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FOREWORD 

It is with pleasure that we introduce and recommend this expanded and 
updated edition of Lead Us Not Into Deception by Alan Gomes. This is a 
careful, biblical, and compassionate critique of doctrinal error which for 
many years has been and still continues to be promoted and practiced at 
Youth With a Mission (YWAM) (and elsewhere). Moral Government 
teaching is not an intriguing quasi-legitimate view of God and man: in its 
assumptions and implications it is thoroughly unbiblical. Whether a 
Christian knowingly or unknowingly promotes such doctrinal error, he still 
is responsible before God for distorting the truth. And when one claims to 
be a Christian teacher or leader, he is held even more closely accountable 
for his actions (James 3:1, 17). 

In 1981 as directors of the California office of Christian Apologetics: 
Research and Information Service, we agreed to edit, publish, and distribute the 
first edition of Lead Us Not Into Deception. We had been aware of the 
problems with Moral Government teaching for some time, and several 
people who had been affected adversely by such teaching through YWAM 
had contacted us for apologetics help and information. After careful 
prayer and consideration of Alan’s manuscript, we undertook its 
publication. This decision was made after hours of research, study, 
interviewing of former YWAMers, and careful perusal of the YWAM 
condoned materials which promoted Moral Government teaching. Staff 
member Cal Beisner was invaluable in checking out our research and 
conclusions. Bonafide attempts by Alan and Cal at talking with and 
reconciling the doctrinal problems with YWAM leadership and/or popular 
Moral Government teachers had been ignored or rebuffed each time. 
Because of the serious doctrinal implications and the real biblical and 
spiritual damage suffered by victims of Moral Government teaching, we 
were convinced that the only course of resolution was through publication 
and distribution. 

However, after publication but before distribution, we were approached 
by two prominent Moral Government teachers who protested our 
evaluation and agreement with Alan. Always open to reconciliation with 
estranged brothers in the Lord, Alan, Cal, and we together agreed to meet 
with these teachers to discuss Moral Government teaching. The meeting 
lasted many hours and came to no satisfactory resolution. Various 
explanations were offered by these teachers for the clearly unbiblical 
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quotes we noted. Some quotes were explained by these teachers as being 
out of context, others as being poorly “translated” from extemporaneous 
speaking to teaching manuals. Others were explained as being poorly 
worded, or stated naively by nonscholars and non-theologians who didn’t 
realize their implications. The two teachers agreed to make specific 
changes and to provide us with specific evidence of their orthodox beliefs 
and teachings. 

The two teachers did not make the agreed upon changes and did not 
provide us with the evidence we requested. 

Rumors circulated that CARIS had disagreed with Alan, and that we had 
apologized to YWAM and Moral Government teachers. We did not 
apologize and we did not agree that they were right. We did not disagree 
with Alan. 

The past 5 years have provided us with additional evidence and research. 
We are more than ever convinced that Alan’s analysis is accurate, 
comprehensive, and necessary. The recent actions and teachings of 
YWAM and Moral Government teachers have affirmed to us that this new 
edition of Lead Us Not Into Deception is sorely needed. The former 
YWAMers we have had contact with over the intervening years have 
affirmed to us that the unbiblical teachings of Moral Government are 
damaging people biblically and spiritually. 

It is our prayer that this booklet will be part of God’s work with the 
leadership and teachers of Moral Government to show them the errors of 
their “gospel,” the harmful implications of their teachings, and the path to 
doctrinal purity. 

In Christian Service, 
Robert and Gretchen Passantino April 1986 
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CHAPTER ONE 
Introduction 

Statement of the Problem 

There is a form of teaching popular among certain Christian groups 
which goes by the name of “Moral Government.” The Moral Government 
teaching is a distinct system of theology concerned with the nature and 
attributes of God, the nature of man, and the process of salvation. 

The Moral Government teaching is a heretical form of doctrine. It is 
unbiblical in key areas of the faith, such as the atonement and the nature 
of God. Moral Government errs in more than peripheral areas of doctrine: 
the Moral Government teaching is basically flawed concerning the issues 
on which salvation hinges. Therefore, the purpose of this booklet is to 
understand this teaching and properly refute it from the Word of God. 

Contemporary Manifestations of the 
Moral Government Teaching 

The system known as “Moral Government” is not new. It goes back at 
least to Hugo Grotius, a 17th-century Dutch lawyer.1 However, the form 
of “Moral Government” currently taught in certain circles has gone well 
beyond the formulations of Grotius.2

Perhaps the best known organization where this form of teaching is 
found is Youth With a Mission (YWAM). YWAM is an “interdenomina-
tional, international sending agency engaged in recruiting, evangelism and 

                                                      
1J. Oliver BusweII Jr, A Systematic Theology of the Christian Religion, ll (GrandRapids Zondervan, 1962), 

95. For a short but interesting discussion on the Grotian theory of the atonement, see James Orr, The 
Progress of Dogma (Grand Rapids Eerdmans, 1952), pp. 300ff. 

2Classic Moral Government theory, as developed by Grotius and later adopted by Charles G. Finney, was 
an attempt (albeit an erroneous one) to explain the work of Christ on Calvary. To the Grotian theory of the 
atonement these modern-day “Moral Government” proponents have added bizarre features not found in either 
Grotius or Finney, such as the notion that God lacks the foreknowledge of future moral events. Even though 
these additions are not part of Moral Government in the classical sense of the term, the modern-day 
proponents generally lump these accretions in with the Grotian view of the atonement and term the whole 
system “Moral Government.” Therefore, references made to “Moral Government” in this work will refer to the 
contemporary, expanded manifestation of the theory. 

1 
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training for evangelism with an emphasis on short-term service for youth. 
YWAM recruits during the summer at least 1,000 youths for short-term 
service overseas besides ongoing U.S. and international ministries.”3 
YWAM has branch offices throughout the United States as well as field 
offices in Switzerland, West Germany, England, Denmark, Holland, 
Norway, Scotland, South Africa, Australia, Japan, the Philippines, and 
Rhodesia. They have approximately 70 bases worldwide. 

Need for the Study 

A biblical evaluation of Moral Government is needed because of the 
seriousness of the errors involved, the pervasiveness of the teaching, the 
deceptiveness of the organizations propagating it, the negative practical 
effects of this teaching on one’s Christian life, and the lack of other 
substantive works refuting it in its contemporary form. 

The Seriousness of the Error 
As previously mentioned, Moral Government errs in more than 

peripheral areas of doctrine. At issue here is whether or not Jesus literally 
paid for our sins on Calvary, if the righteousness of Christ is imputed to us 
when we believe, and if God possesses the attributes of immutability and 
omniscience. Clearly, these are not issues about which Christians can 
“agree to disagree.” These are issues which strike at the heart of the 
Christian faith. 

The Pervasiveness of the Teaching 
A young person joining YWAM will often attend a Discipleship Training 

School (DTS) or a School of Evangelism (SOE). The teachings in these 
schools consist of practical and classroom training. Certain lecturers travel 
from school to school and lecture on a variety of topics, including the 
Moral Government system of theology. 

Some report attending DTS without directly encountering Moral 
Government. This may perhaps be due to the short-term nature of the 
DTS. The longer-term SOE, on the other hand, tends to emphasize the 
teaching more.4

Some of the individuals who teach Moral Government through lecture, 

                                                      
3Edward Dayton, ed., Missions Handbook (Monrovia, Ca.: MARC, 1976, 11th ed.), pp. 370-371. 
4For example, one lady in Ventura, California writes, “We have a daughter who had a very solid 

background of fundamental evangelical teaching. She has completed both DTS and SOE with YWAM. DTS 
training did not affect her, but during her SOE training she began to be led into this teaching with more 
intensity” (letter on file with the author). Others have indicated the presence of Moral Government at both DTS 
and SCE. See “Appendix B.” 
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cassette and video tape, and books are Winkie Pratney,5 Harry Conn, 
Gordon C. Olson, George Otis Jr., and H. Roy Elseth. 

The Moral Government teaching is not an isolated phenomenon; it is 
found at YWAM bases throughout the world. While it is true that the 
degree to which this teaching is stressed varies somewhat from locale to 
locale, the teaching does appear to be wide-spread, evidenced by the 
independent testimonies of those who have attended YWAM schools in 
divergent parts of the globe.6

The Deceptiveness of the Organizations Propagating It 
The deceptive nature of this teaching is clearly shown in the variety of 

ways Youth With a Mission’s leaders have attempted to evade respon-
sibility for it when confronted with the facts. During a meeting with 
YWAM’s top leaders,7 this author was told that Moral Government is no 
longer an issue at YWAM and that Moral Government books are not 
distributed through their bookstores. A telephone call to the main 
bookstore in Hawaii the evening before, however, revealed that Moral 
Government books by the previously mentioned authors were available 
for purchase and were avidly read.8

When this author confronted these leaders with this fact [i.e., that their 
bookstore(s) do sell Moral Government books] they reluctantly admitted 
that the teaching still exists at YWAM. The author was then told that 
YWAM as an organization is not responsible for what their teachers teach. 
These leaders maintained that YWAM as such has no set theological 
position; various points of view are supposedly allowed among the 
students and leadership. Moral Government, they claimed, is but one view 
among many found at YWAM and is not especially prominent or 
pervasive. 

In reply to the above, the following facts must be pointed out: (1) A 
large number of students who attend the Schools of Evangelism 
throughout the world are taught Moral Government concepts. (2) Some of 
the lecturers at the YWAM schools teach Moral Government. (3) YWAM 

                                                      
5Mr. Pratney met with this author in July of 1981 and vigorously denied that he had ever believed or taught 

the Moral Government doctrine treated in this booklet. This author finds Pratney’s adamant denial difficult to 
reconcile with the independent testimonies of those who have sat under his teaching. Even more telling are 
statements in his writings which seem clearly to teach Moral Government concepts—at least in the crucial 
areas of anthropology (the doctrine of man) and hamartiology (the doctrine of sin), subjects which he treats at 
length. 

6Documentation on file with the author. 
7August 27, 1982 at Los Angeles Harbor aboard YWAM’s ministry ship, the M/V Anastasis. 
8In fact, this writer spoke with a salesperson at the Kailua Kona bookstore who told him The God They 

Never Knew [a book strongly propagating Moral Government concepts] by George Otis Jr. would have to be 
back-ordered because, in her words, “We sell these very fast; I have 25 more on order.” Two full years after 
this meeting, the main books on Moral Government were readily purchased from the YWAM bookstore in 
Tyler, Texas. 
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bookstores sell books which teach Moral Government. (4) Many letters of 
testimonial from ex-YWAMers document the prevalence of this teaching, 
even in recent times.9 (5) A training manual entitled Sharing Your Faith by 
Gordon C. Olson propagates Moral Government teaching and is used at 
YWAM schools world-wide.10

The Moral Government system, as we will see, is heretical. Therefore, 
whether other forms of teaching are allowed at YWAM—or any other 
school mentioned—is beside the point. The point is that YWAM allows 
this form of teaching to exist within its ranks. This teaching is at its core 
unbiblical. Therefore, it is immaterial whether it is ten percent or ninety 
percent of any organization’s teachers that endorse and teach Moral 
Government. That it is condoned at all is inexcusable. 

The Negative Practical Effects of Moral Government Teaching 
Numerous conversations, letters, and first-hand observations have 

convinced this author of the horrific fruit Moral Government teaching has 
borne in the lives of individual Christians who have sat under it. 

One young lady, for instance, felt this teaching caused her to question 
the dependability of God, even to the point of abandoning her faith. She 
experienced such psychological trauma connected with the teachings that 
she required extensive counseling from leaders of a mission organization 
and later from an apologetics ministry specializing in refuting religious 
cults. 

Another young man, who attended YWAM schools throughout Europe, 
stated that he sensed very strong pressure to conform to Moral 
Government’s ideas about God which, after careful soul-searching, he 
could not accept in good conscience. 

The Christian Research Institute of San Juan Capistrano, California—an 
organization specializing in cult apologetics and research—has issued a 
brief position statement which reads in part: “Agape Force and YWAM 
are closely linked in their theology and methodology. We have had 
numerous disturbing reports concerning the teachings and practices of 
both ministries….The flow of bad reports pertaining to YWAM, from all 
quarters, is increasing at CRI, and the nature of the testimonies are 
becoming more disturbing. Much prayer and searching of the word is in 
order with reference to participation in YWAM.”11

These examples could easily be multiplied well beyond the space 

                                                      
9 Excerpts from some of these letters will be given in an appendix at the end of the booklet. 
10It is a matter of indisputable historical fact that at least one YWAM base in Europe produced copies of 

Sharing Your Faith on a YWAM-owned printing press. The title page of this version actually bears the YWAM 
logo and copyright. YWAM presses have also printed The Truth Shall Make You Free (a revised version of 
Sharing Your Faith) and Pratney’s Youth Aflame manual. 

11Christian Research Institute statement entitled “Youth With a Mission and Agape Force;’ dated 5/82. 
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available in this booklet.12 Suffice it to say: the Moral Government teach-
ing has borne rotten fruit. 

The Lack of Substantive Works Refuting This Heresy 
Thus far, there have been no substantive works refuting the Moral 

Government error in detail. Judging by the many requests for information 
received by this author, there is considerable need for careful and 
thorough research in this area. 

Sources for the Study 

The sources used for this study were chosen because they were written 
by noted teachers of Moral Government theory and are widely read at 
various YWAM bases. Among these works are the writings of Gordon C. 
Olson, including his Moral Government of God, Sharing Your Faith, and The 
Truth Shall Make You Free; George Otis Jr.’s book, The God They Never Knew 
(a popular treatment of the themes raised in Olson’s more technical 
writings); H. Roy Elseth’s book, Did God Know?, dealing with the nature 
and attributes of God;13 and Winkie Pratney’s Youth Aflame manual. 

A complete list of all references cited will be found in the bibliography at 
the end of the booklet. 

 

                                                      
12At the end of this booklet is a brief testimony by Gregory L. Robertson. Mr. Robertson attended YWAM 

schools throughout the world. His account provides us with an eye-opening view of what goes on behind the 
scenes at YWAM. After 5½ years as a full-time staff member, Mr. Robertson is highly qualified to discuss 
what really goes on inside the organization. 

13 While it is true that Elseth’s book is currently out of print, it appears still to be avidly read by many in 
YWAM. In fact, the copy in possession of this author was secured from a YWAM member who obtained it 
during his YWAM training. 

 



 

CHAPTER TWO 
The Nature and Attributes of God 

Our understanding of God’s nature and attributes will profoundly affect 
the way we relate to Him. As A. W. Tozer observes: 

A right conception of God is basic not only to systematic theology 
but to practical Christian living as well. It is to worship what the 
foundation is to the temple.... Before the Christian church goes into 
eclipse anywhere there must first be a corrupting of her simple basic 
theology. She simply gets a wrong answer to the question, “What is 
God like” and goes on from there.1

The God of the Bible is not an abstract idea or a force. He is a being 
who invites us to a personal relationship with Him. Yet, such an inter-
personal relationship cannot take place unless we know something of His 
character. As A. W. Pink states, “An unknown God can neither be trusted, 
served, nor worshipped.”2 Fortunately, God has chosen to reveal who He 
is through the Bible which is His inspired Word. 

Part I 
The Biblical View: The Unchanging God 

Every good thing bestowed and every perfect gift is from above, 
coming down from the Father of lights, with whom there is no 
variation or shadow of turning (James 1:17).3

The term “immutable” means “unchangeable.” When God is spoken of 
as “immutable’ it means that He is “subject to no change in His being, 
attributes, or determinations.”4 God’s immutability is portrayed in 
Scripture as one of the Divine perfections. We will examine the biblical 
evidence for God’s immutability in the following three categories: His 
character, His counsels, and His knowledge. 

                                                      
1A. W. Tozer, The Knowledge of the Holy (New York: Harper and Row, 1961), pp. 9, 10, 12. 
2Arthur W. Pink, The Attributes of God (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1979), preface.  
3Unless otherwise noted, all Scripture citations are taken from the New American Standard Version.  
4Pink, p. 37.  

6 
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God’s Immutable Character 

The Scriptures reveal much about God’s moral character. The Bible says 
that “God is love” (I Jn. 4:16), “God is light” (I Jn. 1:5), “God’s eyes...are 
too pure to approve evil, and [thou] cannot look on wickedness with 
favor” (Hab. 1:13), and that God “cannot lie” (Tit. 1:2; Heb. 6:18). We 
must realize that God’s moral perfections flow from His nature and are as 
unchanging as His essential being. God is not love because He chooses to 
love, but His choice to love is based on the fact that He is love by nature. 

First John 4:16, “God is love,” is an anarthrous construction in the Greek 
which, simply stated, means that the definite article “the” [Greek: (ho)] 
does not appear in front of the word “love” [Greek: (agape)]. The 
significance of this type of construction in New Testament Greek cannot 
be overlooked. This construction stresses the quality, nature, or essence of 
the word in question.5 The idea in I John 4:16 is that God is of the 
essence, nature, or quality of love. God loves because to violate love 
would be to violate His very nature. 

Someone might object that this takes away from God’s freedom since we 
are saying there are certain things God cannot do. This really depends on 
how the term “freedom” is defined. God can do all things only in so far as 
they are consistent with His nature. The Scriptures do not simply state that 
God does not lie, but that God cannot lie (Greek: (adunaton)—to be unable).6 
God could no more choose to lie than He could cease to be God. 

When we consider the doctrine of the atonement in Chapter Three, the 
importance of these considerations will be evident. Because God is holy 
(Josh. 24:19-20), He must punish sin (Nah. 1:3; Ex. 34:6, 7). In Chapter 
Three it will be demonstrated that God provides forgiveness of sin in a 
manner consistent with His nature—a nature which compels Him to 
punish sin. 

God’s Immutable Counsels 

The word “counsel” refers to one’s intention, resolution, will, or 
purpose. God’s counsels are not subject to change, fluctuation, or failure. 
The Scriptures expressly declare that God’s purpose is “unchangeable” 
(Heb. 6:17). He is a God who “works all things after the counsel of His 
will” (Eph. 1:11) and assures that His purpose will be established and that 
He will accomplish all His good pleasure (Isa. 46:10). Whatsoever He 

                                                      
5H. E. Dana and J. R. Mantey, A Manual Grammar of the Greek New Testament (Toronto: Mac Millan, 

1957), p. 140 note vii; pp. 149-150.  
6G. Abbott-Smith, A Manual Greek Lexicon of the Greek New Testament (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1977), p. 

123.  
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plans He surely does (Isa. 46:11). As A. W. Pink observes: “It is no more 
possible for the Divine counsels to fail in their execution than it would be 
for the thrice Holy God to lie.”7

Does God Change His Mind? 
The following Scriptures clearly indicate that God does not change His 

mind or alter His plans: 
And so the Glory of Israel will not lie or change His mind; for He is 

not a man that He should change His mind. [I Sam. 15:29]. 

God is not a man, that He should lie, nor a son of man, that He 
should repent: Has He said, and will He not do it? Or has He spoken, 
and will He not make it good? [Num. 23:19]. 

How Are Passages Which Show God “Repenting” to Be Explained? 
There are certain passages which, at first glance, appear to show God 

changing His mind. While there are several of these, we will deal with two 
which are frequently alluded as representative samples. Explaining these 
should clear up difficulties with the others, since the same principles of 
interpretation are involved. 

Jonah and the Ninevites. God sent Jonah to preach against the 
Ninevites because of their great wickedness. God had Jonah inform the 
Ninevites that in forty days they would be destroyed (Jonah 3:4). As a 
result of Jonah’s preaching, the Ninevites repented in sackcloth and ashes. 
Because of their repentance, God spared the Ninevites and did not destroy 
them in forty days as originally threatened (Jonah 3:10). 

How can we reconcile this apparent change of God’s mind with the 
concept of a God who is unchanging in His counsels? 

Stephen Charnock, a Puritan divine who lived in the middle of the 17th 
century, explains in his epochal work, Discourses Upon the Existence and 
Attributes of God: 

But the answer to these cases is this, that where we find 
predictions in Scripture declared, and yet not executed, we must 
consider them, not as absolute, but conditional...with a clause of 
revocation annexed to them, provided that men repent; and this God 
lays down as the general case, always to be remembered as a rule 
for the interpreting of His threatenings against a nation, and the same 
reason will hold against a particular person. (Jer. 18:7-10) “At what 
instant I shall speak concerning a nation, and concerning a kingdom, 
to pluck up, and to pull down, and destroy it; if that nation against 
whom I have pronounced, turn from their evil, I will repent of the evil 
that I thought to do unto them;”…8

Apparently the Ninevites knew and understood this principle, at least 
                                                      
7Pink, p. 19.  
8Stephen Charnock, Discourses Upon the Existence and Attributes of God, I (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1980), 

343.  
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instinctively. In verse 9 of chapter 3 they state, “Who knows, God may 
turn and relent, and withdraw His burning anger so that we shall not 
perish?” Furthermore, the fact that God gave them forty days is certainly 
evidence that the purpose of His threat was to induce them to repent. 
Why would God give them forty days if they were to understand their 
destruction as inevitable, regardless of what they might do? 

As Charnock states, “The will of God is unchangeably set to love 
righteousness” and to punish iniquity.9 Please notice that God did not 
“repent” of the evil He said He would do to the Ninevites until after they 
themselves had changed. “When the threatening was made, they were a fit 
object” for God’s wrath. When they repented, they became “a fit object” 
for God’s mercy.10 Again, we must stress that it was the Ninevites who 
first changed their relationship to God (i.e., from objects of wrath to objects 
of mercy). Then God, applying His unchanging principle of rewarding 
righteousness and punishing iniquity, dealt with them accordingly. When 
the Scriptures speak of God “repenting” of the evil He had threatened 
(3:10), we are to understand that this repentance in God “is only a change 
in His outward conduct, according to His infallible foresight and immutable 
will.”11 It is not that God had changed His mind for it has been shown 
that He dealt with them according to His unchanging principle. 

God would have changed His mind if 1) The Ninevites had not repented 
and God had spared them, or 2) The Ninevites had repented and God had not 
spared them. If one of these two sets of circumstances had taken place, 
then it could truly be said that God changed His mind and did not behave 
according to His principle of punishing those who sin and sparing those 
who repent. But it was the Ninevites who changed their minds, eliciting a 
change in God’s outward behavior in accordance with His immutable will. 

Genesis 6:5-6. This passage reads: 
And God saw that the wickedness of man was great upon the 

earth...and the Lord repented that He had made men on the earth 
and it made Him sorrowful at heart. 

Here is a verse which clearly shows God “repenting” over having made 
man. How can this be if God does not change His mind? 

We must realize that a given word may have a variety of meanings 
depending on its usage in the context. Sometimes the Hebrew word for 
“repent” [Hebrew: (nacham)] found in this verse is used concerning a 
change of mind (see I Sam. 15:29), though it is often used in other senses. 
Nacham may also mean “to be sorry” or “to console oneself.”12 That this is 

                                                      
9Charnock, p. 345.  
10Charnock, p. 344.  
11Charnock, p. 341 (emphasis added).  
12Francis Brown, S. R. Driver, and C. A. Briggs, Hebrew and English Lexicon of the Old Testament 

(Oxford: Clarendon, 1978), pp. 636-637.  
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the meaning in this passage is clearly shown from the poetic parallelism of 
the verse. The sense of the phrase “it repented the Lord” is further 
explained by the statement “and it made Him sorrowful.”13

God “repented” in the sense that He was grieved over man’s sin. This 
verse is not talking about God’s knowledge or His will, as though He were 
having second thoughts about having created man. Rather, the verse is a 
reference to God’s emotions, and simply describes how God felt about the 
sin of man.14

God’s Immutable Knowledge 

God is omniscient. This means that He knows all things, both actual and 
possible.15 He knows all things past (Isa. 41:22), present (Heb. 4:13) and 
future (Isa. 46:10). He knows all things by one intuitive act and yet knows 
the past as past, the present as present, and the future as future. 

Because God is all knowing, there can be no increase or diminution of 
His knowledge. Psalm 147:5 declares that “His understanding is infinite.” 
From this it follows that He knows immutably. “There is a change in 
understanding, when we gain the knowledge of a thing, which was 
unknown to us before….”16 Charnock notes that such a change cannot be 
ascribed to God without destroying the infinity of His knowledge. If, for 
example, God is ignorant of the decisions I will make tomorrow, then 
God will know more tomorrow (after my decisions are made) than He does 
today. But an understanding which is infinite cannot by definition increase. 
How can absolute perfection become more perfect? 

God’s deity stands or falls on His perfect knowledge. It is this knowledge 
which separates Him from the gods of the heathen. Isaiah 41:21-22 reads: 

Let them [i.e., the idols] bring forth and show us what shall happen, 
or declare us things to come: show the things that are to come 
hereafter, that we may know that you are gods. 

God’s knowledge is not a conjectural knowledge (i.e., an educated guess), 
but an absolute and certain knowledge. Commenting on the above 
passage, Charnock observes: 

Were it only a conjectural knowledge that is here meant, the devils 
might answer, they can conjecture, and so their deity was a good as 
God’s; for though God might know more things, and conjecture 

                                                      
13Franz Delitzsch and C. F. Keil, Commentary on Genesis, I (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1877), 140-141.  
14Some commentators feel that Scriptures which speak of God as “grieved,” “angry,” “sad,” etc., are to be 

taken in an anthropropathic sense, i.e., that such emotions do not properly belong to God, but are ascribed to 
Him to aid in understanding certain truths which could not be understood any other way. If and to what extent 
God’s emotions correspond to man’s is a question certainly worthy of study. But for the present purpose it is 
simply enough to note that Genesis 6 has nothing to do with God changing His mind or will.  

15Charnock, p. 417 ff.  
16Charnock, p. 460.  

 



The Nature and Attributes of God Page 11 

nearer to what would be, yet still it would be but conjectural, and 
therefore not a higher kind of knowledge than what the devils might 
challenge.17

Part Il 
The Moral Government View: 

The Chameleon God 

Having examined what the Scriptures say about the nature and attributes 
of God, we will now evaluate the Moral Government view. Again, we will 
consider the same three categories: God’s character, God’s counsels, and 
God’s knowledge. 

Is God Changeable In His Character? 

Unlike the God of the Bible, the God of Moral Government is capable 
of choosing evil as well as good. It is denied that God’s nature enables 
Him only to do good. God is good simply because (so far) He has chosen 
to be. H. Roy Elseth in his book Did God Know? asserts: 

God is good because He chooses to be good. If we say that God is 
simply a”blob” of good in the sky who can do nothing but good, 
because He is good, you then destroy the factor of choice....He only 
is able to do right who is able at the same time to do wrong.18

The implications of this view are horrendous. According to Moral 
Government, all one can say about God’s character with certainty is that, 
up until now, God has chosen to be good, truthful, loving, holy, etc. There 
is no guarantee about tomorrow. 

It might be argued that, based on His track record, God is not likely to 
change into an ogre. Yet there is no assurance of this, for it is claimed that 
God is a “free moral agent”19 and the power to choose contrary is 
essential to free moral agency.20

We previously noted that God, by His immutable nature, is holy and 
must punish sin. Gordon Olson, in his training manual entitled Sharing 
Your Faith, teaches: 

In the governmental theory, the Atonement is not required by the 
                                                      
17Charnock, p. 432.  
18Howard R. Elseth, Did God Know? (St. Paul: Calvary United Church, 1977), pp. 26-7. See also p. 30.  
19Gordon C. Olson, Sharing Your Faith (Chicago: Bible Research Fellowship, 1976), p. I-2/1. [Note: the 

page numbering in Olson’s manual is cumbersome and confusing, and there are some pages which have no 
number at all, such as that listed in the following footnote. It will sometimes be difficult, therefore, for the 
reader to locate the original quotation based on the numbers given here, not because of faults in the 
footnotes, but because of the awkward numbering system used by Olson.]  

20Olson, the page opposite that labelled IV-6.  
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subjective nature or vindictive justice of God before mercy is 
extended.21

God does not require an exact payment for sin to satisfy retributive 
justice...“God is love” and has completely subdued all thought of 
retaliation toward rebellious sinners.22

It is not that God the Father is personally unwilling to forgive sin 
without full vindictive satisfaction. [To forgive]...is to remit or pardon 
freely all guilt charged against one for his conduct out of pure love to 
the one being pardoned. It is to abandon all resentment in a spirit of 
cheerful leniency....23

The God of the Bible is not “vindictive” or “resentful” in the sense of 
being malicious or spiteful. But even so, God must punish sin, as we have 
already shown. It is not our place to let our feelings determine what the 
Bible teaches about the atonement. We might like to think that God 
requires no payment or punishment for sin, and like to think that God will 
let men off on the basis of a “spirit of cheerful leniency,” but this is not 
what the Bible says. God must punish sin, for He is immutably holy. We 
will elaborate on this further when we discuss the atonement in Chapter 
Three. 

Is God Changeable In His Counsels? 

We have already shown from the Scriptures that God does not change 
His mind or alter His plans. The Moral Government God is a chameleon 
God who does both. Elseth states: 

Prophecies do not occur out of necessity of God’s foreknowledge, 
or even always because God said they would take place. In fact, God 
often changes His mind and does not do the things He says He will.24

Such a view is patently unbiblical. Elseth attempts to support this 
position with arguments similar to the ones explained earlier (e.g., Jonah 
and the Ninevites).25 These verses, when properly understood and 
considered in context, do not support the idea that God changes His mind 
or fails to carry out His plan. 

God is not a man that He should repent or change His mind (I 
Sam.15:29; Num. 23:19). Furthermore, Deuteronomy 18:20-22 reads: 

But the prophet who shall speak a word presumptuously in My 
name...that prophet shall die... if the thing does not come about or 
come true, that is the thing which the Lord has not spoken. 

                                                      
21Olson, Historical Opinions, p. 3.  
22Olson, p. V-4.  
23Olson, p. V3.  
24Elseth, p. 109.  
25Elseth, pp. 85, 117, 123.  
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Now if it is true that “God often does not do the things He says He 
will,” as Elseth asserts, then God is guilty of inspiring false prophecy and 
should be stoned to death. 

Had the Moral Government God inspired Deuteronomy 18, we would 
have expected Him to say something like: “...if the thing does not come 
about or come true, this may or may not have been the thing which I told 
the prophet to say, since sometimes I say things will take place that never 
do.” Fortunately, the chameleon god of Moral Government is not the 
God of the Bible, for: 

...what comfort could it be to pray to a God, that like the chameleon 
changed colors every day, every moment? What encouragement 
could there be to lift up our eyes to one that were of one mind this 
day and of another tomorrow?26

Elseth concludes that it is “tragic” for Christians to exercise faith in 
God’s sovereignty: 

The ultimate end of this tragedy is that Christians begin to believe 
that God is satisfactorily working out His plan as He wants it in the 
world.27

If the Moral Government view is true, then the Apostle Paul was the 
most “tragic” of all Christians, for it was he who stated that God “works 
all things after the counsel of His will” (Eph. 1:11). And it is Paul the 
Apostle who encourages the saints to believe God is “satisfactorily 
working out His plan as He wants it in the world” by saying: 

And we know that God causes all things to work together for good 
to those who love God, to those who are called according to His 
purpose (Romans 8:28). 

Is God Changeable In His Knowledge? 

The Moral Government God is not omniscient in the true sense of the 
term. While it is asserted that He knows “all that is knowable,”28 it is 
denied that the free decisions of men fall into the category of the 
“knowable.” Elseth maintains “God does not know ahead of time the free 
decisions of men....”29 Similarly, Gordon Olson states: 

...future choices of moral beings, when acting freely in their moral 
agency, have not been brought into existence as yet and thus are not 
fixities or objects of possible knowledge.30

                                                      
26Charnock, p. 348.  
27Elseth, p. 98.  
28Harry Conn, ed., Finney’s Systematic Theology (Minneapolis: Bethany Fellowship, 1976), abridged and 

glossary added by Harry Conn, p. 342.  
29Elseth, p. 70.  
30Gordon C. Olson, The Truth Shall Make You Free (Franklin Park, Ill.: Bible Research Fellowship, 1980), 
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The Moral Government God is not ignorant of all future events; only 
events to be performed by people acting out of their free wills. It is 
asserted that sometimes God “freezes the will” and brings about desired 
responses by forcing an individual to make a certain choice. A choice of 
this sort can be foreknown by God since God causes it, although it is not 
choice in the proper sense of the word. Furthermore, it is maintained that 
a person constrained to perform an action because of a “will freeze” is not 
held morally responsible for that action.31

Apart from alleged “will freezes” the Moral Government God cannot 
know what men will do in the future with certainty. He can only venture 
an educated guess. As Elseth states: 

Freedom can be predicted, but not with certainty. Thus God may 
have predictions and theories as to what man will do, but He cannot 
know with certainty what man will do in areas where God has given 
man absolute freedom of choice.32

This heretical view of God’s foreknowledge is not new. The 17th century 
Socinians likewise truncated God’s foreknowledge in a manner almost 
identical to Olson et al. Mc Clintock and Strong’s summary of the Socinian 
view is almost indistinguishable from the contemporary Moral 
Government position: 

It [Socinianism] also denies that God foresees the actions of his 
creatures, or knows anything about them until they come to pass; 
except in some special cases in which he has foreordained the event, 
and foresees it because he foreordained it. That they may not seem 
to derogate from God’s omniscience, they admit that God knows all 
things knowable; but they contend that contingent events are 
unknowable, even by an infinite being.33

Besides denying God’s foreknowledge of contingent events, the 
Socinians also denied the substitutionary atonement and the deity of Jesus 
Christ. Consequently, the Socinian system has been consistently rejected 
by the orthodox of all communions.34

When we treated the biblical view, we showed that God’s knowledge is 
infinite (Ps. 147:5). If God is ignorant of the free decisions a person will 
make tomorrow, then when tomorrow arrives He will know more than he 
does today. Furthermore, considering the billions of people on the face of 
the earth, each making many moral decisions every day, the Moral 

                                                                                                                     
p. 111-13.  

31Elseth, p. 107.  
32Elseth, p. 97.  
33John Mc Clintock and James Strong, “Socimanism.” Cyclopedia of Biblical, Theological, and 

Ecclesiastical Literature IX (New York: Harper and Bros., 1880), 844.  
34For additional information on the Socinian system of theology, the reader is advised to consult the 

following sources: George Fisher, History of Christian Doctrine (New York: Scribner’s Sons, 1908), pp. 317-
325; William Cunningham, Historical Theology II (London: Billingand Sons, Ltd., 1960), 168-188; and Adolph 
Harnack, History of Dogma VII (New York: Russell and Russell, 1958), 137-167.  
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Government god’s knowledge increases astronomically as each day passes. 
The Moral Government god is therefore not the God of the Bible, for the 
biblical God possesses infinite knowledge, not a finite knowledge which is 
daily approaching perfection. 

There are numerous examples in the Scriptures which demonstrate that 
God foreknew the free decisions men would make. Jesus told Peter in John 
13:38, “Truly, truly I say to you, a cock shall not crow, until you deny me 
three times.” God certainly did not “freeze Peter’s will” or force him to 
deny Christ, did He? That Peter considered his betrayal of Christ a free 
moral act for which he was solely responsible was evidenced by his bitter 
weeping (Mk. 14:72). And yet Jesus predicted this free act of betrayal 
down to the minutest detail. Another example is the Lord Jesus—Himself 
God incarnate—foretelling that Judas would betray Him. Again, no 
competent Bible student would deny that Judas acted out of his free will 
and was morally responsible for what he did. Now, did Jesus simply make 
an educated guess that Judas would betray Him, or did He know it because 
He was God? Please note that Jesus did not say, “I am telling you before it 
comes to pass, so that when it does you will be convinced that I can make 
highly accurate guesses,” but instead He declares: 

...“He who eats my bread has lifted up his heel against me.” From 
now on I am telling you before it comes to pass, so that when it does 
occur, you may believe that l am He.35

There are numerous other examples which we cannot investigate due to 
limitations of space. The interested reader is advised to read Discourses 
Upon the Existence and Attributes of God, vol. I, by Stephen Charnock, pp. 
441-451 and 468-469 for a more detailed treatment of this subject. 

At this juncture it must be pointed out that the 19th-century evangelist 
Charles G. Finney clearly taught God’s foreknowledge of contingent moral 
events. This is highly significant because the modern-day Moral 
Government teachers claim Finney as their own and regard themselves as 
his true disciples. One frequently encounters passages in their writings 
lavish with praise for Finney and his wonderful theology which they claim 
to faithfully teach. For Finney to contradict them blatantly on such an 
important point is an unmitigated embarrassment. 

Harry Conn’s abridged edition of Finney’s Systematic Theology contains 
some theologically significant omissions. Missing are passages where 
Finney explicitly taught God’s foreknowledge of contingent moral events. 
For example, an earlier edition contains these statements by Finney, 

                                                      
35John 13:18-19. Gordon Olson recognizes this as a free moral act, but attempts to deal with it by 

asserting that Jesus simply caught on that Judas was going to betray Him when “…He perceived its [i.e., the 
betrayal’s] development in His mind” (Olson, Sharing Your Faith, p. I-13/[e]). If Christ’s statement was merely 
based on an educated guess, as Olson appears to be saying, then He would have had no right to claim deity 
based on this knowledge (Jn. 13:18-19).  
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statements removed from Conn’s abridgement: 
That he [God] has necessarily and eternally possessed this [infinite] 

knowledge, so that he never has, and never can have, any accession 
to his knowledge. 

Every possible thing that ever was, or will be, or can be an object of 
knowledge, has been necessarily and eternally known to God. If this 
were not true, God would be neither infinite or omniscient.36

Foreknowledge and election are not inconsistent with free agency. 
The elect were chosen to eternal life, upon condition that God 
foresaw that in the perfect exercise of their freedom, they could be 
induced to repent and embrace the gospel.37

The elect were chosen to salvation, upon condition that God 
foresaw that he could secure their repentance, faith, and final 
perseverance.38

Also missing from Conn’s abridgment are five entire chapters where 
Finney passionately vindicates the doctrine of the perseverance of the 
saints (pp. 544ff. in the Colporter Kemp edition). Interestingly, the 
modern-day Moral Government teachers thoroughly reject the concept of 
the security of the believer. 

The Moral Government teachers reject God’s foreknowledge of mans’ 
choices because they—like the rationalistic Socinians before them—
cannot reconcile this knowledge with the freedom of the will. But the 
ability to reconcile a difficult question must never become the basis on 
which doctrine is determined. We must take the scriptural statements as 
they are, believe them, and be humble enough to admit that our finite, 
sinful understanding will never plumb the depths of God’s wisdom and 
being. Charnock’s caution is particularly appropriate: 

But what if the foreknowledge of God, and the liberty of the will 
cannot be fully reconciled by man? Shall we therefore deny a 
perfection in God to support a liberty in ourselves? Shall we rather 
fasten ignorance upon God and accuse Him of blindness, to maintain 
our liberty? That God does foreknow everything and yet that there is 
liberty in the rational creature, are both certain; but how to fully 
reconcile them, may surmount the understanding of man.39

                                                      
36Charles G. Finney, Systematic Theology, Pres. J. H. Fairchild, ed. (South Gate, Calif.: Colporter Kemp, 

1944), p. 481. What Finney is saying is that events that “will be” objects of knowledge from a temporal 
standpoint (including the choices of free moral agents not yet made) are necessarily and eternally known to 
God.  

37Finney, p. 496.  
38Finney, p. 483.  
39Charnock, p. 450.  
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CHAPTER THREE 
The Moral Government Teaching 

on Our Lord’s Atonement 

From our previous study of the nature and attributes of God (Chapter 
Two) we saw that the Moral Government tree is a rotten one. In this 
chapter we will examine one important fruit of that tree: the Moral 
Government doctrine of the atonement. 

The doctrine of the atonement is a central doctrine of our faith because 
it concerns the very person and work of the Lord Jesus Christ. It is central 
because man cannot save himself. Man is utterly dead in sin and alienated 
from God, totally unable to make himself acceptable to God. If man is to 
have any hope whatever of coming into a right relationship with God, it 
must be because God takes the initiative and provides the way. Such a way 
He has provided through the atonement of Jesus Christ. 

The importance of this for practical Christian living cannot be over-
emphasized. For example, the message that we share with non-believers in 
an effort to win them to Christ will be profoundly affected by our view of 
the salvation process. It can have eternal consequences. 

The Moral Government teaching distorts the fact that man cannot save 
himself.1 It is therefore imperative that we investigate the Moral 
Government view of the atonement in the light of biblical truth. 

Part I 
The Biblical View of the Atonement 

In discussing the biblical view of the atonement, we will treat the 
scriptural data in the following manner. First, we will look at the 
“Godward” aspects of Christ’s death. This refers to the effect the 
atonement has on God. Secondly, we will examine the “manward” aspects 
of the atonement. This refers to how the atonement affects man in 
bringing about reconciliation and the forgiveness of sin. Then, having 
established the biblical view, we will contrast it with “Godward” and 
“manward” aspects of the Moral Government teaching on the atonement. 

                                                      
1Howard R. Elseth, Did God Know? (St. Paul: Calvary United Church, 1977), pp. 108, 131. 

17 
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The Godward Aspects 

Propitiation 
As we already mentioned, God by His very nature must punish sin. This 

is because God is holy and His wrath is towards sin. This leaves man in a 
terrible predicament, since all have sinned and are guilty before the 
tribunal of God (Romans 3:23; I John 1:8, 10). How is man to escape the 
wrath of God? 

The Scriptures teach that Christ’s death satisfies God’s wrath against sin 
due to the demands of His holy character. This is precisely what is entailed 
in the term “propitiation.” 

The Greek word for “propitiation” used by the New Testament writers 
is hilasmos. The word hilasmos and its cognates include as an integral part of 
their meaning the turning away of wrath.2 Smeaton states: 

The uniform acceptation of the word in classical Greek, when 
applied to the Deity, is the means of appeasing God, or averting His 
anger; and not a single instance to the contrary occurs in the whole 
Greek literature. As interpreters, therefore, our business is to abide 
by language, and not pervert it from its proper meaning. As this is the 
received import of the term in the language of Greece, without a trace 
of any other, we are bound to hold that it here intimates the means of 
averting divine anger for the sins of mankind, when Christ Himself is 
called our propitiation.3

Consider for a moment I John 2:1-2 which declares: “...we have an 
Advocate with the Father, Jesus Christ the Righteous; and He Himself is 
the propitiation [Greek: hilasmos] for our sins....” Leon Morris, 
commenting on this verse, notes: 

The point is that Christ is said to be “an Advocate with the Father,” 
and if we sinners need an advocate with God, then obviously...our 
misdeeds prevail against us, [and] we are about to feel the hostility of 
God to all that is sinful. Under these circumstances we may well 
speak of Christ turning away the wrath of God, and thus hilasmos is a 
natural word in the context.4

Romans 5:9 states that we are saved from the wrath of God through the 
death of Christ. This fits well with the idea of Christ as a propitiation. A 
Greek living in the first or second century reading the writings of John or 
Paul would understand perfectly what was intended in speaking of Christ 
as hilasmos. 

Romans 3:25 states that Christ was “...displayed publicly as a propitiation 
[Greek: hilasterion] in His blood through faith....” Charles Hodge, 
commenting on this verse, notes: 

                                                      
2Leon Morris, The Apostolic Preaching of the Cross (Grand Rapids Eerdmans, 1965), p. 178.   
3George Smeaton, The Apostle’s Doctrine of the Atonement (Grand Rapids Zondervan, 1957), p. 455.  
4Morris, pp. 206-7.  
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The design of setting forth Christ as a hilasterion (i.e., a 
propitiation) was precisely that which an expiatory sacrifice was 
intended to accomplish, namely, to satisfy justice, that God might be 
just in the forgiveness of sin.5

Payment of a Debt 
Punishment, by its very nature, is the payment of a debt. As A. A. Hodge 

points out, punishment must not be confused with chastisement. In 
chastisement, the sufferer endures affliction with a view towards personal 
betterment. Punishment, on the other hand, is administered as the just 
deserts which sin incurs.6 If Christ’s suffering was punishment, then by 
the necessity of the case it must be the payment of a debt. Isaiah 53:5 
literally reads in the Hebrew “...the punishment [Hebrew: musar] of our peace 
was upon Him....” Keil and Delitzsch point out that musar in this passage 
carries the idea of a punishment or visitation of divine justice.7 This 
interpretation best fits the entire context of Isaiah 53 (see especially vv. 4-6 
and 10-12). 

The New Testament also bears witness that Christ paid the debt man 
owes. Colossians 2:14 states that Christ “...cancelled out the certificate of 
debt consisting of decrees against us and which was hostile to us; and He 
has taken it out of the way, having nailed it to the cross.” 

The strongest argument for the idea of Christ’s death being a payment 
for sin comes from the meaning of the word “ransom.” The Greek word 
translated “ransom” is lutron. Its meaning is “a payment for loosing;’ 
“ransom price.”8 Leon Morris points out that in ancient Greek writings 
(i.e., other than the New Testament) the basic idea in redemption is the 
paying of a price to secure a liberation: 

Circumstances may vary, for the word applies to the freeing of a 
prisoner of war, or a man under sentence of death because his ox 
has gored a man, or of articles of pawn, or of a slave seeking 
manumission [i.e., being liberated from slavery]. But always there is 
the idea of a payment of a ransom to secure the desired effect.9

Matthew 20:28 states: “...just as the Son of Man did not come to be 

                                                      
5Charles Hodge, Systematic Theology, II (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1979), 508-9.  
6A. A. Hodge, Outlines of Theology (New York: Robert Carter and Brothers, 1866), pp. 422-423.  
7Franz Delitzsch and C. F. Keil, Commentary on Isaiah, II (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1877), 319. In other 

passages musar may carry the idea of chastisement ratherthan punishment. See R. Laird Harris, Theological 
Wordbook of the Old Testament I (Chlcago: Moody, 1980), 386-387.  

8Morris, p. 12; Liddell and Scott, An Intermediate Greek-English Lexicon (Oxford: Clarendon, 1975), p. 481.  
9Morris, p. 29. Smeaton similarly notes, “Thus, among classical writers the word always denotes the price 

paid for the liberation of a prisoner of war or the price paid for a slave, on condition that the holder shall forego 
his rightful authority or claim to the party in his power. Classical usage so indelibly stamped this meaning 
upon the word, that it became the paramount idea, and could not be separated from it, even when the word 
was used by Jewish writers.” See George Smeaton, The Doctrine of the Atonement as Taught by Christ 
Himself (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1868), p. 152.  
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served, but to serve, and to give His life a ransom [Greek: lutron] for 
many.” A first-century Greek reading this passage would almost certainly 
understand it to mean that Christ gave His life as a payment for liberating 
those held in bondage. 

Even clearer is I Peter 1:18ff., where the price of mans’ redemption is 
said to be “the precious blood, as of a lamb without blemish and without 
spot, even the blood of Christ:” As Morris points out, “The contrast with 
such prices as ‘gold or silver’ means that there is no possibility of missing 
the references to a normal process of redemption.”10 Morris concludes: 

The New Testament consistently bases our redemption on the 
payment of the price in the death on Calvary.11

... both inside and outside the New Testament the payment of a 
price is a necessary component of the redemption idea. When the 
New Testament speaks of redemption...it means that Christ has paid 
the price of our redemption.12

There are other passages in the New Testament, besides those which 
directly employ the word “ransom,” that clearly teach that Jesus paid the 
price to set man free: 

Be on guard for yourselves and for all the flock, among which the 
Holy Spirit has made you overseers, to shepherd the church of God 
which he purchased with His own blood (Acts 20:28). 

...For you have been bought with a price... (First Corinthians 6:20). 

...Worthy art thou to take the book, and to break its seals; for Thou 
wast slain, and didst purchase for God with Thy blood men from 
every tribe and tongue and people and nation (Revelation 5:9). 

All the above passages bear the same consistent testimony: Jesus Christ 
literally purchased our salvation with His blood. 

The Manward Aspects 

We have shown that the death of Christ “propitiates” or satisfies God’s 
wrath against sin. We also demonstrated that Jesus literally paid the debt 
that we owed because of our sin. Having therefore considered how the 
atonement relates to God (i.e., propitiation and payment), it is now 
appropriate to turn to the “manward” aspects of Christ’s death. 

Justification 
Christ’s sacrifice provides us with an absolutely virtuous standing before 

God. The Scriptures teach that when we accept Jesus Christ by faith, we 

                                                      
10Morris, p. 39.  
11Morris, p. 48.  
12Morris, p. 61.  

 



The Moral Government Teaching on the Atonement Page 21 

are “justified.” The verb translated “to justify” in English is dikaioo in the 
Greek. Arndt and Gingrich state that in Paul’s usage, the word dikaioo 
means “to be acquitted, pronounced and treated as righteous….”13 In 
addition, the Septuagint (LXX), which is the Greek version of the Old 
Testament, employs the word dikaioo some forty-five times; in every 
instance it is in the context of a judicial proclamation.14

In his epistle to the Romans, Paul teaches that God will justify—declare 
to be righteous —the ungodly through faith in Jesus Christ: 

...to the one who does not work, but believes in Him who justifies 
[i.e., declares to be righteous] the ungodly, his faith is reckoned as 
righteousness (Romans 4:5). 

Therefore having been justified [i.e., declared to be righteous] by 
faith, we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ... 
(Romans 5:1). 

Much more then, having now been justified [i.e., declared to be 
righteous] by His blood, we shall be saved from the wrath of God 
through Him (Romans 5:9). 

Imputation of Righteousness 
How is it that God can declare the believer righteous? It is because when 

God looks at a believer, He sees the righteousness of Christ. The Word of 
God teaches that Christ’s righteousness is “imputed” to us when we 
exercise faith in Him. The word translated “impute” in English is logizomai 
in the Greek. This word means “to reckon, impute, credit to one’s 
account.”15 In ancient times, this word was used of commercial 
transactions.16 It is an accounting term. 

The Apostle Paul definitely understood logizomai as an accounting term 
when he states in Romans 4:4, “Now to the one who works, his wage is 
not credited to his account [Greek: logizetai] as a favor but as what is due.” 
In the same context, Paul repeatedly asserts that the righteousness of 
Christ is credited to the account of the believer when received in faith: 

But to the one who does not work, but believes in Him who 
declares the ungodly to be righteous [Greek: dikaiounta] his faith is 
credited to his account [Greek: logizetai] as righteousness... (Romans 
4:5). 

                                                      
13William F. Arndt and Wilbur Gingrich, A Greek-English Lexicon ofthe New Testament (London: The 

University of Chicago Press, 1957), p. 196.  
14James Rosscup, Syllabus on Romans (Unpublished classroom notes taken at Talbot Theological 

Seminary, La Mirada, Calif., 1979). See Deuteronomy 25:1 for a good example of this usage of dikaioo in the 
LXX.  

15Arndt and Gingrich, pp. 476-477; George Milligan, The Vocabulary of the Greek Testament (London: 
Hodder and Stoughton, 1929), p. 377.  

16Arndt and Gingrich, pp. 476-477; H. W Heidland, “logizomai, logismos,” Theological Dictionary of the 
New Testament, ed. Gerhard Kittel, trans. and ed. Geoffrey Bromiley (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 1978), 
IV, 284.  
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... just as David also speaks of the blessing upon the man to whom 
God credits righteousness to his account [Greek: logizetai] apart from 
works: Blessed is the man whose sin the Lord will not credit to his 
account [Greek: logizetai] (Romans 4:6-8). 

... For we say that “Faith was credited to Abraham’s account 
[Greek: elogisthe] as righteousness (Romans 4:9). 

Now not only for his sake only was it written that “It will be credited 
to his account” [Greek: elogisthe] (Romans 4:23). 

but for our sake also, to whom it will be credited [Greek: 
logizesthai], as to those who believe in Him who raised Jesus our 
Lord from the dead...(Romans 4:24). 

When the meaning of logizomai in these passages is understood, it 
becomes readily apparent how God can declare the believer righteous. The 
imputation of Christ’s righteousness through faith becomes the basis on 
which God declares the Christian to be righteous. Paul sums up the matter 
well when he states: 

... I have suffered the loss of all things, and count them but rubbish 
in orderthat I may gain Christ, and may be found in Him, not having a 
righteousness of my own derived from law, but that which is through 
faith, the righteousness which comes from God on the basis of faith 
(Philippians 3:8-9). 

The Application of the Atonement 
How do the benefits of the atonement (i.e., justification, imputation of 

righteousness) become a reality for the individual? The benefits of the 
atonement are applied when they are received by simple faith in the Lord 
Jesus Christ. In Acts 16:31-32 the Philippian jailor asked: “Sirs, what must 
I do to be saved?” Paul and Silas answered, “Believe on the Lord Jesus 
Christ, and thou shalt be saved.” 

Man is saved by faith alone, apart from works (Rom. 3:28). It is important 
to realize that biblical faith is not to be confused with mere intellectual 
assent (James 2:19). Biblical, saving faith involves trust17 as a defining 
characteristic. Furthermore, good works follow and are the fruit of saving 
faith (Jas. 2:14-20), but are not the basis of salvation. Paul sums up the 
matter in Ephesians 2:8-10: 

For by grace you have been saved through faith; and that [i.e., “that 
salvation”]18 not of yourselves, it is the gift of God; not as a result of 
works, that no one should boast. For we are His workmanship, 
created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared before-
hand, that we should walk in them. 

For further biblical evidence that man is saved by faith alone, see the 
following passages: John 3:16; Romans 1:16-17; 3:20-28; 4:1-8, 13-16, 23, 

                                                      
17Rudolph Bultmann, “pisteuo ktl.,” Theological Dictionary ofthe New Testament, ed. Gerhard Kittel, trans. 

and ed. Geoffrey Bromiley (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 1978), VI, 203ff.   
18A. T Robertson, Word Pictures in the New Testament, IV (Nashville: Broadman Press, 1931), 525.  
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25; 5:1; 6:23; 8:30; Galatians 2:16, 21; 3:2, 3, 10 ff., 24; Ephesians 2:8-10; 
Titus 3:5-7; and I Peter 1:2-9. 

Part II 
The Moral Government View of the Atonement 

Having examined what the Word of God has to say about the atone-
ment, we will now turn our attention to the Moral Government view. 
Again, the “Godward” and “manward” aspects of the atonement cor-
responding to this view will be considered. But first it will be helpful to get 
a general, overall picture of what the Moral Government theory of the 
atonement is. 

The Moral Government theory maintains that the work of Christ “so 
affects man by the spectacle of the suffering borne by Him as to deter 
men from sin.” Deterring men from sin, God is able “to forgive sin with 
safety to His moral government of the world.”19 Gordon Olson states: 
“God may be ever so ready to forgive freely man’s sin out of His great 
bounty of love, but cannot do so simply because there are other con-
ditions and problems involved.”20 In other words, the God of Moral 
Government is in a predicament. He would just as soon forgive sinners 
outright on their sincere repentance, but cannot do so because this may 
lead others to lose respect for Him and His moral government.21 The 
spectacle of Christ’s death demonstrates God’s hatred of sin before all and 
thus impresses “the public mind of the moral universe with a sin-deterring 
motive,”22 thereby enabling God to forgive sinners without weakening His 
moral government.23

Godward Aspects of the Governmental View 

In considering the biblical view of the atonement we showed that the 
death of Christ has an effect on God. The death of Christ propitiates or 
satisfies God’s wrath against sin. Christ’s suffering pays a debt that we 
owe. A true atonement must accomplish these things, because sin must be 
punished and the debt must be paid. God’s very nature demands that it be 
so; it could not be otherwise. Christ at Calvary took on Himself our 

                                                      
19P. Schaff and J. J. Herzog, The Schaff-Herzog Encyclopedia of Religious Knowledge, I (Grand Rapids: 

Baker, 1977 rpt. with supplemental volumes), 353.  
20Gordon C, Olson, The Truth Shall Make You Free (Franklin Park, Ill.: Bible Research Fellowship, 1980), 

p. VIII-6. 
21Gordon C. Olson, Sharing Your Faith (Chicago: Bible Research Fellowship, 1976), p. V7/b.  
22A. A. Hodge, pp. 422-3  
23Olson, Sharing Your Faith, p. VI-3 to VI-3/3(1).  
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punishment and paid our debt vicariously (i.e., in our place; as a 
substitute). It is on this basis, according to the biblical view, that God 
provides forgiveness of sins. 

In the Moral Government theory of the atonement, there are no real 
“Godward” aspects in the sense mentioned earlier. There is no principle in 
the Moral Government God which must be satisfied before He can 
forgive sin. There is no need for payment to be made for sin. As 
mentioned in the brief overview, the Moral Government God would just 
as soon “forgive and forget” the sins of those who are sorry for them. The 
only reason He cannot do so is because of the bad side effects such an 
action would have on his moral government. The death of Christ is 
therefore simply a theatrical display in the Moral Government system, 
calculated to instill a fear of sinning by demonstrating its awfulness and to 
break up man’s heart in sorrowful penitence. 

The Moral Government God Requires No Propitiation 
This is made clear by the following quote from Gordon Olson. He states 

that in God there is: “...a subduing of all personal righteous wrath rather 
than a full execution of it, a bypassing of personal justice rather than a 
demanding of punishment….”24 George Otis Jr. bluntly asserts: “Contrary 
to warped speculation, God was never worried about receiving some 
personal satisfaction for the hurt sin caused Him.”25

These statements are not in harmony with the Word of God, for the 
death of Christ propitiates (i.e., satisfies) God’s wrath against sin (I Jn. 2:2; 
Rom. 3:25). 

The Moral Government God Requires No Payment for Sin 
Since the Moral Government God requires no propitiation, it is easy to 

believe that he would not require a payment either. Gordon Olson states, 
“The sacrifice of Christ is not the payment of a debt, nor is it a complete 
satisfaction of justice for sin.”26

George Otis Jr. goes so far as to state that the teaching that Jesus paid 
for man’s sin is a deception, and has caused immeasurable damage to the 
church: 

One of the deceivers’ most damaging deceptions centers around—
of all events—the atonement....The idea perpetrated here probably is 
derived from the words “ransom” and “redeem” and it is that Jesus 
paid for our sins.27

The assertion that Jesus paid for our sins has caused 

                                                      
24Olson, Sharing Your Faith, p. VI-1.  
25George Otis Jr., The God They Never Knew (Van Nuys: Bible Voice, 1978), p. 97. 
26Olson, Sharing Your Faith, Historical Opinions, p. 2. 
27Otis; p. 26; emphasis his. 
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immeasurable damage to the Body of Christ.28

If Otis is correct, then Jesus Christ Himself must be the biggest deceiver 
of all, for He stated that He came to give His life “...a ransom price in the 
place of many” (Matt. 20:18). Furthermore, the blame must fall squarely 
on His Apostles for causing “immeasurable damage to the Body of Christ;’ 
for it was they that taught that Jesus purchased salvation with His blood (Acts 
20:28; I Pet. 1:18; Rev. 5:9; I Cor. 6:20). 

Manward Aspects of the Governmental View 

Having considered the Godward aspects of the Moral Government 
teaching on the atonement (or lack thereof), it is now appropriate to 
investigate the “manward” aspects of the governmental view. 

The Atonement Makes a Moral Impression 
In the Moral Government system, the atonement is a theatrical display 

calculated to evoke a certain response from man. It is asserted that 
unrepentant sinners have a public testimony of the Moral Governor’s 
hatred of sin.29 It also provides a force of humiliation to draw sinners to 
repentance as they consider the sufferings of Christ.30

In these assertions the governmental theory approaches some truth. The 
atonement does demonstrate God’s hatred of sin. Men are (or ought to 
be) humbled as they view the spectacle of the death of Christ. The 
problem here concerns those elements of the atonement denied by ad-
herents of the governmental view—elements clearly found in Scripture. 

Justification and Imputation of Righteousness Denied 
In the treatment of the biblical view, we showed that God justifies—

declares to be righteous—those who trust Jesus Christ. This fact is denied 
by adherents of the governmental view.31 In the study of the biblical view 
we further demonstrated that the crediting of Christ’s righteousness to our 
accounts forms the basis on which God declares us righteous; God sees us 
in Christ’s righteousness. The Moral Government view of the atonement 
denies that Christ’s righteousness can be credited to our accounts. 
Therefore, the Moral Government teaching undermines the very basis on 
which justification takes place. Gordon Olson writes, “The active 
obedience or holiness of Christ...is not legally imputed to the believer.”32 

                                                      
28Otis, p. 93; emphasis his.  
29Olson, The Truth Shall Make You Free, p. VIII-4.  
30Olson, The Truth Shall Make You Free, p. VIII-5.  
31Olson, Sharing Your Faith, p. V-4.  
32Olson, Sharing Your Faith, Historical Opinions, p. 2.  
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Speaking along the same lines, George Otis Jr. asserts: 
The theological doctrine of “imputed righteousness” has been 

grossly distorted in our day. We are told that God looks at us through 
the blood of Christ—and sees us as righteous, regardless of our 
actual state. 

Let’s stop kidding ourselves. God sees us exactly the way we 
are.33

The notion that God enjoys fellowship with those who are sinners 
by glancing at Christ’s righteousness beside Him is abstract, 
inconceivable, unrealistic and requires long writings to explain!34

If this is the teaching of the true gospel, Paul ought to have said some-
thing like: “...and I want to be found in myself, not having a righteousness 
which is through faith in Christ, the righteousness which comes from God 
on the basis of faith, but having my own righteousness....” Instead, Paul 
states precisely the opposite in Philippians 3:8-9. 

If it is true that God “sees us exactly the way we are,” in the sense that 
God does not look at believers through the blood of Christ, then even 
believers are in big trouble, for Romans 3:23 reads literally in the Greek: 

For all sinned and are continually falling short [Greek: 
housterountai—present tense, “to be continually falling short”] of the 
glory of God. 

Fortunately, Paul adds verse 24 which states that even as the believer is falling 
short he is: “...being declared righteous [Greek: dikaioumenoi] as a free gift by 
His grace….”35

Moral Government Salvation Is by Works 
Since the righteousness of Christ cannot be credited to another’s ac-

count, according to Moral Government, then it necessarily follows that if a 
person is to obtain righteousness he must get it from somewhere else. In 
Moral Government, a person must earn his salvation through his own 
works-righteousness. 

In the Moral Government system, before a person becomes a candidate 
for salvation he must first attain a degree of holiness, perhaps even sinless 
perfection. George Otis Jr. asserts that “repentance” is the “prerequisite” 
to salvation,36 (a point with which Scripture agrees), but then goes on to 
define “repentance” as a cessation of sinning37 (contrary to the meaning of 
the word and to its usage in Scripture).38 Likewise, Gordon Olson teaches 

                                                      
33Otis, p. 43. 
34Otis, p. 142.  
35See Lenski’s The Interpretation of St. Paul’s Epistle to the Romans (Minneapolis, Minn.: Augsburg, 

1936), pp. 249-250 for a detailed treatment of this verse.  
36Otis, p. 139.  
37Otis, p. 155.  
38See Lewis Sperry Chafer, Systematic Theology III (Dallas: Dallas Seminary Press, 1948), p. 372 for a 

 



The Moral Government Teaching on the Atonement Page 27 

that a prior condition to eternal life is the elimination of all sin in this life 
of “probation”: 

Sin and happiness are totally incompatible. The eternal happiness 
of heaven can only become a reality, therefore, by the elimination of 
all sin. Where is sin eliminated? We have seen that all sin attaches to 
the heart, man’s inner-most being, and thus will not be eliminated in 
the process of physical death. There must be repentance 
somewhere. “There shall in no wise enter into it anything that defileth” 
(Ro. 21:27). Thus repentance must take place in this life of 
probation.39

In other words, it is by works (erroneously termed “repentance”) that a 
person first makes himself acceptable to God.40

Unlike the biblical view, it is denied that all one need to do to be saved is 
accept Christ. Instead, the sinner must first clean up his life before God will 
have anything to do with him. As George Otis Jr. asserts: 

Our trite little formula of “just accept Jesus” has produced countless 
spiritual stillbirths and inoculated millions of others against the true 
gospel.... It is not the matter of whether or not we “accept” Christ but 
whether Christ accepts us—that is the crucial issue. Will, indeed, 
Christ accept us the way we are as so many today infer? Will the 
King of kings come in to rule over a garbage dump? The notion that 
the sinner’s condition is irrelevant at salvation only reveals the extent 
of our ignorance of God and the nature of salvation.41

If Otis’ assertion is true, then Paul the Apostle was “ignorant of God 
and the nature of salvation,” for it was Paul who stated: 

For while we were still helpless, at the right time Christ died for the 
ungodly...But God demonstrates His own love towards us, in that 
while we were yet sinners, Christ died for us (Romans 5:6, 8; 
emphasis mine). 

Furthermore, the Bible indicates that the “trite little formula” of ‘just ac-
cept Jesus’” is actually the power of God unto salvation. The Apostle John 
states, “But to as many as accepted Him [Greek: elabon—to accept42], to 
them He gave the right to become children of God....” (John 1:12). 

It is a revolting insult to the work of Christ on Calvary to assert that a 
person must first “cease from sinning” to qualify for the Kingdom of 
Heaven. The good works of a Christian are the fruit of a salvation which 
has already taken place. God saves not because a person has done any good 

                                                                                                                     
good discussion of metanoia.  

39Olson, Sharing Your Faith, p. VIII-3; emphasis added.  
40It is difficult to understand how the Moral Government teachers can consider repentance to be a work 

(i.e., a “cessation of sinning”) when John the Baptist’s words on this subject are so resoundingly clear: “Bring 
forth fruit [i.e., works] in keeping with repentance [i.e., the inward change of attitude]” (Matt. 3:8; Lk. 3:8). 
Repentance is a change of mind which results in changed behavior, but is not the change in behavior itself; it 
is an attitude and component part of faith. Were repenatnce a work, John would simply have declared, “Bring 
forth repentance.” This same obvious distinction is also found in Acts 26:20.  

41Otis, p. 141.  
42Gerhard Delling, “lambano,” Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, ed. Gerhard Kittel, trans. and 

ed. Geoffrey Bromiley (Grand Rapids Eerdmans, 1978), IV, 6.  
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works (i.e., “ceased from sinning”), but in order that one should perform 
good works: 

For by grace you have been saved through faith; and that not of 
yourselves; it is the gift of God; not as a result of works, that no one 
should boast. For we are His workmanship, created in Christ Jesus 
for good works, which God prepared beforehand, that we should walk 
in them (Ephesians 2:8-10). 

Concluding Thoughts About the 
Governmental View of the Atonement 

As this section has demonstrated, the governmental theory of the 
atonement cannot stand under the careful scrutiny of Scripture. This is 
certainly the decisive reason for rejecting it. But besides the overwhelming 
biblical evidence against the governmental theory there are serious 
philosophical flaws as well. 

A major problem with the governmental view is that it destroys any 
ontological necessity for the atonement.43 In other words, there is nothing 
in the nature of God that demands a true atonement for sin. Since the 
goals of the governmental atonement are to draw man to sorrowful 
repentance, prevent future sinning, and demonstrate God’s displeasure at 
sin, God could theoretically have substituted any measure that would 
accomplish this. This seriously deprecates the person and work of Christ. 

There is yet another serious flaw. If the atonement is to be a public 
demonstration of God’s displeasure at sin, how does the crucifixion of an 
innocent man accomplish this end? Without a real judicial imputation the 
sufferings of Jesus demonstrate precisely the opposite, namely, that it is the 
spotlessly innocent who suffer. Unless Christ suffered the penalty of the law 
in man’s stead, the “display” afforded by the atonement displays God’s 
injustice if it displays anything. Indeed, had God merely wanted to provide 
an example of what sin deserves, He ought to have taken the worst sinner 
He could find and punish him in the presence of all. Buswell’s recounts an 
insightful illustration that clearly shows how unjust the Moral Government 
theory of the atonement is: 

In a certain community in England someone had been stealing 
sheep. The forces of the law were unable to apprehend the thief. A 
certain farmer was brought before the judge accused of being the 
thief, but he established his innocence of any connection with the 
offense, beyond the shadow of a doubt. Thereupon the judge said, 
“You are an innocent man, but someone has been stealing sheep. I 
must show to this community what the law would do to a sheep thief.” 
Then the judge committed the innocent man to a period of 
incarceration, “to uphold public justice.” 

                                                      
43See Buswell, II, 96.  
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But what justice!44  

 
 

                                                      
44Buswell, II, 96. See also Emery H. Bancroft, Elemental Theology (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1960), p. 

125 for a similar criticism.  

 



 

CHAPTER FOUR 
The Moral Government Teaching 

on Man and Sin 

The purpose of this chapter is to compare the Moral Government 
teaching of man and sin with the teaching of Scripture. This topic is 
intimately related to the discussion of salvation in the previous section 
because the extent to which man is affected by sin will determine the 
nature of the salvation God must provide. Indeed, if man is truly dead in 
sin (Eph. 2:1ff.), then he is totally unable to perform any action to 
commend himself to God (Rom. 8:7-8). This means that man is utterly 
dependent on the grace of God for the regeneration only He can effect. 
On the other hand, if man is capable of fulfilling God’s requirements 
should he so choose, then God must merely persuade man to do what he 
was able to do all along: save himself. 

We showed in the last chapter that the Moral Government “atonement” 
is a theatrical display which motivates man to save himself by exercising 
his free will in abandoning sin. Implicit in this is an optimistically man-
centered doctrine of sin (hamartiology) and man (anthropology); the Moral 
Government teaching espouses an unrealistically high view of man’s native 
ability to perform good. This view can have disastrous consequences in 
personal evangelism. If men are told to exercise a supposed “freedom” 
they do not possess in order to be saved, salvation may not take place at 
all. 

Before examining the Moral Government teaching on man and sin, we 
will look at the biblical view of these two doctrines. Having established the 
biblical view as the standard, we will critically analyze the governmental 
position from this perspective in Part II. 

Part I 
The Biblical View of Man and Sin 

Definition of Terms 

It is essential to define terminology at the outset of any theological or 
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philosophical discussion. A proper consideration of man as a sinner is no 
exception. It is paramount to define in at least a cursory fashion what is 
meant by “sin” in general and “original sin” in specific. 

Sin 
The Scriptures employ a variety of Greek and Hebrew terms which are 

rendered “sin” in the English.1 The most common and all-inclusive word 
for sin in the Greek New Testament is hamartia, which means “every 
departure from the way of righteousness, both human and divine.”2

With this understanding of hamartia in mind, Buswell’s comprehensive 
definition of sin is apt: “Sin may then be defined ultimately as anything in 
the creature which does not express, or which is contrary to, the holy 
character of the Creator.”3

This “lack of conformity” might express itself in many ways. It may 
manifest itself in deliberate transgressions (I Jn. 3:4), sins of ignorance 
(Lev. 5:15), sins of omission (Jas. 4:17), and a sinful bias or tendency (I Jn. 
1:8; Jer. 17:9; Rom. 7:18, 20; Eph. 2:1). 

Original Sin 
The term “original sin” as it is generally used includes “both the judicial 

guilt and the actual corruption of humanity which results from Adam’s 
sin.”4 We will consider both of these aspects of original sin in our 
discussion of the subject. 

Results of the First Man’s Sin 

When Adam and Eve sinned against God in the garden, they fell from 
their original position of righteousness and communion with God. The 
Scriptures teach that because they were “the root of all mankind, the guilt 
of this sin was imputed” to all their posterity.5 Furthermore, their death 
and corrupt natures were likewise conveyed to all their descendants. We 
will first consider the biblical teaching on the imputation of Adamic guilt 
to his posterity. Then, we will see what the Scriptures say about the sinful 

                                                      
1For a detailed discussion of the various Greek words translated “sin,” see Richard C. Trench, Synonyms 

of the New Testament (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1948), pp. 239-240. For an excellent discussion of the 
Hebrew words translated “sin,” see Robert B. Girdlestone, Synonyms of the Old Testament (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1974), pp. 76-85. He also treats the New Testament words for sin on pp. 85-86.  

2William F. Arndt and Wilbur Gingrich, A Greek-English Lexicon ofthe New Testament (London: The 
University of Chicago Press, 1957), p. 42.  

3J. Oliver BusweII, Jr, A Systematic Theology of the Christian Religion, l (GrandRapids Zondervan, 1979), 
264.  

4See Buswell, I, 285.  
5Westminster Confession, Chapter VI, 3.  
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nature of man. 

The Imputation of Adamic Guilt to Posterity 
What does it mean when we say that the guilt of Adam’s sin is imputed 

to his posterity? Is the teaching biblical?6

When it is stated that Adam’s sin is “imputed” to his posterity, it is 
meant that the judicial guilt of Adam’s sin is held against their accounts. 
This is analogous to Christ’s righteousness being “imputed” to the be-
liever. Hodge explains: 

...in the imputation of Adam’s sin to us, of our sins to Christ, and of 
Christ’s righteousness to believers, the nature of imputation is the 
same, so that the one case illustrates the others. When it is said that 
our sins were imputed to Christ, or that He bore our sins,...All that is 
meant is that He assumed, in the language of the older theologians, 
“our law-place.” He undertook to answer the demands of justice for 
the sins of men, or, as it is expressed by the Apostle, to be made a 
curse for them....When, therefore, God pronounces the unrighteous 
to be righteous, He does not declare them to be what they are not. 
He simply declares that their debt to justice has been paid by 
another. And when it is said that the sin of Adam is imputed to his 
posterity, [it means] simply that in virtue of the union between him 
and his descendants, his sin is the judicial ground of the 
condemnation of his race, precisely as the righteousness of Christ is 
the judicial ground of the justification of his people.7

Proof of the doctrine. Romans 5:12-21 clearly teaches that mankind is 
judicially liable for Adam’s sin. Paul explicitly states, “...through one 
transgression there resulted condemnation to all men” (Rom. 5:18). It is 
impossible to do justice to these words unless we understand them as 
teaching that all men are condemned through the sin of Adam. 

Death 
Death is another result of Adam’s sin: both for himself and his descen-

dants. This is integrally related to the point above, viz. that mankind is 
under condemnation for Adam’s sin. In the opening chapters of Genesis, 
God told Adam that disobedience would receive the penalty of death: 
“...but from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil you shall not eat, 
for in the day that you eat from it you shall surely die” (Gen. 2:17). That all 

                                                      
6For an erudite and careful treatment of this subject, see John Murray, The Imputation of Adam’s Sin 

(Grand Rapids Eerdmans, 1959). Especially germane to this discussion is his section on “The Pelagian View” 
(pp. 9-12).  

7Hodge, II, 195. Some (like Shedd) see the basis for this “realistically,” i.e., that Adam’s descendants were 
“seminally present” in Adam’s loins and somehow participated in the act. See W. G. T Shedd, Dogmatic 
Theology II (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1969), 186 ff. Others (like Hodge) take the “federal” view, which 
states that Adam, as the federal head of the human race, acted in proxy for his descendants as their 
representative. Though the present writer favors the federal view, it lies outside the scope of this treatment to 
discuss the exact mechanics of how we become guilty for Adam’s sin. For here it is sufficient to note that both 
the realistic and federal view agree that the guilt of Adam’s sin is chargeable to his posterity. On this point 
sound, biblical theologians are in agreement.  
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men die is proof that they receive the same consequence as Adam. That all 
men receive this consequence (death) is indisputable proof that all men are 
constituted judicially guilty for Adam’s transgression. 

“Death” in the Scriptures refers primarily to separation. The Scriptures 
speak of death in three senses: physical death, spiritual death, and “the 
second death.”8 Physical death refers to the separation of man’s 
immaterial nature (i.e., soul or spirit) from his material body. In the second 
instance, spiritual death concerns the separation of man from fellowship 
with God and eternal spiritual life (cf. Eph. 2:1, 5). Finally, “the second 
death” spoken of in Revelation 20:6, 14 is permanent banishment in the 
lake of fire, characterized by eternal alienation from the presence of God. 
Though believers before conversion were in a state properly called 
“spiritual death” (Eph. 2:1) and still experience physical death, God’s 
children through faith in Christ will never taste “the second death” (Rev. 
2:11; cf. I Jn. 5:5). 

Proof that all die in Adam. Again, the words of the Apostle in Romans 
5 are exceedingly clear. Paul states that “...by the transgression of one the 
many died” (v. 15). It is impossible to escape the force of these words. 

Sin Nature 
Few contest that actions may be sinful. But it is important to realize that 

sin is more than sinful acts. Sin is also a disposition or abiding state of 
character. Buswell notes: “One of the most difficult lessons for us to learn 
is that sin is not only what we do, but also what we are. Sin, in the form of 
corruption, is in our very nature.”9

When it is asserted that man is sinful “by nature” it is meant that man 
has a propensity or radical bias toward sin. This means that apart from any 
external influence (i.e., grace) men inevitably gravitate toward sin: 

The word nature in such forms of speech always stands opposed to 
what is acquired, or superinduced, or to what is due to ab extra 
influence or inward development. Paul says that he and Peter were 
by nature Jews, i.e., they were Jews by birth, not by proselytism. He 
says the Gentiles do by nature the things of the law; i.e., in virtue of 
their internal constitution, not by external instruction. The gods of the 
heathen, he says, are by nature no gods. They are such only in the 
opinions of men. In classic literature as in ordinary language, to say 
that men are by nature proud, or cruel, or just, always means that the 
predicate is due to them in virtue of their natural constitution or 
condition, and not simply on account of their conduct or acquired 
character....He [Paul] simply asserts that we are the children of wrath 
by nature; that is, as we were born. We are born in a state of sin and 
condemnation.10

                                                      
8Buswell, I, 281.  
9Buswell, I, 286.  
10Hodge, II, 243.  
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The acts of sin a person performs flow from and are the fruit of his 
sinful nature. Man sins because he is a sinner, much as a dog barks because 
it is a dog. Or, to use the analogy of our Lord, the fruit of a tree (deeds) are 
a result of the kind of tree it is (nature). Thiessen elucidates this point 
cogently: 

This universal sinfulness is not limited to acts of sin; it includes also 
the possession of a sinful nature. The Scriptures refer the sinful acts 
and inclinations to their source, the corrupt nature. “There is no good 
tree that bringeth forth corrupt fruit...the evil man out of the evil 
treasure bringeth forth that which is evil” (Luke 6:43-45); “how can ye, 
being evil, speak good things?” (Matt. 12:34). All men are declared to 
be by nature “children of wrath” (Eph. 2:3);….11

Proof that man has a sin nature. The Bible supplies abundant tes-
timony to the corruption of man’s heart. Jeremiah 17:9 declares that the 
“heart is more deceitful than all else and is desperately sick:” John speaks 
of sin as an abiding state characteristic of all men (even himself—note the 
plural “we”!) (I Jn. 1:8).12 Paul describes unregenerate men as “dead in 
sin” and “by nature children of wrath” (Eph. 2:1-3). He recognizes that 
even in himself “dwells no good thing” (Rom. 7:18). David likewise 
bewails his native depravity, tracing it back to the earliest motions of life: 
“Behold, I was brought forth in iniquity, and in sin did my mother 
conceive me” (Ps. 51:5). There is overwhelming biblical evidence that man 
since the fall is radically depraved.13

Total Depravity and Total Inability 
When Adam sinned he became “wholly defiled in all the parts and 

faculties of soul and body.”14 This is generally what is meant by the term 
“total depravity.” When man’s depravity is described as “total” it means 
that his depravity extends to every aspect of his humanity; no part of his 
being escaped the harmful effects of the fall. Because of his total 
depravity, unsaved man finds himself totally unable to perform any 
spiritual good. This concept finds expression in the biblical teaching of 
“total inability.” This means that unsaved men are “utterly indisposed, 
disabled, and made opposite to all good.”15 They are totally unable to 

                                                      
11Henry Clarence Thiessen, Introductory Lectures in Systematic Theology (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 

1951), p. 260.  
12Commenting on the nominal (i.e., noun) form of the word “sin” used in this verse, Westcott notes: “Thus 

‘to have sin’ is distinguished from ‘to sin’ as the sinful principle is distinguished from the sinful act in itself.” 
Brooke Foss Westcott, The Epistles of St. John (London: Mac Millan, 1883), p. 22. Also note that hamartia 
(“sin”) in this verse is anarthrous (i.e., without the word “the” in front of it), meaning that John is not talking 
about any particular sin but about a quality or nature of sin.  

13Besides the verses treated above, see also Genesis 6:5, 6; 8:21; Job 14:4; 15:14; Prov. 22:15; Jeremiah 
17:9; Ecclesiastes 8:11; 9:3; Matthew 7:16-19; 12:33; and Romans 5:12.  

14Westminster Confession, Chapter VI, 2.  
15Westminster Confession, Chapter VI, 4.  
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perform anything which would commend them to God and are in utter 
need of His saving grace. 

Some mistakenly assume that “total depravity” means all men are as 
depraved as they can possibly be. But this is certainly an erroneous 
understanding of the term. Total depravity does not mean “that all men are 
equally wicked; nor that any man is as thoroughly corrupt as it is possible 
for a man to be; nor that men are destitute of all moral virtues. The 
Scriptures recognize the fact…that men, to a greater or lesser degree, are 
honest in their dealings,” can behave uprightly in their conduct, etc. “All 
this is perfectly consistent with the Scriptural doctrine of total depravity,” 
because even in such “upright” men there is “the entire absence of 
holiness” and no trust in the Lord Jesus Christ. “There is common to all 
men a total alienation of the soul from God so that no unrenewed man 
either understands or seeks after God; no such man ever makes God his 
portion, or God’s glory the end of his being.” None of their externally 
good deeds are ever done out of a desire to please God. “The apostasy 
from God is total or complete.”16

In other words, when we focus on “the things of the Spirit;’ the unsaved 
are both unable and unwilling to please God. An unregenerate man can be 
externally kind and just, and meet his obligations so as to find favor with 
his fellow man. Furthermore, unsaved men can do deeds which are good 
as to the matter of the deed itself, such as saving a drowning child. But the 
unsaved cannot do these acts out of an attitude of faith and love for God, 
which is essential to true holiness (Rom. 14:23; Heb. 11:6). The actions 
themselves may be good, but the motives by which they are determined 
render them incapable of meeting the approval of an infinitely holy God. 

Proof of total depravity/inability. The Scriptures resoundingly affirm 
the total inability of sinful man. Paul states that “the natural man...cannot 
understand the things of God, because they are spiritually appraised” (I 
Cor. 2:14). He again states in Romans 8:7 that the mind set on the flesh is 
not able to be subject to the law of God. Notice that Paul does not merely 
state that the unsaved are unwilling to submit themselves to God (though 
they certainly are unwilling), but that they are unable. The Apostle bemoans 
his own inability when he states, “for the wishing in me is present, but the 
doing of the good is not” (Rom. 7:18). The Lord Jesus Himself clearly 
corroborated this teaching when He stated: “apart from Me you can do 
nothing.” A brief portion of Augustine’s eloquent sermon on this 
statement in John 15:5 bears repeating: 

…when He [i.e., Jesus] was speaking about good works, i.e., about 
the fruits of the twigs and branches, He did not say, “Without me, 
indeed, you can do something, but you will do it more easily with me;” 
He did not say, “You can make your fruit without me, but more richly 

                                                      
16See Hodge, II, 233-234.  
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with me.” He did not say this! Read what He said: it is the holy 
gospel—bow the proud necks! Augustine does not say this: the Lord 
says it. What says the Lord? “Without me you can do nothing”!17

As if this abundant biblical testimony is not enough, every man knows in 
his conscience that he is unable to meet perfectly God’s righteous 
requirements: 

The thing to be done is to turn from sin to holiness; to love God 
perfectly and our neighbour as ourselves; to perform every duty 
without defect or omission, and keep ourselves from all sin of 
thought, word, or deed, of heart or life. Can any man do this? Does 
any man need argument to convince him that he cannot do it? He 
knows two things as clearly and as surely as he knows his own 
existence: first, that he is bound to be morally perfect, to keep all 
God’s commands, to have all right feelings in constant exercise as 
the occasion calls for them, and to avoid all sin in feeling as well as in 
act; and secondly, that he can no more do this than he can raise the 
dead.18

The Provision for Original Sin 

It is important for us to realize that God has made ample provision for 
extricating man from the terrible predicament of original sin. God has 
provided complete salvation in the person and work of the Lord Jesus 
Christ. 

In Romans 5:12-21 Paul the Apostle discusses the parallel between the 
results of Adam’s sin and the results of Christ’s atoning sacrifice. Where 
the sin of Adam resulted in condemnation to all men, the act of Christ’s 
atoning righteousness provides the remedy for all. 

At this juncture it is significant to note an important difference between 
Adam’s sin and the work of Christ. All men die in Adam; this is not a 
matter of choice (v. 12). In the case of Christ’s work, it is necessary to 
receive the abundance of grace (v. 17). Christ’s sacrifice paid for all the sins 
of men provisionally. In order for this sacrifice to be efficacious (i.e., actual 
or effective), it is necessary for the sinner to appropriate the payment 
through faith.19

Objections to the Doctrine of Original Sin 

Since the time of the heretic Pelagius, the doctrine of original sin has 

                                                      
17Warfield, “Studies in Tertullian and Augustine,” p. 357; quoting Augustine, “Against the Manicheans 

Openly, but Tacitly Against the Pelagians” [Sermon 153].  
18Hodge, II, 271.  
19Note that even the ability to come to Christ as Savior (i.e., appropriate the gift) is in itself a work of grace 

and the gift of God (Jn. 6:37, 44, 65; Acts 13:48)!  
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been bitterly assailed.20 Some have rejected the doctrine as “harsh,” 
claiming it both unfair and contrary to the free moral agency of man. 

The Doctrine of Original Sin Allegedly Unfair 
Some say the doctrine of original sin makes God unfair because He 

condemns men wholesale for an act in which they had no say. How can 
God hold men accountable for a sin committed by another? Must not 
every man answer for his sins alone? 

It is important to point out that it is not for us to determine what is 
“fair” or “unfair” for God to do. Whatever God does must be right. If He 
permits men to be born in sin—as the Scriptures decisively assert—then 
this fact must be consistent with His perfect justice and holiness.21

Furthermore, our own experience forces us to admit that we are born 
with a bias to sin or—at the very least—are born “in a state which in-
evitably leads to [our] becoming sinful and miserable.”22 Every person 
knows this fact as certain as he knows he is a human being; no amount of 
“theologizing” or rationalizing will alter the fact. 

At this juncture one might object, “But do not the Scriptures themselves 
contradict the teaching of original sin? After all: Ezekiel 18:20 states, ‘The 
Son will not bear the punishment for the father’s iniquity, nor will the 
father bear the punishment for the son’s iniquity....’ Is this not clear proof 
that God will not punish Adam’s descendants for the sin of their 
forefather?” 

The answer to this is that the sin of Adam was a unique case. Thiessen 
points out that the sin of Adam in taking the fruit was a single and permanent 
revolt against God. It is this sin that is imputed to posterity.23 Not only was 
Adam’s sin unique, but Adam himself stood in a unique relation to all his 
descendants as the federal head of the race. Adam was in a position to 
determine the status of all who would descend from him. No other man 
since has been in such a position. 

Though Adam undoubtedly committed many other sinful acts after he 
took the fruit, none of these are chargeable to his descendants. The 
Scriptures explicitly state that it is this one offence of Adam that is imputed 
to his descendants (Rom. 5:16, 18). Therefore, Ezekiel 18 has nothing 
whatever to do with this sui generis (i.e., “altogether unique”) case. 

If God is unfair for imputing the sin of Adam to all men, then is He not 
equally “unfair” in crediting the righteousness of Christ to the account of 

                                                      
20Pelagius was a fifth century heretic who taught that man is not sinful by nature and that he can live 

without sin by virtue of his God-given “free will:” He was condemned by the church at the Synods of Mileve 
and Carthage (416 A.D.) and by the Council of Ephesus (431 A.D.).  

21See Hodge, II, 252.  
22Hodge, II, 252.  
23Thiessen, p. 260.  
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those who believe? Yet to protest against this arrangement as “unfair” is to 
subvert what the Bible says about our Lord’s blessed atonement (see 
Chapter Three) and the scriptural teaching of justification by faith! 

Buswell’s insightful comment bears repeating: 
Whereas the doctrine of original sin might seem hard and 

unreasonable, and the unconvicted heart of the natural man may 
reject it, yet the fact that I am offered the privilege of choosing 
another representative, and repudiating the former, makes it less diffi-
cult for me to accept the plain teaching of Romans 5:12-21.24

The Doctrine of Original Sin Allegedly Destroys Free Will 
It is further argued by some that the doctrine of original sin “destroys 

the free agency of man.”25 If men are born into the world with a corrupt 
nature which “inevitably” leads them to commit sinful acts, “men cease to 
be free in performing those acts.” How can God hold men responsible for 
doing what they were compelled to do? 

In answer to this it is sufficient to note, with Hodge, “that the doctrine 
of original sin supposes men to have the same kind and degree of liberty in 
sinning under the influence of a corrupt nature, that saints and angels have 
in acting rightly under the influence of a holy nature.” Just as God is free 
to act according to His holy character and evil angels uniformly choose 
evil in harmony with their evil natures, men are free to act in a manner 
consonant with their corrupt natures. “To act according to its nature is the 
only liberty which belongs to any created being.”26

Those who deny the doctrine of original sin generally commit the 
Pelagian error in assuming that the power to choose contrary (i.e., good as 
well as evil) is essential to free moral agency and that ability limits 
responsibility. These ideas were strongly espoused by the notorious heretic 
Pelagius in the fifth century.27 If this erroneous definition of “freedom” is 
true, then God is the least free of all! In Chapter 2 we already 
demonstrated that God not only does not sin but in fact cannot sin. God 
certainly has free choice, but He exercises His choice in choosing good in 
accordance with His immaculately holy nature. 

Not only do the Scriptures decisively reject the mistaken notions of 
Pelagius but the common consciousness of every honest man does as well. 
It is certainly not true that our obligation is limited by our ability. “Every 
man knows that he is bound to be better than he is, and better than he can 

                                                      
24Buswell, I, 296.  
25Hodge treats this objection in II, 254.  
26Hodge, II, 254.   
27Warfield quotes Pelagius: “…Pelagius’ definition in the ‘Confession of Faith, that he sent to Innocent: ‘We 

say that man is always able both to sin and not to sin, so as that we may confess that we have free will.’” See 
Benjamin B. Warfield, “Studies in Tertullian and Augustine,” The Works of Benjamin B. Warfield, IV (Grand 
Rapids: Baker, 1981 rpt.), 294.  
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make himself” through sheer will power.28 We recognize the obligation to 
be free from all sin, and absolutely conformed to the perfect law of God. 
Yet who is so egotistical and blind that he dare say he is sinless? Did Paul 
ever make such a claim (see Phil. 3:12)? Did the Apostle James?29 Or did 
John, the beloved disciple of our Lord?30 Could a man’s conscience be so 
seared that he dare claim a perfection these magnificent saints of God 
never dared ascribe to themselves? 

Concluding Statement on the 
Doctrine of Original Sin 

The solution to the problem of man’s sinfulness and misery is not 
without difficulties. This problem has vexed the greatest theological minds 
throughout history; it is not disposed of lightly. Yet, this section has 
presented what Scripture represents as the answer to the dilemma. 
Scripture represents the truth an. 17:17), and as Hodge cogently declares, 
the scriptural solution “is far more satisfactory to the reason, the heart, 
and the conscience, than any other solution which the ingenuity of man 
has ever suggested.”31

Part II 
The Moral Government View of Man and Sin 

In this section we will compare the Moral Government teaching on man 
and sin with the doctrinal foundation laid in Part I of this chapter. 

Moral Government Definition of Sin 

When treating the biblical view, we noted that sin is any lack of con-
formity to the character of God. We further noted that this lack of con-
formity might take the form of sins of ignorance and a sinful nature as 
well as deliberate acts of transgression. 

The Moral Government teaching denies that anything other than 
transgression of known law is properly sin. In the words of Gordon 
Olson, ‘All sin consists in sinning—there can be no moral character but in 

                                                      
28Hodge, II, 155. 
29Jas. 3:2; note the “we.”  
30I Jn. 1:8; again note the “we.”  
31Hodge, II, 196.  
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moral acts.”32 Likewise, George Otis Jr. states, “We search in vain for any 
evidence that would indicate that sin is a substance or anything other than 
a wrong moral choice.”33 Not only is sin limited to acts, but deliberate and 
willful acts. As Pratney states, “IF it [i.e., the mind] should not know the 
choice made is bad, it is NOT SIN to the individual!”34 Pratney gives a 
more elaborate statement of the teaching: 

There is therefore no such thing as “unconscious” sin. God holds us 
responsible for all the light we have and are able to get—no more, no 
less. There is no sin that we know nothing at all about that God will 
judge us for….35

This Moral Government understanding of sin is unbiblical. The Moral 
Government doctrine cannot be reconciled with the biblical concept of 
sins of ignorance. Examples from the lives of Paul and Jesus are worthy of 
note. When Jesus interceded for those crucifying Him He prayed, “Father 
forgive them; for they know not what they do” (Lk. 23:34). Were Jesus a 
Moral Government (or Pelagian) adherent, He would have said, “No need 
to forgive these men, Father. They know not what they do, and hence 
their action is not of the nature of sin and does not properly require 
forgiveness.” Note also how Paul declares that he is to be reckoned “the 
chiefest of sinners” because he “persecuted the church of God in 
ignorance” (I Tim. 1:13-15). Even Paul at the height of his ministry had to 
say, “I am aware of nothing against myself, yet I am not by this acquitted; 
but the One who examines me is the Lord” (I Cor. 4:4). Note that Paul 
did not say, “...because of this [ignorance] I am acquitted, for God only holds 
me responsible for the light that I have,” but instead stated precisely the 
opposite. 

In limiting sin only to overt acts, the Moral Government teaching rules 
out the possibility of sin being a principle or disposition of nature. The 
Moral Government teachers deny that man has a sinful nature from which 
the actual transgressions spring. This will be treated in more detail under 
the heading entitled “Moral Government Denies the Sin Nature.” At this 
point it is sufficient to note that the Moral Government definition of sin 
offers little to distinguish it from rank Pelagianism.36

                                                      
32Gordon C. Olson, Sharing Your Faith (Franklin Park, Ill.: Bible Research Fellowship, 1976), page 

opposite that labelled IV-6.  
33George Otis, Jr., The God They Never Knew (Van Nuys: Bible Voice Publishers, 1978), p. 63.  
34Winkie Pratney, Youth Aflame (Minneapolis: Bethany Fellowship, 1983) p. 83.  
35Pratney, p. 84.  
36Benjamin Warfield in Studies in Tertullian and Augustine, p. 296, observes, “They [the Pelagians] appear 

not to have risen above the essentially heathen view which had no notion of holiness apart from a series of 
acts of holiness, or of sin apart from a like series of sinful acts....Dr. Matheson finely says (Expositor, i. ix. 21, 
1879), ‘There is the same difference between the Christian and the Pagan idea of Prayer as there is between 
the Christian and Pagan idea of sin. Paganism knows nothing of sin, it knows only of sins: it has no 
conception of the principle of evil; it comprehends only a collection of evil acts.’ This is Pelagianism too.” This 
statement similarly describes the Moral Government teaching.  
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A Brief Sketch of the 
Moral Government View of Original Sin 

On the question of original sin, the Moral Government teaching sig-
nificantly departs from even a radical Arminian position.37 It is denied that 
men receive depraved moral natures from Adam. Olson states: 

Moral depravity...is always a voluntary development....The 
universality of sin in the world is not to be accounted for, therefore, by 
some fixed causation in our personality inherited by birth….38

Holiness and sin are free voluntary acts of will or states of mind, 
and, although strongly influenced, are not caused by any internal 
force of nature, tendency, or instinct, nor by persuasion from external 
sources.39

All that is allowed is a physical deterioration resulting from Adam’s 
first transgression. This physical deterioration makes the demands of the 

flesh more demanding than they might otherwise be, and in that sense 
right action is rendered difficult. As Pratney states: 

Physical depravity gives great power to temptation. We cannot help 
our physical nature, and God does not condemn us for being born in 
such a condition without choice.40

We are all victims of physical depravity and death, circumstances 
and environments that provide powerful temptations to sin, and all 
men follow the wrong choice of our first parents. Our own family lines, 
and ultimately Adam himself, are responsible for our PHYSICAL 
depravity. But this is, in itself, not sin. It is not the direct CAUSE of 
sin, so that we sin from some sort of physical necessity, but simply 
the weakened constitution and strong desires that give sin power and 
make men open to the tug of temptation.41

If men are not born with corrupt hearts, how is the universal depravity 
of the human race to be accounted for? Pratney gives this analysis: 

In these circumstances, the natural, inherited appetites are first 
developed; and the child’s natural love of conscious freedom begins 
to express itself. The feelings develop long before the reason, and 
both are deeply entrenched before the spirit begins to awaken to the 
claims of God....Since the feelings develop before the reason and 
conscience, the will begins to form the habit of obeying desire, which 
deepens every day. The obvious consequence is that self indulgence 
becomes the master principle in the soul of the child long before it 
can understand that this self indulgence will interfere with the right of 

                                                      
37Jacobus Arminius (1560-1609) lived after the time of Calvin and reacted against what he perceived to be 

the rigid Calvinism of his day. Arminius emphasized the free will of man and his ability to “cooperate” with the 
grace of God in salvation. The Moral Government teaching has gone far beyond what even the most radical 
Arminians taught about “free will.”  

38Olson, Sharing Your Faith, p. IV 4, 5.  
39Olson, Sharing Your Faith, p. 11 1-1.  
40Pratney, p. 94.   
41Pratney, p. 76.  
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happiness of others. This repeated bias grows stronger each day 
before a knowledge of right or duty could possibly have entered the 
mind. Finally, the moment of true moral responsibility arrives. The 
child is now old enough to understand wrong....Does the child 
approach this test in a perfectly neutral state? If Adam, in the maturity 
of his reason, with full consciousness of the morality of his actions 
could give in to such temptation, is there any doubt that a child will 
not?42

In other words, an infant’s disordered physiology “gets the jump” on his 
moral nature. The demands of his bodily appetites cry out louder than if 
Adam (and his parents) had not sinned; the gratification of these impulses 
becomes a firmly entrenched habit before the dawning of moral agency. 
Before the point at which the infant picks up a moral nature these 
gratifications are not sin. But—lo and behold!—once the infant develops 
into a responsible moral agent43 the habits of gratification firmly 
entrenched before he knew any better—and hence before he was morally 
responsible—lead him inexorably into depravity. 

At this juncture the thoughtful reader might be wondering why Pratney 
(and those who hold his view) goes through so much trouble to explain 
away the clear teaching of Scripture on original sin. The motivation seems 
simple enough: there is in all this an effort to vindicate the freedom of the 
will and to keep God from being charged with the sins of man. The Moral 
Government teachers reason that if man is under the necessity of 
sinning—which they say is the case under the Augustinian doctrine of 
total inability—and if he is under this necessity because of an inherited 
moral depravity given him by God (albeit through Adam), then God must 
be charged with man’s sin. This system attempts to exonerate God while 
at the same time accounting for the universality of sin and admitting some 
damage from Adam’s sin to his progeny as “physical depravity.” 

Unfortunately, this view condemns rather than vindicates God. As 
Warfield incisively observes, was it not God who constituted the child so 
that its selfish impulses should get the jump on its reason, thereby 
hopelessly committing it “to sin before it knew any better”? Was it not 
God who “established the physical laws that of necessity bring about” 
every child’s depravity “at the first dawn of moral agency”? How does this 
vindicate God?44 As Dr. Beecher notes, “it is by this theory as if God had 
placed a man in a boat with a crow-bar for an oar, and then sent a storm 
on him! Is the man to be blamed if in such a case he is drowned?”45

What Pratney does is “merely to substitute…[a] rationalistic account” of 
universal sinfulness for the biblical one. And in so doing, Pratney jumps 

                                                      
42Pratney, pp. 89-90.  
43And Pratney nowhere explains just how this amazing transformation takes place!  
44Warfield, pp. 183-4.  
45Warfield, quoting Dr. Beecher in Perfectionism, p. 184.  

 



The Moral Government Teaching on Man and Sin Page 43 

“from the frying pan into the fire.”46 God is no less “responsible” for 
human depravity in his system. In fact, Pratney denies God of any just 
basis for His action, since he denies that we are judicially constituted guilty 
for Adam’s sin.47 God creates man “physically depraved” (which ulti-
mately leads to his moral depravity) wholly arbitrarily. 

Of course, we must not forget that the issue is not what we perceive to 
be “fair” but what the Scriptures teach. If we cannot reconcile the biblical 
teaching on original sin with our concept of “fairness” then so much the 
worse for us. 

Moral Government Denies Adamic Imputation 

The Moral Government teachers deny that man is constituted guilty for 
Adam’s first sin. We showed above that they do allow for a physically 
weakened constitution from Adam. But there is no judicial guilt entailed. 
This is unambiguously stated by Olson: “...a contradiction would exist in 
the Bible if any statement could be found declaring our guilt for Adam’s 
sin.”48

Pratney attempts to explain Romans 5:12ff. with the following defective 
exegesis:49

...while Adam brought temporal death to his race, the Lord Jesus 
brought to man the gift of ETERNAL life. Nothing is said, as would be 
expected in verse 20, about Adam’s fall extending to his race. Paul 
knew the word for “impute” (logizomai) meaning to count, reckon, and 
used it for righteousness (Romans 4:22); but a different word is used 
in Romans 5:13 (ellego [sic]—to bring into account). Verse 20 shows 
instead that the law came in as the occasion of universal sinfulness, 
implying that men sin now just as Adam did then; by intelligent 
transgression of the known law of God.50

These arguments are singularly unconvincing. For one thing, the word 
used in Romans 5:13 is ellogeitai, a form of ellogeo and not “ellego” as Pratney 
erroneously states. Secondly, ellogeo is most definitely a commercial term 
meaning, “to charge to someone’s account.”51 Therefore, the meaning in 
5:13, 14 is clear: sin was charged to the account of man even before the 
giving of the Mosaic Law, proven by the death of men from the time of 
Adam to Moses. About Pratney’s assertion that the death spoken of in 
Romans 5 is physical only, there is no contextual evidence to support this. 

                                                      
46Warfield, p. 185.  
47Warfield, p. 185.  
48Olson, Sharing Your Faith, p. IV S. See also p. III-5.  
49“Exegesis” is the process of extracting the meaning from a biblical passage. 
50Pratney, p. 93.  
51Arndt and Gingrich, p. 251. See also Joseph Henry Thayer, Greek-English Lexicon of the New 

Testament (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1969), p. 205.  
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Indeed, whatever death is spoken of here is tied in closely with judgment (v. 
16) and condemnation (vv. 16, 18). And as far as the silence in verse 20 about 
Adam’s fall extending to his race, Paul already clearly taught that Adam’s 
fall extends to the entire race in the preceding verses (vv. 12-19). 

The Moral Government teachers claim that the “Augustinian interpre-
tation,” if consistently applied, must lead to universalism. Pratney states, 
“Romans 5:19 is an exact parallelism. If the word ‘were made’ means 
‘constituted,’ as some have said, then all men will be saved, BECAUSE of what 
Christ did, which is outright Universalism!”52 This argument is not new; it 
certainly goes back at least to the heretic Pelagius who said, “If Adam’s sin 
injured even those who do not sin, Christ’s righteousness ought likewise to 
profit even those who do not believe.”53

This objection is readily disposed of by even a cursory glance at verse 17, 
where the necessity of receiving the abundance of grace is clearly stated. No 
such reception is stipulated concerning Adam’s sin; all men die in Adam. 
Therefore, Jesus is provisionally “the Savior of all men” but only in an 
efficacious sense for “those who believe” (cf. I Tim. 4:10). 

Yet another objection against Adamic imputation is that it is manifestly 
unfair.54 Pratney strongly argues this and cites Ezekiel 18 as proof that 
God would never impute one man’s sin to another. But this objection has 
already been answered in the preceding section, where we showed that 
God is perfectly just in imputing Adam’s sin to his posterity and that 
Ezekiel 18 has nothing whatever to do with this unique event. 

Moral Government Denies the Sin Nature 

As we noted previously, Moral Government denies that men come into 
the world with an inherited bias toward sin. Speaking of “moral 
depravity,” Otis asserts: “This [moral depravity] is what we do with our 
situation, unintelligent responses to influences and suggestions. This is sin, 
but it is not inherited—it comes by choice, it is created.”55

But how can the Moral Government teachers evade the force of Psalm 
51:5b, “in sin did my mother conceive me”? Does this not clearly teach a 
hereditary bias to sin? Some Moral Government teachers have actually said 

                                                      
52Pratney, p. 92. This argument is also found in Gordon C. Olson’s The Truth Shall Make You Free 

(Franklin Park, Ill.: Bible Research Fellowship, 1980), Historical Opinions p. 5 and Olson, Sharing Your Faith, 
p. IV 6.  

53Aurelius Augustine, “On the Merits and Remission of Sins,” iii. 5. The Nicene and Post Nicene Fathers V, 
P. Schaff, ed. (Grand Rapids Eerdmans, 1956), 70.  

54“If the Bible affirmed that we are held accountable for other’s sins, and particularly for Adam’s sin, this 
would become such a gross injustice in the economy of God as to erect a barrier to intelligent thought and the 
meaning of guilt” (Olson, Sharing Your Faith, p. VII-3).  

55Otis, p. 59.  
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that the “sin” in view here is the sin of David’s mother in conceiving him 
out of wedlock! This incredible view is put forth by Pratney as a serious 
alternative when he unblushingly states: 

What then, does this passage teach? Three different interpretations 
have been given, none of which teach the dogma of transmitted sin: 
(a) That David was illegitimate, as the Jews have always believed 
(David’s mother’s name is not mentioned; David was not with the 
sons of Jesse when Samuel came to anoint them; David’s brothers 
seemed embarrassed by his presence); (b) That David came from a 
lineage in which there had been immorality, and remembered his 
“lineage” mother in comparison to his own sexual sin; (c) That David 
was simply deeply cut to the heart by his sin, and broke out in the 
extravagant language of poetry (cf. v. 3, 3, 7 and 8); in thinking back 
along his life, he broke out affirming that from the earliest moments of 
light he had been a sinner, and had come from parents who were 
sinners, without in any way implying that this sin had been 
TRANSMITTED down to him by his mother. In no way does this 
passage teach “inherited” sin, no matter which way it is interpreted 
literally or figuratively.56

All three explanations are patently absurd, particularly the first one. 
Deuteronomy 23:2 demolishes the contention that David was illegitimate: 
“No one of illegitimate birth shall enter the assembly of the LORD; none 
of his descendants, even to the tenth generation shall enter the assembly 
of the LORD.” David’s son Solomon not only entered the assembly of 
God’s people, but was responsible for building the temple in which God’s 
people met!57 Also, Pratney’s statement that “David was illegitimate, as the 
Jews have always believed” is ridiculously false. He conveniently fails to 
document where this perennial Jewish belief is to be found. Certainly the 
Talmud and Mishna know nothing of this alleged tradition. 

The second interpretation Pratney mentions (i.e., that David refers to his 
“lineage” mother) is so egregiously absurd that it needs no refutation. 
David said “my mother,” not some hypothetical “lineage” mother. Again, 
not the slightest shred of evidence is offered in support of this 
interpretation. 

Pratney’s final option (i.e., that David was merely making a poetic 
outburst, affirming that like him, his parents were sinners) makes ab-
solutely no sense in the context of the passage. Throughout the whole 
context, David is bewailing his own sinfulness. In verse 5 he traces it back 
to the earliest motions of his life—even to conception. There is absolutely 
no reason for David to refer to the sinfulness of his parents in this passage 
unless he is somehow linking their sinfulness with his own. 

Pratney gives many other “proofs” against the doctrine of an inherited 
moral depravity almost too painfully juvenile to discuss. He (like other 
Moral Government teachers) cannot seem to conceive of a “sin nature” in 

                                                      
56Pratney, p. 91.  
57Note Solomon’s prayer of dedication in I Kings 8:22ff.  
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anything other than physical terms. For example: “If sin WAS physical, in 
what form would it exist? Would it be solid, liquid or gas? If sin is material, 
it can be isolated in a test-tube. May we then see the phenomenon of a vial 
of sin concentrate? This is, of course, absurd….”58 Pratney is correct in 
labeling the view “absurd,” but what he fails to realize is that no 
competent theologian believes the sin nature physical.59 This was the error 
of the Manicheans and, later, the Flacians. This view was thoroughly 
repudiated by Augustine and the Reformers.60 The sin nature is a bias, 
propensity, or inborn tendency toward sin, not a physical something. 
Indeed, as Hodge observed, the “works of the flesh” and the sin nature 
are greatly evident in fallen angels who have no physical substance!61

Moral Government Denies 
Total Depravity/Total Inability 

Like Pelagianism, the Moral Government teaching is based on the 
plenary (i.e., full or complete) ability of the will. Gordon Olson states that 
before salvation, “We cannot say we were unable to fulfill God’s reasonable 
and loving requirements.”62 This is necessarily the case because, according 
to Moral Government, “the power to [choose] the contrary is essential to 
free moral agency.”63

Olson does admit that the action of past sins leaves a residue of habit 
that makes right action difficult, requiring “ever increasing energy of will 
to counteract.”64 But even these sinful patterns may be repudiated through 
sheer will-power: 

Every wrong action deepens the ruts of our depravity until we 
develop mighty monsters of bondage…that require ever-increasing 
energy of will to counteract. Evidently, man is able to rise up to do 
battle with himself in turning away from sin, for God commands “alI 
men everywhere to repent” (Acts 17:30) and nowhere implies that he 
is unable to do so.65

                                                      
58Pratney, p. 85. George Otis Jr. likewise engages in such crudities (Otis, p. 60).  
59Though the Scriptures do seem to indicate that the sin nature is “passed down” (Job 14:4; 15:14), this 

does not make the sin nature “physical” any more than it would make the soul a physical substance in the 
traducian view. The exact relationship non-material entities like the sin nature sustain to the physical realm is 
intensely complex and falls under the more general consideration of the mind/body problem. This is discussed 
in J. Oliver Buswell, Jr, A Christian View of Being and Knowing (Grand Rapids Zondervan, 1960).  

60Hodge, II, 158, 229; Warfield, Perfectionism, p. 188. In attributing this view to Augustine, Otis is 
thoroughly off the mark. See Otis, p. 58.  

61Hodge, II, 142.  
62Olson, Sharing Your Faith, p. VII-3.  
63Olson, Sharing Your Faith, the page opposite the one labelled IV-6.  
64Olson, Sharing Your Faith, p. IV-4.  
65Olson, Sharing Your Faith, p. IV 4.  
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It is important for us to note the context of the above quotes. Olson is 
not talking about the Christian’s experience of victory over sin through the 
grace and power of the Holy Spirit. Olson here has the unsaved in view! 
According to Olson, men as such are free moral agents and have full ability 
to fulfill God’s law perfectly. Now the idea of even a Christian turning 
from sin through sheer “will-power” is grossly repugnant to the pious 
mind. Paul, speaking as a mature believer, certainly entertained no such 
notions of his own “free will” (Rom. 7:18). But to teach that unbelievers are 
capable of this is a flagrant insult to God’s enabling grace. 

Again, the denial of total inability is related to the Moral Government 
teachers’ concept of “fairness.” They do not believe God could be fair if 
He required men to do what they were not able to accomplish: 

Many sincere men are saying, “God gave us good laws to keep,” 
and in the next breath saying, “we are actually unable to keep them!” 
If this is true, then God’s laws ARE NOT GOOD! No law is good that 
asks the impossible of its subjects. If God demands obedience to 
impossible laws then God is not just, for even men do not require 
obedience to impossible laws. IF God demands such obedience 
under penalty of DEATH, then God is not only unfair, but monstrous! 
What kind of Being would pass laws upon his subjects they are 
unable to keep, then condemn them to death for their failure to obey? 
This is a blasphemy on God’s character.66

Though this simple-minded reasoning may be attractive to some, it is 
fatally flawed because it contradicts both Scripture and experience, as we 
already saw in Part I. The Scriptures teach that man ought to keep the law 
of God but he cannot: “...for the wishing is present in me, but the doing 
of the good is not” (Rom. 7:18; cf. 3:20). 

The governmental theory’s optimistic doctrine of man cannot adequately 
account for the biblical teaching of grace. It is not uncommon to read 
large sections about man exercising his free choice with nary a word about 
the grace of God. Indeed, if man has “full ability to meet all of God’s 
requirements” as Olson states, man does not need grace but mere 
persuasion to do what he was able to do all along: save himself. G. C. 
Berkouwer’s criticism of Catholicism’s anthropology applies to the 
distinctly Romish tendencies of Moral Government as well: 

...one is inclined (a priori) to assume that the doctrine of divine 
grace, mercy, and forgiveness is better suited to a radically 
pessimistic view than to an optimistic conception of human nature.67

Nor can Moral Government’s passionate vindication of plenary ability 
and the power of contrary choice account for the universality of sin. 
Gordon Olson’s statement that “so-called inability is a question of ‘will 

                                                      
66Pratney, p. 79.  
67G. C. Berkouwer, The Conflict With Rome (Philadelphia: Presbyterian and Reformed, 1962), p. 92.  

 



Lead Us Not Into Deception Page 48 

not’ rather than ‘cannot’ obey God’s reasonable requirements”68 is 
thoroughly unconvincing. Why is it that a will which is “inalienably able to 
turn at its option from its sins to God, in point of fact never does and 
never will so turn,” apart from divine grace?69 As Warfield notes, “A 
universal will-not, like this, has a very strong appearance of a can-not.”70

                                                      
68Olson, Sharing Your Faith, VIII-6. Also note Pratney’s Pelagianizing sentiment, “Falling short of the mark 

doesn’t prove it out of range; the aim may not have been high enough” (Pratney, p. 93).  
69Warfield, Perfectionism, p. 177.  
70Warfield, Perfectionism, p. 177. Warfield goes on to this incisive conclusion: “A condition in which a 

particular effect follows with absolute certainty, at least suggests the existence of a causal relation; and the 
assertion of the equal possibility of a contrary effect, unsupported by a single example, bears the appearance 
of lacking foundation.” Similarly, note Hodge’s whimsical comment: “An ability which has never in the 
thousands of millions of our race accomplished the desired end, even if it existed, would not be worth 
contending for” (Hodge, II, p. 274).  

 























 

CHAPTER SIX 
Summary, a Call to Action, and Conclusions 

Summary 

This booklet has examined carefully the Moral Government teaching 
found at Youth With a Mission. We have demonstrated that the Moral 
Government teaching is unbiblical in the key areas of God, salvation, sin, 
and man. 

Moral Government’s understanding of God is unbiblical. The Moral 
Government god is changeable in His character, counsels, and knowledge. 
Their god is not truly holy by nature, only by choice. This doctrine 
portrays a god who frequently changes His mind in response to His 
creatures. And because the Moral Government god does not know the 
free moral decisions of men before they occur, His knowledge grows 
astronomically every day. This is a far different god from the God of the 
Bible, whose “understanding is infinite” (Ps. 147:5). 

The Moral Government teaching on salvation likewise falls far short of 
the biblical position. The Moral Government “atonement” is really no 
atonement at all. It is merely a theatrical display which motivates man to 
abandon sin and save himself. Moral Government denies that Christ’s 
vicarious death propitiates the wrath of God against sin.1 They also deny 
that the believer is judicially justified—declared righteous—by faith alone. 
The “save yourself” system of Moral Government bears no resemblance 
to the biblical teaching of salvation by faith alone. 

The Moral Government teaching on sin and man is simply the false 
doctrine of the ancient heretic Pelagius dressed up in a space suit.2 Moral 
Government teachers do not regard man as truly dead in sin (Eph. 2:1). In 
spite of clear biblical evidence to the contrary, they do not regard man as a 
sinner by nature (I Jn. 1:8; Jer. 17:9; Ps. 51:5b). They believe all men (saved 
or not) have full ability to do what is right. Therefore, all that is necessary 
for “salvation” is to motivate man to exercise his powers aright in 

                                                      
1Indeed, the Moral Government god requires no punishment for sin. He would be happy to dispense with 

even the theatrical governmental atonement were it not for the bad “side effects” that would supposedly follow 
such an action.  

2I am indebted to Dr. Henry Holloman of Talbot School of Theology for this metaphor.  
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abandoning sin. This view makes a mockery of the need for God’s grace. 

A Call to Action 

This writer takes no delight in criticizing any group or individual. We 
grieve that this booklet is necessary, and earnestly pray that Youth With a 
Mission will repent of the Moral Government heresy. The attitude and 
prayer of Augustine is appropriate here, who said of the Pelagian heretics: 

...would that the error might some day end! Therefore we admonish 
so that they may take notice, we teach so that they may be 
instructed, we pray so that their way be changed.3

We sincerely desire to see Youth With a Mission rid herself of this 
destructive and insidious doctrine. This author has personally suggested 
some definite steps YWAM should take to repent of this sin and eradicate 
this horrible teaching from her midst. These suggestions, outlined below, 
were made during a discussion with some of YWAM’s top leaders aboard 
the MV Anastasis (see Appendix B for an account of this meeting). At that 
time, these leaders were unwilling to implement any of these steps. We will 
continue to pray that God will convince them to reconsider. 

Step #1: Admit Guilt 
Youth With a Mission has taught Moral Government in the past and it is 

still taught at various bases throughout the world. YWAM’s leaders 
consistently try to make light of this. They do this by either downplaying 
Moral Government’s pervasiveness4 or by (erroneously) arguing that each 
individual teacher, and not YWAM, is responsible for what doctrine is 
taught. 

The closest YWAM leadership has come to admitting guilt is an 
“apology” for having allowed the Moral Government teaching to generate 
“controversy:”5 Well, if YWAM really believes their Moral Government 
Gospel, then YWAM should not apologize if its proclamation generates 
controversy; they should stand up for what they believe is true without any 
apology. The apostles and even our Lord Himself never apologized for the 
“controversy” their teaching caused—and it caused plenty! On the other 
hand, if Moral Government is “another gospel” (Gal. 1:6), then they 
should apologize: not for having caused controversy, but for subverting the 
faith of young believers. 

So the first step is for YWAM to admit that they have taught false doc-

                                                      
3Sermon 131, preached at Carthage; quoted by Benjamin B. Warfield, “Augustine and the Pelagian 

Controversy,” Studies in Tertullian and Augustine (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1981 rpt.) p. 348.  
4See Chapter One on “The Pervasiveness of the Teaching.”  
5Letter on file with this author.  

 



Summary, A Call to Action, and Conclusions Page 61 

trine in the past, and that it continues to be taught in some of their 
schools. 

Step #2: Stop Teaching Moral Government 
The second step would be to eradicate all present-day Moral Govern-

ment teaching from their schools. This includes the dismissal of all 
teachers who espouse Moral Government concepts, and the permanent 
removal of all Moral Government literature and tapes. 

As mentioned in Chapter 1, YWAM leaders claim to have removed some 
Moral Government books from some of their bookstores. But this is not 
good enough. Many of the worst books are still readily obtainable through 
YWAM bookstores. They should remove all the offending materials. 

Step #3: Attempt to Undo Some of the Past Damage 
Youth With a Mission is responsible to those who have been damaged 

through their ministry. This author has talked with countless individuals 
who have had their faith severely damaged through Moral Government 
teaching. There are undoubtedly many, many more who may never receive 
needed counseling. 

Much of the damage can never be undone. But perhaps some of it can, 
and Youth With a Mission is responsible to try. YWAM should give those 
indoctrinated in Moral Government correct teaching on the nature and 
attributes of God, the atonement, and salvation by faith alone. When a 
person’s entire Christian walk is at stake, this is not too much to ask. 

Step #4: Give a Definitive Doctrinal Statement 
If Youth With a Mission has nothing to hide, we encourage her to 

distribute a doctrinal statement which leaves no room for doubt about her 
stand. This doctrinal statement will address the major areas of conflict. 

When pressed for a doctrinal statement, YWAM leaders usually respond 
in one of two of ways. Sometimes they say they have no doctrinal 
statement because they want to appeal to a variety of denominations. 
Other times, they direct inquirers to a general statement like the Lausanne 
Statement on Evangelism and say this represents their view.6

We believe it is possible to construct a doctrinal statement that does not 
get into issues which separate denominations—such as baptism by 
immersion, tongues, etc.—but at the same time enunciates clearly the 
fundamentals of the faith. Given YWAM’s past problems with Moral 
Government, the doctrinal statement should: (1) condemn Moral Gov-
ernment by name; (2) condemn by name the specific books which teach 

                                                      
6The Lausanne Statement is a cooperative statement drafted by a variety of denominations, expressing 

their concern with reaching the world for Christ. It is fine as far as it goes, but naturally does not address 
these points of contention.  
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Moral Government; (3) enumerate and condemn the specific heresies of 
Moral Government, especially those treated in this booklet; and (4) affirm 
biblical teaching in the areas of conflict, such as salvation through faith 
alone and the fact that Jesus Christ literally paid for our sins on Calvary. 

Conclusion 

This booklet has demonstrated the aberrant nature of the Moral 
Government teaching as found at Youth With a Mission. Moral Govern-
ment controverts the clear teaching of Scripture on the attributes of God, 
the way of salvation, and the biblical teaching of man and sin. These are 
certainly fundamental issues which strike at the heart of the Christian faith. 
It is imperative that those who name the Bible as their sole rule of faith 
and practice resolutely reject this heretical teaching. 

As those who incur a “stricter judgment” (James 3:1), the leadership of 
Youth With a Mission needs to wake up to the fact that they are liable for 
what is taught in their schools. Until they stop trying to evade 
responsibility for the content of their teaching there is little hope for 
significant change. 

We mourn that a booklet like this is necessary. We are deeply troubled 
that YWAM’s participation in such a serious heresy as Moral Government 
forces us to respond in what may seem to be a critical way. If Youth With 
a Mission’s leaders will implement the steps mentioned above we will 
greatly rejoice and embrace them with open arms. But until Youth With a 
Mission takes definitive steps to eradicate Moral Government, the 
Christian Church must recognize this teaching for what it is and stand firm 
against it, “...contending earnestly for the faith, once for all delivered unto 
the saints” (Jude 3). 
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