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commonPlacE XXV: on thE church

The preface shows the connection of this commonplace with  3 
the preceding commonplace, § 1, and supports its dignity and  
necessity, § 2.

Chapter I: The etymology of the word “church.” 5

Here, the meaning of ἐκκλησία is explained, § 3; as well as συναγωγή, 
§ 4; the Hebrew words ָקָהל and ֵעָדה, and the German word Kirche, 
§ 7.

Chapter II: Homonyms of the word “church.” 11

Here, the various ways in which the word “church” can be 
understood are shown, § 8. It is taken as a place of meeting, § 9. It is 
taken: universally, § 10; in two ways: with regard to place and to 
time, § 11. Because of this, it is attributed to the entire multitude of 
the faithful, the church militant and triumphant, § 12. Particularly, 
both with regard to time and to place, § 13. As a synecdoche, § 14.

Chapter III: Synonyms of the word or other terms for “church.” 20

The church is: The gathering of saints, § 15. The communion of 
saints, § 16. Metaphorically it is called: (1) The Body of Christ, § 17. 
(2) The Bride of Christ, § 18. (3) The kingdom of the heavens, § 19. 
(4) The city of God, § 20. (5) The house of God, § 21. (6) The 
vineyard of the Lord, § 22. (7) In Song of Songs she is called “a lily 
among brambles,” Christ’s “lover,” “dove,” “the sister of Christ,” § 23. 
In addition, there are types of the Old Testament, § 24; allegories, 
comparisons, and parables of the New Testament, § 32; terms and 
praises from the fathers, § 33; and adjectives from the Apostles’ and 
Nicene creeds, in which it is called “one, holy, catholic,” § 34.

Chapter IV: Whether the church exists. 53

This chapter shows: (1) What the church is, § 35. (2) Whoever will 
be saved must be a member of the church, § 36.



Chapter V: The principal and instrumental efficient causes of the church. 57

The principal efficient cause is the triune God, § 37; who is 
graciously present in the church, § 38. His immense goodness and 
free favor impel Him to gather the church to Himself out of the 
world, § 39. The instrumental efficient cause of the gathering of the 
church is the ecclesiastical ministry, § 40. This work of God and of 
His ministers is called “calling,” § 41. The calling itself is 
distinguished from the manner and order of calling, § 42; which in 
the New Testament is universal, § 43. Moreover, this calling is free, 
§ 44; and serious, § 45.

Chapter VI: The material of the church, that is, of what human beings 70 
the church consists.

Two kinds of people are gathered in the church, § 47. In the external 
assembly of the church some are nonsaints, §48. Properly, the 
church is the gathering of the saints, § 50.

Section I: Whether the unbaptized belong to the church, § 54. 85

Section II: Whether heretics belong to the church, § 58. 93

Section III: Whether schismatics belong to the church, § 60. 95

Section IV: Whether the excommunicated belong to the church, § 61. 96

Section V:  Whether the elect are the only ones who belong to the  98 
catholic church, § 62.

Section VI: Whether the imperfect are in the church, § 63. 100

Section VII: Whether great sinners are in the church, § 64. 100

Section VIII: Whether hidden unbelievers are members of the church, § 67. 105

Section IX: Whether the angels are members of the church, § 68. 106

Chapter VII: The distinction between the visible and invisible church.  110

Our thesis is set forth, § 69; and proved from Scripture, § 71; and 
from the Apostles’ Creed, in which we confess that we believe 
(therefore we do not see) that there is the catholic church, § 76. 
Other arguments are added, § 77; as well as the testimonies of the 
fathers, § 78. Bellarmine’s antithesis follows, § 79.

Chapter VIII: Whether the church can cease to exist. 142

The true state of the controversy is set forth, § 86. Bellarmine 
ascribes seven arguments to us, § 87; but in order to make our 
position on the defection of the church more clear, the history of the 
Old Testament church is reviewed, § 94; as well as of the New 
Testament church, § 95. The antithesis of the Papists follows, in 
which some arguments are taken from Scripture, § 96; some from 
statements of the ancients, § 100; and some from reason, § 101.



Chapter IX: Whether the church can err. 188

The question and the antithesis of the Papists are set forth and 
examined, § 104. Our position in this question is that the catholic 
church cannot err, § 107; but that the visible church can err. This is 
proved from Scripture, § 108; and from the history of the church in 
the New Testament era, § 114. The knowledge of those who 
constitute the church is not yet perfect; the church can sin; all 
pastors of churches can err; in addition, statements of the fathers and 
the agreement of our adversaries are added, § 115. Bellarmine’s 
arguments that the church cannot err are set forth and refuted, § 116. 
Bellarmine contends that the representative church cannot err, § 123; 
but Gerhard shows that it can err, § 124; and has erred, especially in 
the articles on Scripture, original sin, free choice, the divine Law, the 
Gospel, justification, faith, good works, sacraments, the church, 
political magistracy, and the invocation of the saints, § 125.

Chapter X: The marks of the church in general. 236

Our position is that the pure preaching of the Word and the 
legitimate administration of the Sacraments are the true marks of the 
church, § 126. This is proved from Scripture, § 127; and from 
arguments: (1) These marks fit the church alone and distinguish it 
from other assemblies, § 131. (2) By the Word of God and the use of 
the Sacraments, the church is established, gathered, nourished, and 
preserved, § 132. (3) Through the Word and Sacraments God’s people 
are distinguished from other assemblies, § 133. (4) The Word and 
Sacraments are goods that belong only to the church, § 134. (5) The 
church is bound to the Word of God as to the norm of faith and 
behavior, § 135. (6) The pure preaching of the Word distinguishes a 
true church from a false one, § 136. (7) A love and eagerness for the 
Word is the mark of a Christian, § 137. Statements of the fathers are 
added, § 138; as well as the confession of the adversaries, § 139. 
Bellarmine’s arguments against our marks are refuted, § 140. Thus 
the church of the Lutherans is a true church, § 145; but the Roman 
church is not a true church, § 146.

Chapter XI: The marks of the church assigned by Bellarmine in particular. 277

Section I: The name “catholic.” 277

The origin, meaning, and distinction of the name “catholic” is set 
forth, § 148. An argument cannot be made from a mere name, § 153. 
This name is claimed even by heretics, § 154. It did not begin with 
the church, § 155. The Roman church is not truly catholic, § 158. 
The church of the Lutherans is truly catholic, § 160. Because 
Bellarmine calls us heretics, the various meanings of the name 
“heretic” are set forth, § 161.

Section II: Antiquity. 300

Antiquity is not a mark of the church, § 162. The Roman church is 
not the oldest, § 166. Whether our church is new, § 169.



Section III: Long duration. 324

Long duration is not a mark of the church, § 170. Long duration does 
not belong to the Roman church, § 173. Can our church boast of 
duration, § 176? The church was preserved under the papacy, § 177. 
Mention is made of the Waldensians, the Greek church, the emperors 
who resisted papal tyranny, and the confessors and martyrs, § 179.

Section IV: Large size, or the multitude and variety of believers. 347

Large size is not a mark of the church, § 181. Is the Roman church 
the largest, § 184? Here the geographic size of the Roman church is 
considered, § 185; as well as the condition of the Christian church in 
all parts of the world, § 186; and the boasts of Bellarmine about the 
size of the Roman church, § 187; and of the Jesuits about the 
churches in the New World, § 188. Can large size be attributed to the 
Evangelical churches, § 189?

Section V: The succession of bishops. 372

Episcopal succession is not a mark of the church, since it does not 
always belong to the church, § 190; nor does it belong to the church 
alone, § 191. Without doctrinal succession, it is worth nothing, 
§ 192. The Roman church does not have apostolic succession, neither 
doctrinal succession, § 196. Nor local and personal succession: 
(1) With respect to the papal throne, since it is doubtful and 
uncertain, often interrupted through vacancy and antipopes, § 197. 
(2) Nor with respect to bishops and the other clergymen aside from 
the pope, § 198. But the Evangelical ministers are successors of the 
apostles, § 199.

Section VI: Consensus in doctrine with the ancient church. 409

Consensus with the ancient church is not a mark of the church, 
§ 203. The Roman church does not agree in doctrine with the ancient 
church, § 205; and even the Papists confess that in some points they 
lack the support of the fathers, § 206. But the Evangelical churches 
enjoy true consensus with the ancient church. Against Bellarmine, 
Gerhard shows the position of our churches on the doctrine of: 
(1) The Simonians, § 207. (2) Florinus, § 208. (3) Origen, § 209. 
(4) The Peputians, § 210. (5) Proclus, § 211. (6) The Novatians, § 212. 
(7) Sabellius, § 213. (8) The Manichaeans, § 214. (9) The Donatists, 
§ 215. (10) The Arians, § 216. (11) The Aërians, § 217. (12) Jovinian, 
§ 218. (13) Vigilantius, § 219. (14) The Pelagians, § 220. (15) The 
Nestorians, § 221. (16) Those who deny the lasting presence of the 
body of Christ in the Supper, § 222. (17) The Eutychians, § 223. 
(18) Xenaias, § 224. (19) The Lampetians, § 225. (20) The 
sacramentarian heresy, § 226. On the other hand, Gerhard shows 
that: Heathen rituals have been accepted into the Roman church, 
§ 227. The sects of the philosophers contributed something to the 
papacy, § 228. Rituals have been transferred from the Jews into the 
Roman church, § 229. The doctrine of the Roman pope is a summary 
of nearly all the heresies that arose in the Christian church within 
the first six centuries after the birth of Christ, § 230.



Section VII: The union of members with each other and with their Head. 483

Unity is not a mark of the church, unless connected with doctrine, 
§ 231. The Roman church has dissensions in its midst that tear apart 
the unity of faith, § 236. There is true unity in the Evangelical 
churches, § 244. What should be thought of dissensions within our 
church, § 247.

Section VIII: Holiness of doctrine. 526

Holiness of doctrine must be evaluated on the basis of Holy 
Scripture, § 248. The doctrine of the Roman church is not holy, 
§ 249. But the doctrine of our church is holy, § 254.

Section IX: Efficacy of doctrine. 558

In what sense efficacy of doctrine for converting unbelievers is a 
mark of the church, § 256. Whether the doctrine of the Roman 
church is effectual, § 257. Whether the doctrine of the Evangelical 
churches is effectual, § 258.

Section X: Holiness of life. 564

This is not a mark of the church, § 259. Whether holiness of life 
belongs to the teachers of the Roman church, § 261. Here he 
considers the holiness of: The city of Rome, § 262. The Roman 
pontiffs, § 263. The cardinals, § 264. The Papist bishops and 
clergy, § 265. The monks, § 266. The Jesuits, § 267. [The common 
people, § 268.] Whether there is holiness of life in the Evangelical 
churches, § 269.

Section XI: The glory of miracles. 610

Are miracles genuine and infallible marks of the church? Here he 
sets forth various divisions of miracles, § 271. Miracles do not 
belong only to the church, since the heathen seem to do them, § 272; 
as do false prophets, § 273. The church does not always have 
miracles, § 275. Miracles without doctrine prove nothing, § 276. 
Bellarmine’s arguments are answered, § 279. Are there miracles in 
the Roman church? Some stories about miracles in the Roman 
church are false and fictitious, even according to the judgment of the 
saner Papists themselves, § 283. Some Papist miracles are deceptive, 
magical, absurd, shameful, laughable, childish; some confirm 
idolatry; and even if some true, divine miracles are done in the 
Roman church, they do not confirm what is corrupt and depraved in 
the doctrine of that church, § 284. [Bellarmine boasts about the 
miracles of the Roman church, § 285.] Are miracles performed in the 
Evangelical churches? § 286.

Section XII: Prophetic light. 659

Considered alone and through themselves, prophecies do not prove 
the truth of doctrine because they do not belong only to the church 
and because they are not perpetual, § 287. Does the prophetic gift 
thrive in the Roman church, § 289? Does it shine in the Evangelical 
churches, § 290? Here, prophecies about Luther are set forth, § 291; 
as well as prophecies made by Luther, § 292.



Section XIII: The confession of adversaries. 677

This is not a mark of the church, § 293. Is testimony given to the 
Roman church by its adversaries, § 294? Do the Papists give our 
doctrine the testimony of truth? § 295.

Section XIV: The calamitous death of those who attack the church. 686

How a “calamitous death” is to be understood, § 296. Whether the 
death of Luther and other reformers was calamitous, § 297. The 
calamitous death of the persecutors of the Gospel, § 298.

Section XV: Temporal felicity. 700

This is not a mark of the church; in fact, it would be more correct to 
say that persecutions are a mark of the church, § 299. Concerning 
the temporal felicity of the Roman church, § 301; and the temporal 
felicity of the Evangelical church, § 302.

Chapter XII: The final cause of the church, § 303. 710

Chapter XIII: The use of this commonplace, § 304. 711

Glossary 713

PErson indEX 717

scriPturE indEX 739

Works citEd 755
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according	to	the	norm	of	the	divine	canon.	(3)	Because	the	papists	themselves	deny	that	
the	authority	of	the	fathers	is	always	authentic.	(4)	Because	the	fathers	do	not	agree	on	
every	point	either	 in	doctrines	or	 in	 the	 interpretation	of	Scripture.	 (5)	Because	many	
writings	of	the	ancients	have	perished.	(6)	Those	that	are	still	extant	have	been	distorted	
and	corrupted	in	many	places.	(7)	Because	in	the	writings	of	the	fathers	dross	is	found	
joined	with	gold,	straw	with	jewels,	and	the	leaven	of	human	opinions	with	the	dough	of	
heavenly	doctrine.	We	can	prove	the	individual	parts	of	this	declaration	of	ours	in	great	
detail,	as	we	have	shown	partly	in	our	treatise	On the Interpretation of Scripture [1610	Loci 
Theologici,	locus	2],	§§	84ff.	also,	we	shall	prove	them	in	greater	detail	and	more	fully	in	
the	second	and	third	points	a	bit	later	[§§	205–30].

Bellarmine’s arguments in favor of that consensus.

§ 204.	To	prove	that	agreement	in	doctrine	with	the	ancient	church	is	a	mark	of	the	
church,	Bellarmine	sets	forth	two	fundamental	points:

(I)	The	true	church	is	called	apostolic,	according	to	Tertullian	(De praescript.),	not	
only	because	of	 the	succession	of	bishops	 from	the	apostles	but	also	because	of	a	
kinship	of	doctrine,	namely,	because	it	retains	the	doctrine	that	the	apostles	handed	
down.	and	it	is	certain	that	in	its	first	five	hundred	years	the	ancient	church	was	the	
true	church	and	thus	had	held	on	to	the	apostolic	doctrine.	(II)	emperor	Theodosius	
is	praised	by	Sozomen	(Hist.,	bk.	7,	ch.	12)	because	he	said	to	the	heretics	of	his	time:	
“let	us	examine	your	doctrine	according	to	their	writings.	If	it	is	agrees	with	them,	
let	it	be	kept.	If	not,	let	it	be	rejected.”

We	 respond.	 (1)	 agreement	 in	 doctrine	 with	 the	 church	 that	 was	 at	 the	 time	 of	
Tertullian	and	Theodosius	is	a	mark	of	the	church	in	no	other	way	except	insofar	as	that	
doctrine	agrees	with	apostolic	doctrine	and	that	church	with	the	apostolic	church	exactly	
and	accurately.	You	see,	there	is	only	one	norm	and	rule	according	to	which	every	doc-
trine	must	be	examined,	namely,	the	voice	of	christ	and	the	apostles	sounding	forth	in	
Scripture.

(2)	We	can	learn	whether	and	to	what	extent	the	church	at	the	time	of	Tertullian	
and	Theodosius	retained	apostolic	doctrine	only	from	the	apostolic	documents,	because	
they	set	forth	the	doctrine	of	the	apostles	exactly.

(3)	Tertullian	is	correct	in	asserting	that	the	church	is	called	apostolic	not	so	much	
because	of	a	personal	and	local	succession	as	because	of	a	kinship	of	doctrine.	From	this,	
however,	one	cannot	infer	that	local	succession	and	kinship	of	doctrine	with	the	apos-
tolic	doctrine	 always	walk	 together	 at	 equal	pace	 and	are	 inseparably	 joined	 together.	
after	 all,	 there	 are	 many	 churches	 in	 which	 a	 local	 succession	 once	 flourished	 which	
today	 lack	 the	purity	of	 apostolic	doctrine.	We	 can	 even	prove	 this	 about	 the	Roman	
church	on	the	basis	of	the	writings	of	the	apostles.

(4)	It	 is	 indeed	certain	that	the	ancient	church	in	the	first	 five	hundred	years	was	
the	 true	church	and	retained	apostolic	doctrine.	meanwhile,	no	one	can	deny	that	 the	
straw	 of	 human	 traditions	 and	 opinions	 began	 to	 be	 mixed	 with	 apostolic	 doctrine,	
as	 can	 be	 shown	 from	 the	 writings	 of	 the	 fathers.	 (about	 this,	 see	 the	 Centuriae hist. 
Magdeburgensis,	ch.	de inclinatione doctrinae.)	Hegesippus	(as	found	in	eusebius,	bk.	3,	
ch.	 29)	 says:	 “While	 the	 apostles	 were	 still	 alive,	 the	 church	 was	 a	 virgin.	 after	 their	
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death,	 however,	 she	 was	 astonishingly	 corrupted	 by	 false	 and	 lying	 doctrine,	 and,	 as	
for	 the	rest,	with	a	bare	head	(as	 they	say),	dared	to	set	herself	against	 the	pure	word	
of	truth.”	chrysostom	(on	1	corinthians,	homily	36)	compares	the	church	of	his	time	
to	 a	 woman	 who	 perished	 after	 the	 first	 flowering	 of	 her	 virginity.	 Jerome	 (De vita 
Malchi)	 speaks	 as	 follows:	 “I	 intended	 to	 write	 from	 the	 coming	 of	 the	 Savior	 to	 our	
age,	that	is,	from	the	apostles	to	the	dregs	of	our	time,	how	and	through	whom	christ’s	
church	 was	 born	 and	 grew	 to	 adulthood	 by	 persecutions,	 was	 crowned	 with	 martyrs,	
and,	after	it	reached	christian	princes,	became	greater	in	power	and	riches	but	lesser	in	
virtues.”	augustine	(letter	119	ad Januar.)	complains	about	the	heap	of	traditions	and	
observances.	Yet	all	of	these	lived	during	the	first	five	hundred	years.	and	furthermore,	
while	the	apostles	were	still	living,	the	antichrist	began	to	work	the	mystery	of	iniquity	
[2	Thess.	2:7]	and	the	 false	prophets	began	to	sow	their	 false	dogmas.	Hence	one	can	
learn	only	from	the	writings	of	the	apostles	what	doctrine	is	truly	divine	and	apostolic.	
Therefore	we	must	always	go	back	to	the	“ancient	of	Days”	[cf.	Dan.	7:9,	22].

(5)	Theodosius	acted	correctly	in	ordering	that	heretical	doctrine	recently	brought	
into	the	church	be	examined	according	to	the	writings	of	the	predecessors,	because	the	
article	on	the	Trinity,	about	which	there	was	a	question	at	that	time,	was	explained	cor-
rectly	 in	 those	writings	of	 the	ancients.	From	this,	however,	one	cannot	 infer	 that	 the	
writings	of	the	fathers	are	per	se	and	simply	the	norm	and	rule	of	doctrine	in	all	things,	
because	 the	 fathers	 subject	 their	own	writings	 to	 the	canonical	 authority	of	Scripture.	
not	only	do	they	allow,	but	they	even	order,	that	everything	they	teach	be	proved	and	
examined	on	the	basis	of	Scripture.	Thus	they	acknowledge	that	Scripture	is	the	univer-
sal,	primary,	and	principal	norm;	whatever	does	not	agree	with	 it	cannot	be	acknowl-
edged	as	divine	but	is	a	fiction	humanly	devised	by	whomever	it	is	advanced.	Therefore,	
though	we	do	not	disapprove	of	the	counsel	of	Theodosius	(or,	rather,	of	Sisinnius,	who	
supplied	 it	 to	 Theodosius),	 yet	we	 prefer	 the	 counsel	 of	constantine	 the	 Great	 at	 the	
council	of	nicaea,	as	reported	in	Theodoret,	bk.	1,	ch.	7:	“Here	are	the	evangelical	and	
apostolic	books	and	the	utterances	of	the	ancient	prophets.	They	teach	us	clearly	what	
we	must	think	about	divine	matters.	Thus	let	us	get	rid	of	our	discord	and	take	the	solu-
tion	of	our	questions	from	divinely	inspired	statements.”

(6)	By	no	means	do	we	reject	the	testimonies	of	those	fathers	who	wrote	during	the	
first	five	hundred	years.	Yet	we	weigh	them	on	the	basis	of	Scripture	and	evaluate	them	
all	according	to	that	norm	alone.

The	fathers	themselves	require	this.	against	“the	argument	that	some	of	the	fathers	
taught	 that	 people	 before	 the	 flood	 did	 not	 eat	 the	 fruit	 of	 trees	 nor	 meats,”	 Justin	
(Quaest. ad orthodox.,	q.	119,	p.	365)	sets	forth	the	fact	that	the	apostle—whom	he	calls	
“the	father	of	fathers	and	teacher	of	godliness”—taught	something	else.	Basil,	De Sp. s.,	
ch.	19:	“What	our	fathers	said	we	also	say,	that	the	glory	is	common	to	the	Father	and	
to	the	Son.	But	it	is	not	enough	for	us	that	this	is	a	tradition	of	the	fathers,	for	they	also	
followed	the	authority	of	Scripture.”	Dionysius	of	alexandria	(in	eusebius,	bk.	7,	ch.	23)	
says	about	nepos:	“among	many	others	I	esteem	and	love	nepos,	but	actually,	we	should	
love	 and	 prefer	 truth	 more	 than	 everyone.	 We	 should	 praise	 and	 approve	 someone	
without	envy,	if	anything	is	said	correctly.	We	should	discuss	and	discern	it,	if	anything	
is	said	unsoundly.”	Jerome,	letter	ad Minerium:	“It	is	my	intent	to	read	the	ancients,	to	
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test	everything	they	wrote,	 to	keep	those	things	that	are	good,	and	not	to	depart	 from	
the	 faith	of	 the	catholic	church.”	letter	ad Theoph.:	“I	know	that	 I	 regard	the	apostles	
differently	than	all	other	writers.	The	former	always	speak	the	truth;	the	latter,	as	men,	
err	in	some	things.”	He	writes	similar	things	also	in	his	commentaries	on	psalm	86,	on	
Isaiah	19,	on	ezekiel	36,	on	micah	2,	on	Zephaniah	2,	etc.	When	augustine	(letter	19	ad 
Hieronymum)	was	being	pressed	by	the	authorities	of	eight	ancient	fathers	in	the	contro-
versy	on	the	pretence	of	peter,	he	appeals	to	the	apostle	paul	and	says:

From	 all	 these	 writers	 of	 literature	 who	 believe	 otherwise	 I	 appeal	 to	 the	 apostle	
himself.	may	all	 those	who	 think	differently	 forgive	me,	but	 I	believe	 so	great	 an	
apostle	 more,	 etc.	 I	 have	 learned	 to	 defer	 this	 fear	 and	 honor	 to	 those	 books	 of	
Scripture	alone	that	are	now	called	canonical;	I	believe	most	firmly	that	no	author	of	
them	made	any	mistake	in	writing.	I	read	others	in	such	a	way	that,	regardless	of	how	
much	they	shine	in	holiness	and	doctrine,	I	do	not	think	that	they	are	true	because	
they	 believe	 that	 way,	 but	 because	 they	 could	 persuade	 me	 either	 through	 those	
canonical	writers	or	by	probable	reason	that	it	does	not	differ	from	the	truth.	and	I	
do	not	think	that	you,	my	brother,	believe	anything	different.	certainly,	I	say,	I	do	
not	think	that	you	want	your	books	to	be	read	as	those	of	the	prophets	or	apostles,	
about	whose	writings	it	is	wicked	to	doubt	that	they	lack	all	errors.

letter	48:	“Do	not	be	willing	to	gather	false	accusations	against	the	divine	testimonies	
from	the	writings	of	bishops,	because	this	kind	of	literature	must	be	distinguished	from	
the	authority	of	the	canon.	For	they	are	not	so	read	as	though	testimony	were	taken	from	
them	in	such	a	way	that	it	would	not	be	right	to	believe	in	any	other	way—lest	perchance	
they	believed	otherwise	than	the	truth	demands.”	letter	111:	“nor	do	we	consider	the	
disputations	of	anyone	at	all,	even	of	catholic	and	praiseworthy	men,	as	we	do	the	canon-
ical	Scriptures:	that,	if	the	honor	due	to	those	men	is	to	be	preserved,	we	would	not	be	
permitted	to	disapprove	of	and	reject	anything	in	their	writings,	even	if	we	have	found	
that	they	believed	otherwise	than	the	truth	holds.”	De bapt. cont. Donat.,	bk.	2,	ch.	3:

Who	does	not	know	 that	 the	holy,	 canonical	 Scripture	of	both	 the	old	 and	new	
Testaments	is	contained	within	its	own	limits	and	is	placed	so	far	ahead	of	all	the	
later	letters	of	bishops	that	one	can	have	absolutely	no	doubt	about	it,	nor	can	one	
debate	whether	what	has	been	written	in	it	is	true	and	correct?	But	we	are	allowed	
to	censure	bishops’	letters,	which	were	written	after	the	canon	was	confirmed	or	are	
being	written,	 through	the	wiser	discourse	of	someone	with	greater	experience	 in	
this	subject,	and	through	the	graver	authority	of	other	bishops	and	the	prudence	of	
teachers,	and	through	councils,	if	anything	in	them	has	accidentally	deviated	from	
the	truth.

Contra Faustum,	bk.	11,	ch.	5:

In	the	works	of	later	writers,	which	are	contained	in	innumerable	books	but	are	by	
no	means	the	equivalent	of	the	canonical	excellence	of	the	Holy	Scriptures—even	
in	whichever	of	 them	 the	 same	 truth	 is	 found,	yet	 their	 authority	 is	 far	different.	
Therefore	if	some	things	in	them	are	deemed	to	differ	from	what	is	true	because	they	
are	not	being	understood	as	 they	were	spoken,	nevertheless	 the	reader	or	 listener	
has	free	judgment	either	to	approve	of	what	pleased	him	or	to	reject	what	offended	
him,	etc.
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Contra Crescon.,	bk.	2,	ch.	31:	“We	do	no	wrong	to	cyprian	when	we	distinguish	any	
writings	of	his	 from	the	canonical	authority	of	 the	divine	Scriptures.	 It	 is	not	without	
cause	that	the	ecclesiastical	canon	has	been	established	with	such	wholesome	vigilance.	
To	it	belong	certain	books	of	the	prophets	and	apostles,	books	that	we	dare	not	judge	at	
all	and	according	to	which	we	pass	judgment	about	the	other	writings	of	both	the	faithful	
and	the	faithless.”	elsewhere	he	says:

let	us	use	that	liberty	to	which	the	lord	has	called	us.	of	those	men	to	whose	praises	
we	cannot	attain,	to	whose	many	books	we	do	not	compare	our	writings,	whose	abili-
ties	we	love,	in	whose	speech	we	delight,	at	whose	charity	we	marvel,	whose	mar-
tyrdom	we	venerate—of	those	men	we	must	not	accept	as	canonical	anything	that	
they	understood	differently.	and	we	are	doing	them	no	wrong	when	we	distinguish	
any	of	their	sayings	or	writings	from	the	canonical	authority	of	the	divine	Scriptures.

We	could	cite	many	more	statements	like	this	from	augustine.
In	fact,	the	papists	themselves	admit	that	the	writings	of	the	fathers	are	not	the	first	

and	 immovable	norm	of	heavenly	doctrine.	The	 statements	of	augustine	we	have	 just	
given	are	cited	 in	 [Ius canonicum,]	dist.	9,	 c.	noli,	 c.	neque,	 c.	ego solis,	 c.	quis nesciat,	
c.	 negare.1	 Thomas,	 [ST,]	 part	 1,	 q.	 1,	 art.	 8:	 “Sacred	 doctrine	 uses	 the	 authorities	 of	
canonical	Scripture	properly	 in	arguing	from	necessity.	 It	uses	 the	authorities	of	other	
teachers	 of	 the	 church	 not	 as	 if	 arguing	 from	 things	 proper	 but	 as	 with	 probability.	
For	our	 faith	relies	upon	the	revelation	given	 to	 the	prophets	and	apostles	who	wrote	
the	canonical	books,	but	not	upon	 the	 revelation	made	 to	other	 teachers,	 if	 there	was	
any	such	 thing.”	Gabriel	Biel,	Can. missae,	 lect.	41:	 “The	authority	of	 the	holy	 fathers	
compels	no	one	to	assent	to	their	statements	unless	it	is	founded	on	Holy	Scripture	or	is	
based	on	divine	revelation.”	Roffensis,	Confut. prooem. Luth.,	§	et nos:	“We,	too,	do	not	
deny	that	the	fathers	erred	at	different	times,	 for	they	were	men	even	as	we.”	cajetan,	
preface	to	his	commentary	on	Genesis:	“If	ever	there	has	occurred	a	suitable	sense	of	the	
text,	even	though	it	be	foreign	to	the	flood	of	teachers,	let	the	reader	show	himself	as	a	
fair	censor.	no	one	should	despise	him	because	he	differs	from	the	ancient	teachers.	God	
has	not	bound	the	exposition	of	Scripture	to	the	minds	of	 the	ancient	teachers;	other-
wise	our	hope	of	explaining	Scripture	would	be	removed	except	in	transferring,	as	they	
say,	from	the	book	into	the	notebook	[de libro in quinternum].”	erasmus,	Annot. N. T.,	
matthew	2,	p.	13:	“christ	alone	is	called	the	truth;	He	alone	was	free	of	every	error.	The	
divine	Spirit	also	was	present	with	cyprian,	as	is	probable;	yet	the	orthodox	must	reject	
some	of	what	he	wrote.	He	was	also	with	Jerome,	but	some	of	what	he	said	is	rejected,	
and	he	himself	recanted	some	of	his	own	statements.”	on	matthew	11,	p.	41:	“I	know	
that	Jerome,	augustine,	and	many	others	along	with	them	interpret	this	differently.	But	
one	may	somewhere	dissent	from	the	most	excellent	authors,	seeing	that	they	were	not	
only	men	but	even	allowed	themselves	at	times	to	abuse	the	testimonies	of	Scripture	in	
their	figurative	language.”	on	luke	22,	p.	157:	“There	are	those	who	instantly	take	it	as	
an	insult	if	anyone	differs	from	the	accepted	authors,	though	not	even	the	latter	demand	

1	 Decretum	Gratiani	1.9.4–5	and	1.9.8–10,	 in	aemilius	Friedberg,	ed.,	Corpus Iuris Canonici,	
editio	lipsiensis	secunda	(Graz:	akademische	Druck-	u.	verlagsanstalt,	1959),	vol.	1,	cols.	
17–18.
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so	much	honor.	In	fact,	it	is	more	insulting,	I	believe,	if	anyone	tries	to	defend	against	the	
truth	those	who,	in	the	manner	of	men,	have	slipped	somewhere.”	villavincencio,	De rat. 
stud. theol.,	bk.	4,	ch.	6:	“It	is	clear	that	all	the	fathers,	however	outstanding	in	innocence	
of	 life	 and	 in	 learning	 they	 may	 have	 been,	 made	 mistakes	 in	 speaking	 and	 writing.”	
melchior	canus,	Loc. comm.,	bk.	11,	ch.	6:	“not	everything	that	the	great	authors	wrote	
is	perfect	everywhere,	for	at	times	they	slip,	as	that	one	says,	and	fall	under	the	burden.	
They	indulge	the	pleasure	of	 their	own	abilities,	and	sometimes	they	even	indulge	the	
common	 crowd.”	 ambrosius	 catherinus,	 Contra Cajet.:	 “That	 man	 certainly	 does	 not	
please	augustine	whom	augustine	pleases	so	immoderately	that	he	is	unwilling	to	say	
that	augustine	ever	wandered	from	the	truth.”	pererius,	on	Genesis,	bk.	3,	ch.	1,	q.	5:	
“Irenaeus	declares	that	what	he	teaches	about	paradise	he	learned	from	the	presbyters	of	
asia,	who	were	disciples	of	the	apostles,	but	what	then?	must	whatever	those	presbyters	
told	him	be	considered	as	a	certain	and	undoubted	dogma	of	doctrine?	Is	it	not	certain,	
according	to	that	same	Irenaeus,	that	those	very	presbyters	taught	some	things	that	were	
false	 and	 contrary	 to	 Holy	 Writ?”	 The	 theologians	 of	 the	 academy	 at	 Douai	 (in	 their	
Censura Bertrami	 that	 they	 put	 into	 the	 Index expurgator.) openly	 admit	 that	 they	 “in	
other	ancient	catholic	writers	besides	Bertramus	endure	very	many	errors,	diminish	and	
excuse	them,	think	up	some	fiction	and	deny	them,	and	attach	a	convenient	meaning	to	
them	when	they	are	set	forth	against	them	in	debates.”	Baronius,	Annal., anno	34,	vol.	1,	
§	 213:	 “In	 the	 interpretation	of	 Scripture	 the	catholic	 church	does	not	 always	nor	 in	
all	things	follow	the	most	holy	fathers	whom	we	deservedly	call	‘doctors	of	the	church’	
because	of	their	lofty	erudition,	no	matter	how	clear	it	is	that	they	were	endowed	with	
the	 grace	of	 the	Holy	 Spirit	more	 than	 all	 other	men.”	Gregorius	de	valentia	 (Annal.,	
p.	18)	admits	that	“the	writings	of	the	fathers	are,	in	their	own	way,	weapons	common	
to	both	sides.”	Salmeron	(on	the	epistle	to	the	Romans,	disp.	6,	shortly	before	the	end)	
says:

In	 reading	 the	 fathers,	 it	 seems	 to	 me	 that	 we	 must	 preserve	 the	 judgment	 of	
Quintilian,	who	writes	as	follows:	“let	not	the	reader	be	immediately	persuaded	that	
all	 the	things	that	the	great	authors	said	are	surely	perfect.	at	times	they	slip	and	
yield	to	the	burden	and	indulge	the	pleasure	of	their	own	abilities.	They	are	the	great-
est,	but	they	are	men.	and	it	occurs	to	readers	that	they	think	that	whatever	they	
discover	in	them	is	a	law	of	speaking,	so	that	the	worse	things	should	be	imitated,	for	
this	is	easier.	also,	they	think	they	are	quite	like	the	great	if	they	achieve	the	faults	of	
the	great.”	This	he	says	prudently	and	acutely.

Bellarmine,	De concil.,	bk.	2,	ch.	12:	“The	writings	of	 the	fathers	are	not	rules,	nor	do	
they	have	the	authority	to	bind.”	De verb. Dei,	bk.	3,	ch.	10:	“Who	denies	that	the	fathers	
were	 richly	 endowed	 with	 the	 gift	 of	 interpreting,	 and	 yet	 even	 the	 greatest	 of	 them	
slipped?”	and	yet	 if	 the	 fathers	sometimes	slip	and	err,	how	will	we	be	able	 to	accept	
their	writings	as	a	norm	of	doctrine?

Does the Roman church agree in doctrine with the ancient church?

§ 205.	The second section.	Does	the	Roman	church	of	today	agree	in	doctrine	with	
the	ancient	church	that	was	nearest	to	the	time	of	the	apostles?	Bellarmine	declares	that	
this	can	be	proved	in	two	ways:	“(I)	If	we	cite	the	statements	of	the	ancients	that	confirm	
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Section IX: On the Ninth Mark of the Church  
Assigned by Bellarmine: Efficacy of Doctrine

Whether efficacy of doctrine is a mark of the church.

§ 256.	 The first section.	 Is	 efficacy	 of	 doctrine	 a	 genuine	 and	 proper	 mark	 of	 the	
church?	Bellarmine	argues	this	from	the	fact	that

the	church	alone	has	the	true	doctrine,	which	is	not	only	spotless	but	also	converts	
souls	(ps.	[19:7]),	and	the	living	Word	that	pierces	to	the	division	of	soul	and	spirit	
(Heb.	4[:12]).	The	ancient	philosophers,	on	the	other	hand,	never	could	draw	even	
the	neighboring	towns	to	their	rules,	as	is	taught	by	athanasius	(De incarn. verbi)	
and	Theodoret	(De legibus).	This	is	because	their	words	were	not	living	words	but	
dead,	not	of	the	Spirit	of	God	but	of	the	spirit	of	men.	The	muhammadans	indeed	
have	attracted	many,	but	by	terror	of	arms,	not	by	the	strength	and	efficacy	of	doc-
trine.	For	they	teach	in	the	Qur’an	(chs.	18	and	19)	that	people	must	be	coerced	to	
their	faith	by	war.	We	do	not	read	that	heretics	ever	converted	any	heathen	or	Jews	
to	the	faith	but	that	they	merely	corrupted	christians,	which	Tertullian	notes	(De 
praescript.).

We	respond.	(1)	efficacy	of	doctrine	can	be	understood	in	two	ways:	either	that	it	
persuades	many	and	 is	 received	by	many,	or	 that	 it	 salutarily	converts	people	 to	God.	
If	 efficacy	of	doctrine	 is	 taken	 in	 the	prior	 sense,	 then	 it	 is	not	a	mark	of	 the	church,	
because	 even	 false	 doctrines	 sometimes	 persuade	 many	 and	 are	 received	 by	 many.	 If	
efficacy	of	doctrine	is	taken	in	the	latter	sense,	we	admit	that	in	the	church	alone	that	
doctrine	thrives	which	salutarily	converts	people	to	God.	However,	that	efficacy	cannot	
always	be	evaluated	on	the	basis	of	the	multitude	of	those	who	accept	that	doctrine,	“for	
never	do	things	go	so	well	in	human	affairs	that	the	better	things	please	more	people,”	
according	to	the	statement	of	Seneca.	By	nature	people	have	a	greater	proclivity	to	accept	
errors	 than	 true	doctrine,	 just	as	 they	are	 inclined	rather	 to	vices	 than	 to	virtues,	and	
even	“false	things	are	more	readily	embraced	than	true	things,”	as	Stapleton	writes	(De 
princ. fidei doctrin.,	bk.	8,	ch.	2).	“people	are	prone	to	go	down	to	the	broad	and	easy	way	
that	heretics	open,”	as	Bellarmine	here	admits.

(2)	Sometimes	heretical	doctrines	are	more	effective,	that	is,	are	accepted	by	more	
people,	than	the	heavenly	truth.	1	Kings	22:22:	“a	lying	spirit	is	in	the	mouth	of	all	the	
prophets,”	and	micaiah	alone	stood	up	against	them.	The	lord	says	to	that	lying	spirit:	
“You	will	go	forth,	and	you	will	prevail.”	Becanus	writes	in	clear	language	(De ecclesia,	
q.	3,	concl.	11,	no.	124):	“In	the	old	Testament	an	almost	infinite	number	of	people	fol-
lowed	the	false	prophets.	But	one	could	not	conclude	from	this	that	God	had	sent	them	
or	that	their	prophecies	were	divinely	inspired.”	How,	then,	will	effectual	persuasion	in	
and	of	itself	be	a	mark	of	the	truth?	2	Thess.	2:9–11:	“The	coming	of	the	antichrist	is	
by	 the	working	of	Satan	with	all	power	[κατ᾽ ἐνέργειαν τοῦ Σατανᾶ ἐν πάσῃ δυνάμει]	
.	.	.	because	they	refused	to	love	the	truth	that	they	might	be	saved.	Therefore	God	will	
send	upon	them	the	working	of	deception	[ἐνέργειαν τῆς πλάνης].”	(note	well!)	Here	
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effectual	persuasion	is	attributed	to	the	anti-christian	errors.	rev.	13:8:	“all	who	dwelt	
on	earth	worshiped	the	beast.”	concerning	the	doctrine	of	the	false	apostles,	the	apostle	
complains	in	2	Tim.	2:17	that	“it	spreads	like	gangrene,”	and	in	2	Tim.	3:13:	“evil	men	
and	 seducers	 shall	 grow	 worse,	 erring	 and	 driving	 into	 error.”	 In	 Gal.	 3:1,	 errors	 are	
conferred	by	bewitching,	by	which	wretched	people	are	 effectually	driven	mad.	 Justin	
(De monarchia Dei)	shows	from	the	beginning	that	the	efficacy	of	 idolatry	and	corrupt	
custom	in	the	minds	of	the	heathen	is	great.	He	says:	“although	at	the	beginning	human	
nature	had	received	the	combination	of	wisdom	and	salvation	for	the	knowledge	of	the	
truth	and	the	worship	of	one	and	same	lord	of	all,	an	envy	to	make	images	gradually	
crept	in	and	destroyed	the	excellent	greatness	of	humans.	That	broad	custom	lasted	for	
a	 long	 time	 and	 handed	 down	 error	 to	 many	 people	 as	 something	 natural	 and	 true.”	
Tertullian,	 De praescript. adv. haereticos,	 ch.	 1:	 “Vainly	 and	 rashly	 many	 people	 are	
scandalized	 by	 this	 very	 thing:	 that	 just	 as	 many	 heresies	 thrive	 as	 exist.”	 chapter	 2:	
“Because	they	are	scandalized,	they	are	surprised	that	those	heresies	are	so	strong,	as	if	
they	came	from	a	truth.	clearly,	it	 is	a	wonder	that	evil	has	such	strength,	except	that	
heresies	are	very	strong	among	those	who	are	not	strong	in	the	faith.”	chrysostom	(or	
the	author	of	the	Opus imperf. in Matth.,	homily	19)	says	about	heretics:	“They	openly	
and	freely	subvert	even	the	leading	churches.	Thus	they	have	multiplied	on	the	opposite	
side,	so	that	christians	rather	than	they	appear	to	be	doubtful.”	Vincent	of	lérins	(Adv. 
haeres.,	ch.	7)	says:	“almost	the	entire	world	has	now	been	stricken	by	a	sudden	storm	of	
heresy.”	like	a	flood,	arianism	once	filled	almost	all	the	world,	as	we	have	shown	earlier	
[§§	181–82].	How	great	an	increase	muhammadanism	enjoys	not	only	by	force	of	arms	
but	also	by	“the	working	of	deception”!	Surely,	in	the	beginning	it	could	not	be	propa-
gated	by	arms.	Those	who	accept	it	today	think	they	are	believing	heavenly	truth.	How,	
then,	can	efficacy	of	doctrine	be	a	genuine	and	proper	mark	of	the	church,	when	errors	
and	heresies	are	sometimes	more	effective,	that	is,	are	accepted	by	more	people?

(3)	 What	 Bellarmine	 declares	 absolutely	 and	 boldly	 is	 false:	 “Heretics	 never	 con-
verted	 any	 heathen	 or	 Jews	 to	 their	 faith.”	 What	 lessius	 (Consult.,	 p.	 42)	 concludes	
from	this	 is	also	 false:	“That	 is	 the	 true	religion	to	which	there	has	been	a	conversion	
of	the	heathen.”	He	cannot	deny	that	a	conversion	of	many	heathen	to	the	Jewish	reli-
gion,	as	it	was	at	the	time	of	christ’s	coming	into	the	flesh,	took	place.	In	matt.	23:15	
christ	 testifies	about	 the	scribes	and	pharisees	 that	“they	 traveled	across	 sea	and	 land	
to	make	a	single	proselyte.”	acts	2:5:	“There	were	dwelling	 in	 Jerusalem	Jews,	devout	
men	from	every	nation	under	heaven.”	nonetheless	the	Jewish	religion	at	that	time	was	
very	corrupt	and	depraved.	at	 the	 time	of	emperor	Valens	 the	 tribe	of	 the	Goths	was	
converted	 from	paganism	 to	arianism	by	ulfilas	 and	other	arian	ministers	 (according	
to	Freculphus,	Chronic.,	 vol.	2,	bk.	4,	 ch.	20).	Bellarmine	makes	 the	 following	excep-
tion	 to	 this	 example:	 “The	 Goths	 were	 not	 converted	 by	 the	 arians	 but	 deceived,	 for	
the	Goths	had	wanted	to	become	christians	and	had	asked	for	bishops	for	this	reason.	
The	emperor,	however,	sent	arians.”	Then	he	adds:	“The	majority	of	those	Goths	were	
christian.”	 It	 is	enough	 for	us,	however,	 that	 the	arians	deceived	 the	Goths,	 for	 from	
this	it	is	evident	that	not	every	religion	to	which	heathen	are	converted	is	true	and	pure.	
also,	one	cannot	prove	from	church	history	that	the	majority	of	the	Goths	already	before	
had	been	christian,	because	Socrates	(bk.	4,	ch.	27)	and	Sozomen	(bk.	6,	ch.	37)	call	
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them	before	 that	 conversion	“barbarians.”	They	also	 say	 that	 the	occasion	of	war	 first	
made	them	aware	of	the	doctrine	of	the	christians.	Furthermore,	many	people	once	left	
muhammadanism	and	heathenism	and	accepted	the	confession	of	the	Greek	churches,	
yet	the	papists	do	not	admit	that	that	is	catholic.

(4)	Finally,	if	efficacy	of	doctrine	is	a	mark	of	the	church,	our	position	will	stand:	
that	true	doctrine	which	is	in	harmony	with	the	prophetic	and	apostolic	books	is	a	mark	
of	the	church.	In	fact,	we	must	pass	judgment	on	that	efficacy	of	doctrine	on	the	basis	of	
the	Holy	Scriptures.	not	every	efficacy	proves	the	truth	and	purity	of	doctrine	unless	it	is	
combined	with	the	power	and	ability	of	a	saving	conversion	to	God.	otherwise	it	will	be	
a	“working	of	deception”	rather	than	“the	working	of	divine	truth.”

Whether the doctrine of the Roman church is effectual.

§ 257.	The second section.	Does	the	doctrine	of	the	roman	church	have	the	salutary	
efficacy	 for	 conversion	combined	with	 it?	Bellarmine	asserts	 a	 threefold	conversion	of	
the	heathen,	about	which	clear	pronouncement	must	be	made.	In	the	first	place	he	puts	
“the	 conversion	 of	 the	 heathen	 that	 occurred	 through	 the	 apostles,”	 which	 augustine	
(De civitat. Dei,	bk.	22,	ch.	5)	correctly	numbers	among	the	chief	miracles.	after	all,	the	
apostles	were	 few	in	number,	despised	 in	outward	appearance,	 lacking	the	strength	of	
human	power	and	eloquence.	Yet	through	their	preaching	of	the	Gospel	they	converted	
the	 entire	 world	 to	 christ.	 But	 what	 does	 this	 conversion	 of	 the	 heathen	 have	 to	 do	
with	today’s	roman	church?	That	happened	through	the	preaching	and	teaching	of	the	
apostles,	from	which	the	roman	church	of	today	has	departed	in	many	chief	articles.	our	
doctrine,	on	the	other	hand,	is	the	very	one	that	the	apostles	preached,	and	we	are	pre-
pared	to	prove	this	from	their	writings.

In	 the	 second	 place	 Bellarmine	 lists	 “the	 conversions	 of	 heathen	 that	 occurred	 in	
later	centuries	through	Gregory,	Kilian,	Boniface,	adelbert,	Vincent,	etc.”	We	respond.	
The	conversions	that	occurred	after	the	sixth	century	of	the	church	most	certainly	must	
be	distinguished	from	those	that	took	place	in	the	earlier	centuries	of	the	church	through	
the	apostles	and	apostolic	men.	For	at	that	time—that	is,	after	the	sixth	century	of	the	
church—purity	of	doctrine	began	to	be	undermined	as	superstitions	gradually	crept	in	
and	as	the	leaven	of	human	traditions	became	mixed	with	the	doctrine	of	the	apostles.	
Yet	 in	 the	 meantime,	 because	 God	 was	 able	 to	 beget	 spiritual	 sons	 and	 daughters	 for	
Himself	even	through	a	corrupt	ministry	and	because	at	the	time	of	Gregory,	Kilian,	and	
Boniface	there	was	not	yet	as	great	a	doctrinal	corruption	as	followed	in	later	times,	that	
conversion	of	the	heathen	did	not	cease	being	a	work	of	divine	kindness,	and	“the	pre-
cious”	must	always	be	separated	from	“the	vile”	[Jer.	15:19].	Those	conversions	occur-
ring	in	later	centuries	also	differ	from	the	conversions	that	took	place	in	earlier	centuries	
through	the	apostles	and	their	disciples	in	that	they	happened	more	by	fear	of	weapons	
and	by	the	violence	of	warfare	than	by	the	efficacy	of	doctrine.	Boniface	converted	the	
Thuringians	by	terror	of	arms	(as	is	mentioned	in	the	Chronic. Isenacens.,	cent.	8,	Eccles.	
hist.,	 ch.	 10).	 By	 means	 of	 destructive	 wars	 charlemagne	 dragged	 the	 Saxons	 to	 the	
christian	faith,	etc.	Furthermore,	those	heathen	who,	as	Bellarmine	declares,	were	con-
verted	to	the	roman	church	through	Gregory,	Boniface,	etc.,	already	had	been	christians	
earlier.	as	far	as	Britain	is	concerned,	polydorus	Vergilius	(De rer. invent.,	bk.	1,	ch.	1)	
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testifies:	 “By	 the	 work	 of	 Joseph	 of	 ariminum,	 it	 was	 the	 first	 of	 all	 the	 provinces	 to	

accept	 the	Gospel	publicly.”	Gilfridus	(De gestis Britann.,	bk.	8)	relates:	“at	 that	 time,	

when	Gregory	sent	the	monk	augustine	into	Britain,	christianity	was	thriving	because	

there	were	in	Britain	seven	bishoprics	and	one	archbishopric.”	Thus	Bellarmine	asserts	

that	 through	Kilian	 the	Franks	were	 converted	 to	 the	 faith	 and	 through	Boniface,	 the	

Thuringians.	But	Tertullian	and,	before	him,	Irenaeus	mention	“the	Germanic	churches.”

In	 the	 third	 place,	 Bellarmine	 brings	 forth	 the	 conversion	 of	 the	 Indians	 and	 of	

other	peoples	in	the	new	World.	earlier	we	explained	extensively	(§	188,	point	4)	what	

conclusion	 should	 be	 reached	 about	 that.	 against	 the	 conversion	 of	 the	 heathen	 to	

muhammadanism,	Bellarmine	says	 that	“this	 took	place	by	 terror	of	arms.”	Yet	 this	 is	

also	true	of	 the	conversion	of	 the	Indians,	according	to	ludovicus	Granatensis,	petrus	

martyr	 [anglerius],	 and	 many	 others	 whose	 testimonies	 we	 cited	 earlier.	 The	 same	

method	of	conversion	of	marranos	and	heretics	by	the	Inquisitors	is	observed	in	Spain	

and	 elsewhere.	 cornelius	 agrippa	 writes	 (De vanit. scient.,	 ch.	 96):	 “our	 inquisitors	

exercise	their	jurisdiction,	based	on	decrees	of	the	popes,	very	savagely.	They	set	up	as	

the	object	of	faith	the	one	roman	church,	which,	as	they	say,	cannot	err,	by	asking	those	

who	argue	against	them	nothing	else	but	whether	they	believe	in	the	roman	church.	If	

anyone	tries	to	defend	his	own	opinion,	they	reply	that	one	must	battle	against	heretics	

not	 with	 arguments	 from	 Scripture	 but	 with	 fire	 and	 bundles	 of	 wood,”	 etc.	 If	 it	 had	

not	 been	 for	 this	 Spanish	 Inquisition;	 if	 not	 for	 the	 prohibition	 of	 the	 reading	 of	 the	

evangelical	books	and,	in	fact,	of	Holy	Scripture	itself;	if	not	for	the	more	than	tyranni-

cal	threat	of	proscription,	exile,	and	loss	of	property,	there	would	be	no	doubt	that	the	

papist	religion	would	be	extinguished	in	the	hearts	of	many	people	and	that	the	light	of	

the	Gospel’s	truth	would	be	shining	in	them.

as	an	addition,	Bellarmine	adds:	“every	year	some	Jews	and	Turks	are	converted	and	

are	baptized	both	at	rome	and	elsewhere.”	But	these	are	particular conversions	of	certain	

persons,	many	of	which	occur	in	our	churches	in	various	places	through	a	grace	of	God.

**	moreover,	against	the	boasting	about	the	annual	conversion	of	Jews	and	Turks	we	

set	forth	the	statement	of	erasmus	(Annot. on	matthew	23):

perhaps	this,	too,	pertains	to	the	behavior	of	those	of	us	who	think	it	is	some	great	

thing	to	have	enticed	a	Jew	into	being	baptized.	not	that	we	should	not	desire	for	all	

Jews	to	come	to	their	senses,	but	some	people	take	their	boasting	from	this,	and	they	

do	not	entice	them	in	the	way	that	they	ought.	once	they	have	enticed	someone,	they	

do	not	teach	him	the	things	that	involve	true	christianity.	For	how	can	it	happen	

that	we	make	others	christians	if	we	ourselves	have	not	first	been	christian?	It	fre-

quently	happens,	 therefore,	 that	as	 far	as	 the	 Jewish	wickedness	 is	concerned,	we	

would	 consider	 a	 christian	 more	 wicked.	 We	 can	 find	 witnesses	 for	 this	 even	 in	

Spain.	also,	there	are	some	who	by	a	strange	example	make	christians	by	means	of	

weapons	under	the	pretext	of	spreading	religion,	but	are	looking	out	for	their	own	

wealth	and	power.	In	regard	to	these	things,	nothing	will	be	done	unless	the	task	is	

undertaken	with	a	purely	christian	spirit.	**
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Whether the doctrine of the Evangelical churches is effectual.

§ 258.	 The third section.	 Does	 the	 doctrine	 of	 our	 churches	 have	 a	 salutary	 effi-

cacy	for	conversion	combined	with	it?	Bellarmine	absolutely	denies	this.	He	says:	“The	

lutherans	have	barely	converted	one	or	two,	though	they	compare	themselves	with	the	

apostles	and	evangelists	and	though	they	have	more	Jews	in	Germany,	and	in	poland	and	

Hungary	they	have	the	Turks	as	their	immediate	neighbors.”

We	 respond.	 (1)	 The	 negation	 of	 the	 primary	 actuality1	 cannot	 be	 inferred	 from	

the	negation	of	a	secondary	actuality.2	If	our	people	have	converted	no	one	or	only	few,	

this	is	not	to	be	attributed	to	the	doctrine,	which	is	the	same	as	the	apostolic	doctrine.	

rather,	this	should	be	attributed:	to	the	persons	of	those	who	preach	it,	to	whom	God	

has	not	allotted	the	same	measure	of	 faith	and	gifts	as	He	allotted	to	the	apostles;	and	

to	the	persons	of	those	who	listen,	who	are	unwilling	to	receive	the	seed	of	the	Gospel	

in	the	field	of	their	hearts.	Thus	the	teachers	of	the	church	who	came	after	the	times	of	

the	apostles	did	not	convert	as	many	as	did	the	apostles,	yet	the	truth	of	doctrine	loses	

nothing	because	of	this.

**	Bellarmine	is	contradicting	himself,	for	he	says,	first:	“Heretics	never	converted	

any	heathen	or	Jews	to	their	faith	but	only	corrupted	them”	(ch.	12,	art.	1).	But	then	he	

says	(ibid.,	last	art.):	“The	lutherans	have	barely	converted	one	or	two.”	Yet	if	they	have	

“converted	one	or	 two,”	 that	 is,	 “very	 few,”	at	 least	 they	have	converted	some.	and	 if	

they	have	converted	some,	it	is	false	to	say	that	they	“never	converted	any.”	**

(2)	 Whatever	 conversions	 once	 occurred	 through	 the	 preaching	 of	 the	 apostles,	

those	happened	through	the	doctrine	that	sounds	forth	in	our	churches,	 for	 it	 is	com-

pletely	the	same	as	the	doctrine	of	the	apostles.	If	Bellarmine	goes	on	to	deny	that,	 let	

him	come	down	 into	 the	arena	with	us	and	argue	 the	 truth	of	doctrine	only	 from	the	

writings	of	the	evangelists	and	apostles,	with	which	the	writings	of	the	prophets	are	to	be	

counted	because	they	are	of	the	same	kind.

(3)	Through	the	light	of	Gospel	truth,	which	was	rekindled	in	the	previous	century,	

whole	 provinces	 and	 kingdoms	 have	 been	 torn	 away	 from	 the	 antichrist’s	 dominion.	

This	is	something	that	Bellarmine	will	understand	if	he	is	willing	to	count	up	the	receipts	

of	the	papal	treasury	as	they	were	a	century	ago	and	as	they	are	now.	can	he	deny	with	

any	appearance	of	truth	that	the	efficacy	of	evangelical	doctrine	has	been	great,	that	it	

has	grown	in	many	provinces	while	popes	and	rulers	vainly	resisted	and	raged	against	it?

1	 “primary	actuality”	refers	to	a	power	or	potential	that	is	not	currently	actualized.	It	can	be	
taken	in	two	ways.	Sometimes	it	means	“potentiality,”	which	is	contrasted	with	“actuality.”	
For	example,	“The	boy	is	a	grammarian	in	primary	actuality”	because	as	time	passes	he	can	
become	a	grammarian,	though	he	is	not	actually	one	now.	But	sometimes	it	means	an	inherent	
quality	or	habitus	that	one	possesses	but	that	does	not	exert	itself.	“primary	actuality”	in	this	
sense	is	contrasted	with	“secondary	actuality”	or	“operation.”	For	example,	“priscian,	even	
in	his	sleep,	is	a	grammarian	in	primary	actuality,	though	he	is	not	exerting	this	grammatical	
knowledge	in	secondary	actuality.”

2	 “Secondary	 actuality”	 is	 the	 actual	 operation	 of	 a	 thing.	 For	 example,	 “priscian,	 when	
exercising	his	grammatical	knowledge,	is	a	grammarian	in	secondary	actuality.”
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a	man	without	the	might	of	sword,	with	the	might	of	the	Word,	with	an	unarmed	army
a	man	without	possession,	without	hope,	subdued	the	resources	of	the	world.3

To	propagate	our	 religion	we	use	neither	violence	nor	deceit.	We	do	not	 frighten	
those	who	disagree	with	us	by	means	of	prison,	proscription,	plundering,	etc.,	nor	do	we	
attract	them	with	flattering	promises	of	honors,	riches,	and	high	office	when	we	invite	
them	 to	embrace	 it.	They	are	 converted	 to	our	 church	by	 the	efficacy	of	our	doctrine	
alone.

(4)	The	efficacy	of	evangelical	doctrine	is	clear	from	the	fact	that	it	supplies	solid	
and	effectual	comfort	in	pangs	of	conscience	and	in	temptations.	It	strengthens	and	sus-
tains	the	minds	of	people	on	the	brink	of	death.	From	this	principle	christ	Himself	(John	
8:51)	proves	 the	 truth	of	His	 teaching.	For	examples	of	 this,	 see	our	 treatise	On Good 
Works [commonplace	xx],	Loci,	vol.	4,	toward	the	end	of	§	107.

(5)	If	Bellarmine	demands	that	we	show	a	conversion	of	heathen	to	our	churches,	
we	refer	him	to	Iceland,	Greenland,	lapland,	livonia,	etc.,	where	by	the	preaching	of	the	
Gospel	many	thousands	of	people	were	converted	to	the	true	God	from	heathen	idolatry.	
(See	also	what	we	cited	from	the	histories	earlier	in	§	186.)

3	 See	p.	403	n.	16.


