his "APolog/" Arminius began his discussion of articles 13 and L4 by defending Bonius saylng

he had never publicly taught what the articles attributed 1s him, but had discussed such questions

privately. Anninius maintained that there were theological arguments which seemed to substantiate the

position attributed to Borrius and that the arguments must be answered before charges of heresy could

be made. He acknowledged that ancient theologr was against Borrius, but noted that it was also against

his orthodox Reformed critics since ancient theolog/ taught only baptized infants would be saved- He

cited Franciscus Junius, one of his professorial predecessors at lriden, as an orthodox theologian who

agreed with Borrius and then concluded his discussion with this observation:

But since ow brethren deny this inference, behold the kind of dogrna which is believed by them-
nAll the infants of those who are strangers from the covenant are damned; and of the ofBpring
of those parents who are in the covenant, some infants that die are damned, while others lre
saved" I leave it to those who are deeply versed in these matters, to decide, whether such a
dogma as this ever obtained in any church of Christ.4



Arminius cleverly attempted to turn the tables on his Reformed opponents. They had raised

against him his weak stand on original sin, opening him to the charge of Pelagianism. He responded by

focusing attefiion away from himself and onto the Reformed view of children. Arminius implied that his

Reformed opponents held a callous doctrine unknown in the church, namely that some covenant

children dying in infancy are damnsd.s

This issue, like most of those in Arminius' life, continued after his death late in 1609. Indeed,

the issue of children dymg in infancy surfaced very soon in the famous petition for toleration and

protection that more than forty followers of Arminius signed in 161-0, knovrn to history as the

Remonstrance. The most famous part of this Remonstrance was its five-point positive summary of

Arminian or Remonstrant theolosr.6 But the Remonstrance is a longer document also mntaining a five-

point rejection of those teachinp among the Reformed to which the Arminians particularly objected-7

The second point of the teachings rejected by the Arminians read:

That God (so others teach) who willed from eternity in himself to make a decree to choose
some men and reprobate others, has considered the whole human raoe, not only as created, but
also as fallen and depraved in Adam and Eve our first ancestoni, and again cursed. Out of this
fall and destruction he has determined to save some and to make them holy through his grace
and to prove his mercy. the as well

gqme chfldren of covenant memben, and those

rishteousness. He determined""'-- without regard for repentance and faith in the one or
impentinence and unbelief in the others. For the accomplishment of these decrees God also uses
such means through which tle elect necessarily and unavoidably become holy and the reprobate
necessarily and unavoidably must be los1.8

The Arminians had reiterated the charge first leveled by Arminius that the Reformed theologr

taught damnation for some covenant infants dyrng in infancy.

In L61"1 the States of Holland arranged a conference at the Hague (the Collatio Haeiensis)

between the Reformed and the Arminians to discuss the issues dividing them as summarized in the

Remonstrance. The conference began with the Arminians reiterating their own position and their

crittque of certain Reformed teachings-including their alleged teaching on covenant infants.



The Reformed responded to the Arminians with a statement and defense of their own position

which came to be known as the Counter Remonstrance.e They summarized thefu own theological

position in seven points. Six of the points were basically directed to stating the Reformed alternative to

the five positive points of the Arminians. The secong-pilt, however, responded to the second criticism

of the Reformed in the Remonstrance. Clearly the Reformed were very sensitive on this matter of

children and so in their brief statement declared:

that not adults who believe in Christ of the
as thev do not

infuncy,
no reason to doubt the sa these their children.

The centratty given this assertion shows that the Reformed were aware of the theological and

especially pastoral importance of the question about mvenant children Especially in an era of high

infant mortality the Reformed may have feared that the popularity of their cause would be damaged if

the Arminian polemics went unchallenged.

1Xs Aminians, in their reply to the Counter Remonstrants, gave thanls to God that the

Reformed were not teaching the eternal loss of such covenant childrerl Yet the issue surfaced one more

time at the Hague conference. The @,-Begonrtrants stated sharply that'it is entirely untrue thal

tl * a"ghj by **o" p."q ,

would be left in the surse.n11 This declaration was one of several counter Remonstrant efforts to answer

continuing Arminian criticisms. It is further evidence of Reformed concern about the polemic damage

that could be done to their cause by this issue.

At the Synod of Dort (1618-1619) the Aminians again raised the issue. Certain Arminians,

summoned to iudgment, were asked by the Synod to give their views of the theologr of the

Remonstrance. On the first article, dealing with predestination, the Arminians presented their opinions

in ten points, the final two of which spoke of children. The Arminians affirmed in thesis nine:

All the children of believers are sanctified in Christ, so that no one of them who leaves this life
before the use of reason will perish. By no means, however, are to be mnsidered among the
number of the reprobate oertain children of believers who leave this life in infancy Oefore they
have committed any actual sin in their own persons, so that neither the holy bath of baptism
nor the prayers of the church for them can in any way be profitable for their salvation.
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Thesis ten said:

No children of believers who have been baptized in the name of the Father, the Son, and the
Holy Spirit, living in the state of infancy, are reckoned among the reprobate by an absolute
decree.12

The theologr of thesis nine is very similar to the Reformed statement on children in the

Counter Remonstrance. The thesis is also similar to the language of the final form of the Canon's of

Dort, I, I7 and the Conclusion of the C-anons. Thesis ten declared that no children of believers were

reprobate. Such a statement may have been designed, like many actions of the Arminians at Dort, to try

and cause division among the delegates to the Synod. The Arminians knew that the issue of reprobation

was a difficult one and by linking it in their thesis to the sensitive matter of covenant children they may

have hoped to set the orthodox debating with one another. In any case, these Arminian theses clearly

put the issue of covenant children before the Synod for its consideration. They forced the foreign

delegates ftom Great Britain, Germany and Switzerland, who may have been unfamiliar with the issue as

it had been debated in the Netherlands, to face the question.

The records of the Synod of Dort (reprinted in the Acta S.vnodi) enable us not only to read the

final determination of the Synod as we find it in Canons of Dort I, 17, but also to see various

preliminary expressions of opinions. The working procedure of the Synod had each delegation draft its

own response to the Anninians. These opinions (or Judicia) were used as a basis for the final Canons.

Since the various responses were printed in the Acta. they show how each of the delegations addressed

the issue of mvenant children.

The delegations actually produced twenty-one sets of oplnillAns qL the question of election as

latqed in the first article of the Bemonstrance.a Ten of these Judica did not deal with election in

relation to children at all la The foreign delegations which were silent may not have been fully informed

about the history of the discussion in the Netherlands.u The silence of some Dutch delegations,

however, is harder to understand. Perhaps some of the Dutch delegates were uNrilling to allow the

Arminians to set the agenda for all topics discussed. They may also have thought that the topic did not
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deserve so much prominence.

Eleven Judicia (four foreign and sevel Dulch) di4_lpgak to the issue of election and children.

F-r
Ther8lt$ldelegation rgiected anv notion that 'there is no election of children dFlg hefore thev havg

. the use of reason.'b They argued that if the Armfuiaffi defined election in terms of foreseen faith, then

infants could not be saved, but, t

- and elect. Arminian theolos/, they mncluded, showed how one error led to another. The British did not

go on to express their own positive opinion on the matter of the children of believers dyrng in infanqr,

which is somewhat surprising. The British were usually quite sensitive to the pastoral implications of

theolory. They clearly saw the absurdity of the Remonstrant thesis, but if it was throu'n in as an apple

of discord, the British did not bite. (The delegations of Utrecht and 9veriissel took essential\y the same

losition 
as the British. fne same ir dsgj* ot tE teuq .)

*"@delegation (ftom German-speaking Swiss cities) also answered the Remonstrants

saylng thut . They expressed their vielrrs

on covenant children in this way:

In respect to the infaa6 of the faithful, since God by virtue of the covenant of grace is their
God, and since Paul calls holy those chfldren of at least one faithful parent, and since the lnrd
of heaven proclaims that such children are the hein of the heavenly kingdom, if they should die
in infancy before the yea$ of discretion, we hope the best for them: We do not doubt that the
angels, 1[6se ministers and most beloved spirits of that tender age, to whom God alwap exhibits
his face, were especially sent forth for them and most promptly perform in their senrice.lT

This language of the Helvetians was the most restrained of any of the delegations that spoke to this

issue. In their own Judicium they did not speak as confidently as either the Arminians or the final form

of the Canons. They did later, however, join with all other members of the Synod in endorsing the

Canons of Dort.

rn6-*@"legation expressed itself in language similar to that of the Canons: "Although God

could damn infants on ac@unt of original sin, Christian

sSlvation of their infants: b .n18



rn"@6)delegation also stated its confidence strongly:

We determine about the children of believers only that those who die before the age of
doctrinal understanding are loved by God and are saved by the same good pleasure of God on
account of Christ, though Christ, and in Christ as an adulu therefore they are holy ftom the
relation of the covenant. The reality of which is mnfirmed by grace when they are initiated by
sacred baptism and put on Christ.le

-,
The(Dutch orofesso*\note:-

There is a great difference between those infants born to parents in the covenant and those not
born in the covenant....we conclude tlat the children of believers dying in infancy ought to be
reckoned elect since they are graciously taken away by God ftom this ffe before they have
violated the conditions of the covenant. We are of the opinion that the children of unbelievers
born outside the church of God, ought to be left to the judgement of God. For nthose who are
outside, God will judge,' I Corinthians 5:13.e

This judgment was written by Johannes fBFandel Antonius P56lggand Antonius \ilalaeus. Their

colleague, Sibrandus !g!!gq exprassed his agreement with their statement bury

own statemenl He did not go as far as his mlleagues, but focused his response more particularly on

answering the Arminians. He expressed himself in two theses:-U$! "s@

original sin are passed over by God in eternal election.n2l and second. nthere is election of some infants

to infants of the Church.'z

Professor Franciscus Gortgfus 1!g i[q!q his own theses 04 the fi$t article. He was motivated

to do so primarily by his own supralapsarianism which differed ftom the infralapsarianism of his four

mlleagues. On infants he wrote:

We piously believe that the infants of true believers, covenanted to God through Christ are also
elect, if they die before the use of reason, ftom the formula of the covenant I am your God
and the God of your seed (Genesis 17 and Acts 2:39). But if they should anain the use of
reason, we recognize only those to be elect who believe in Christ, indeed acmrding to the
Gospel, only these are saved.ts

Thedelegatouo-@akospoke19trr is issue.Onememberofthedelegat ionwas

epgllt F omnfus, the principal author of the Counter Remonstrance. Their Judicium stated that all

chfldren were subject to damnation for original sin and that the children of believers

adolescence sometimes are reprobate. Further,



whether this same reprobation cirn be true of the chfldren of believers dyng in infancy without
actual sins, they judge that it ought not to be curiously inquired into: but because the
testimonies of Holy Scripture exist which destroy all occasion for faithful parents to doubt the
election and salvation of their infants, they judge that they ought to be accepted: such as
Genesis L7:7, Mattherr L9:14, Aca 2:39, I Corinthians 7:L4, and similar texts.2a

' ([s

While the first part of the statement might appear to be equivocating, their concern was to avoid vain

i t  9

speculation and to rest their theolos/ solely on biblical evidence. The language was as mnfident as thal

of the Canons.

Finally the delegates tom@Ojudged that b!lgggparenrg4ght have ncertain hope' of

salvation of their children dying in infancy based on the 'good affecti-on" of God rwealed in Sclipt

The final form of the Canons of Dort I, 17 reflected many of the sonserns expressed in the

theses of the delegates. Article 17 reflected that the leadership of the Synod and the Synod as a whole

believed that they needed to make a pastoral statement on the question of covenant children tlyrng in

infancy and that Reformed theologr needed to vindicate itself against the false charges made by the

Arminians. The form of the article demonstrated the Synod's concern to judge the issue on the basis of

Scripture and its conviction that the Scripture was clear in testi$ing that the children of believers were

holy on the basis of the covenant of grace. This covenantal relationship assured Christian parents that

their chfldren who died in infangy were saved and elect.

The Conclusion of the Canons returned to this subject. In rejecting certain doctrines falsely

attributed to the Reformed, the Conclusion repudiated the teaching that nmany children of the faithful

are torn, guiltless, from their motheFs)breasts, and tyrannically plunged into helt so that neither

baptism nor the prayers of the Church at their baptism ciln at all profit them..."6 The Conclusisn nt this

poing like the Canons throughout, rejected any notion of divine tyranny or that any v/ere condemned

guiltless or that the ministry of the church was useless. The language of the Conclusion in part was

designed to react to the Arminian ninth thesis on the fint article. In part that language was designed to

reject any misuse of some celebrated words of John C.alvin.

John But as

to them-they drew up the Conclusion one of his sentences in particular seems to have been of concern



Calvin in his "De occulta dei nrovidentia" did sav apainst his critic Sebastian Castellio: "Put forth- -

noXv rhy vinrlence agAlnst God. who hurls innocent babes torn form their mother's breqils into eJ!_ern4

;!glh'." 
B. B. Warfield accurately commented on this statement of Calvin: 'The underlying conception

that God condemns infants to eternal death seems to be Calvin's; but the mode of expression is Calvin's

reductio ad absurdum (or rather ad blasphemiam) of Castellio's opinions.A Dort's conclusion made clear

that the position attacked by the polemic sarcasm of Calvin was not the position of the Reformed

theolos/. $t is interesting that Calvin's remark was made in reaction to Castellio's failure to understand

the significance of original sin-the same theological point at which the contoveniy began in.the

Netherlands with Armioius.)

of the Synod of Dort. While Calvin did not use language that was identical to that of Dort, various

statemen8 of his imply the same teaching. In his theolow of baptisrn which promised a secure

relationship to God for the children of believen he said: nWe on the contrary argue that since baptism

is the pledge and figure of the free forgiveness of sins and of divine adoption, it should certainly not be

denied to infants, whom God adopts and washes with the blood of His Son,nD and '...by baptism they

[children] are admitted into Christ's flock, and the slmbol of their adoption suffices them until as adults

they are able to bear solid food.ns Even more strongly Calvin declared, oTherefore the grace of the

Spirit will alwap be conjoined to baptism, unless a hinderance arise on our part.o3l

Calvin's assuran@ about the children of believers rested, at a deeper level, on the covenant

which was the foundation of baptism:

Yet, (you say) there is danger lest he who is ill, if he die without baptism, be deprived of the
grace of regeneration. Not at all. God declares that he adopts our babies as his own before they
are born, when he promises that he will be our God and God of our descendants after us
(Genesis 17:7). Their salvation is embraced in this word. No one will dare be so insolent toward
God as to deny that his promise of itself suffices for its effect.32

Calvin regarded his theolory of children in the covenant as very impormnr In commenting on I

Corinthians 7:14 he stated:

Therefore this passage is a noteworthy one, and based on the profoundest theologr. For it shoun
that the children of believers are set apart from others by a certain special privilege, so that

Indeed Calvin's position on the
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they are regarded as holy in the Church... But the fact that the apostle ascribes a special
privilege to the children of believers here has its source in the blassing of the covenant, by
whose intervention the curse of nature is destroyed, and also those who were by nature unclean
are consecrated to God by His gra@.33

Article 17 of the Canons of Dort is basically a specific application of the theolory of baptism

and covenant articulated by Calvin. Both stressed the special relationship that the children of believen

on the basis of the covenant have to God. Both taught the salvation of such children dyrng in infansy.

Article 17 shared C-alvin's pastoral and theological position and spoke it clearly to the particular

historical circumstances of the Netherlands.

Theoloqical Core

We have traced the discussion about covenant children through its historical development in the

Netherlands. We have seen how the Synod of Dort unanimously declared its judgment that Christian

parents may be assured, on the basis of God's Word, that their children dyrng in infansy are elect and

saved. This declaration met a serious historical challenge to Reformed theologr and offered a comforting

pastoral promise to parents. But beyond this specific comfort we want to look deeper into Dort's

and
theolost and ask how Article L7 was based on a particular understanding of mvenanl4election.

As we seek to understand Dort's theolos/ of covenalt and electiogwe gJrst-be altentive ro rI(1

gf tlre vital Tresticrns fhat cemeto tho minds nf tu.lif&('rc. 
$1!, bgw are we to-b_e sav!d? and semgd, is

! The Reformed doctrine of election, Dort insisted, answered the first from

begtnning to end it is the grace of God that saves. From the counsels of eternity where the elect were

chosen, salvation is by grace. In the application of redemption in the justification, sanctification and

glorification of the elect, all salvation is of God's soveroign, irresistible gtt:ac.e.Y But now the second

question arises: if election is fixed and certain in God" how can saving grace be truly available. Here, for

Dort, was the place of the covenant. The covenant was God's revelation in history of the way of

salvation. The covenant community in the New Testament age was the Church. Through the Church the
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promiss of saving grace was offered to faith and there assuranoe was given that every one who believed

had salvation and was elect. The Canons of Dort proclaimed clearly the offer of salvation to all.35 They

declared that the means for planting 61{ l6urishing faith were in the covenant community.s And the

Canons declared that as the Christian lived in the @venant community there were criteria wherebv he

muld be assured of his salvation and election.3T

Dort's theology then struck a fine balance between election and covenant. he C.anons showed

that grace was fully available in the covenant to everyone who believed and they assured everyone who

truly believed that his salvation was sure and secure in God. In this balance Dort preserved Calvin's

great reforming insights on salvation and maintained the confidence and comfoft of Christianity. The

Christian could know that he was saved and that God had done it. All doubts and threats--whether of

humm inability or divine exclusion-- were removed for the faithful. The believer could know true peace

with God. This assured peace was the proper possession of every Christian for himssff38 and determined

his relations with others who sincerely professed the faith.3e This assured peaoe was also the possession

of all Christian parents who lost their children in infancy.

Conclusion

Dort's understanding of the relation of covenant and election was neither original nor

exhaustive. Rather in the face of a $e:lt crisis Dort clear$ restated these great doctrines of Reformed

Christianity. Dort established for the Reformed the confessional parameters for further reflection on the

geat doctrines of grace. For the delegates to the Synod of Dort the relation between covenant and

election was not problematic. Their reasoning v/as that those incorporated as infants into the covenant

of grace susteined a saving relationship to God unless they later in life rejected that covenant. since

those dying in infancy could not reject the covenant, they must be elect and saved. Here is a simple, yet

profound appreciation of the interrelationship of election and covenant. Election was not a matter of

speculation or an unknowable threat. Election was alwaln the certain foundation of salvation for God's
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people-salvation clearly revealed in the provisions of God's covenant.
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