







	THE DUTY OF ALL MEN TO REPENT
	AND BELIEVE THE GOSPEL





	by Shaun Willcock


  All men are depraved by nature, conceived in sin (Psa. 51:5), born dead in trespasses and sins (Eph. 2:1).  There is none righteous, no, not one (Rom. 3:10); and none can earn salvation by their own works (Eph. 2:8,9).  God, from all eternity, elected some (Eph. 1:3-6), from every nation under heaven (Rev. 7:9-14), to obtain salvation by Jesus Christ.  Christ died for the elect, and the elect alone (Matt. 20:28; Jn. 10:11; Eph. 5:25).  In his divinely appointed time, the Father draws each one of the elect to Christ his Son, by his irresistible grace (Jn. 6:37,44);  and, being so drawn, each one comes, repents of his sins, and trusts in Christ alone for salvation (Jn. 6:37; Acts 13:48).  And, having been saved by faith in Christ, the elect are saved eternally (Jn. 6:37; Rom. 8:29,30).
  In a nutshell, the above paragraph outlines what are called the doctrines of sovereign grace: man's total depravity; God's unconditional election; Christ's limited atonement (or particular redemption) C limited in its application, though not in its power; God's irresistible grace (or effectual calling); and the perseverance of the saints.  Some have called these doctrines by the name of "Calvinism".  But John Calvin did not invent them, and we prefer not to attach his name to them.  They are the doctrines of the sovereign grace of God in salvation, and can be comprehended by this biblical word: Predestination.
  That system known as Arminianism (named after its great advocate, Arminius) is the very opposite: it teaches that man is not totally depraved; that God did not elect some to salvation, and pass by the rest; that Christ died for all men; that every man has a free will, and is able to either choose Christ, or reject him; and that those who choose him can, if they are not careful, lose their salvation at some future date.  Arminianism is not a sound system of doctrine.  It is unscriptural.  It is a heresy.  It interprets certain texts in isolation, and ignores many others.  It places the salvation of the soul in the power of man's supposed free will, and not in the power of God.  It exalts man.  It mocks God.
  It is not the purpose of this article, however, to examine the doctrine of Predestination.  Rather, its purpose is to provide biblical answers to certain questions that inevitably arise, and which are perfectly legitimate; questions such as these:  if, indeed, the doctrine of election is true, then how are we to preach the Gospel to the lost?  If only the elect will ever be saved – if Christ only died for them, and only they are ever effectually drawn to him – what must we say to the unconverted?  Can we even exhort them to repent, and to believe in Christ?
  It can readily be perceived that the answers to such questions are very important.  They have to do with how we are to present the Gospel of the grace of God to "every creature" (Mk. 16:15).

  In seeking answers to these questions, some have taught that Christians should not offer the Gospel freely to all; for, they say, God does not.  They deny that the Lord sincerely offers salvation to all men, none excluded.  Those who teach thus have been termed (by those who do not agree with them) "Hyper-Calvinists" (a better term would be Hyper-Predestinarians), meaning that they have, in this matter, gone beyond what the Scriptures teach regarding the doctrines of grace.  Those who hold to this view do not call themselves by this term, of course.  They reason as follows:
  As no man is able to repent and believe unless God enables him to, he is therefore (they say) not duty-bound to do so.  And so it is not right to tell him to do so, or to invite him to do so.  The unconverted must not be commanded, or invited, to turn from their sins and believe on Christ.  They must be told that they are dead in sins, lost sinners, condemned, etc. – but they must not be exhorted to embrace Christ.  Hyper-Predestinarianism is thus a denial of the free offer of the Gospel.
  Let me, first of all, emphasize that what is under discussion here is not the modern-day "Gospel invitation" error so prevalent in Arminian gatherings, when the preacher invites those in the audience to "receive Christ" simply by raising their hands, or walking the aisle, and then repeating a simple prayer after him.  No, this is not what is meant by the "free offer".  By this term, we mean that Christ is freely offered to sinners in the Gospel; that they are sincerely and earnestly exhorted to come unto him for salvation.
  Secondly, let me say right here that I have the greatest respect for a number of godly and faithful ministers who denied the free offer of the Gospel.  On this point I disagree with them, but on many others they far excelled men who were sounder than them on this one matter.  Those who would ignore their writings, because of this area of disagreement, deprive themselves of some of the greatest doctrinal and experimental writings the Lord has been pleased to preserve for his Church; and those who speak disparagingly of them are all too often discrediting some of the choicest saints and ministers the Church of Christ has ever been blessed with.  I do not (as some do) classify Hyper-Predestinarianism as being as serious an error as Arminianism.  There is no comparison whatsoever.  Arminianism presents a God who is not in control of his universe, a Christ who is powerless to save anyone unless they "choose" to permit him to do so, a God who cannot or will not prevent his people from losing their salvation if they "choose" to turn again from him.  Hyper-Predestinarians preach the doctrines of sovereign grace; they set before their hearers an omnipotent, omniscient God, the covenant of grace, the love of Christ for his people, his perfect atonement, soundly scriptural doctrine concerning regeneration, conversion, the perseverance of the saints, etc.  They do preach repentance and faith in Christ.  But they fail on this point, that they do not urge all men indiscriminately to repent, and to believe on Christ.  Many of them have been very zealous in evangelism.  By the grace of God, many men and women have come to a saving knowledge of Jesus Christ under their ministries, for they have heard from their lips that they are lost sinners; that only Christ can save; that sinners, conscious of their sins, are to repent and trust in Christ; etc.  But they do not end their preaching in a scriptural manner.  They do not plead with sinners to flee without delay to Christ, by faith.  In a word, they do not press home the demands of the Gospel upon the individual sinner.
  I understand how they arrive at their conclusion that Christ must not be offered to all men.  It is an attempt to answer the questions posed above, regarding the presentation of the Gospel to the non-elect.  I understand, but I cannot agree with it, for it is unscriptural.

  The Lord does indeed offer salvation to all, and it is the duty of all men to repent, and believe the Gospel; and this can be seen from many passages in God's Word.  Consider the following:
  "Look unto me, and be ye saved, all the ends of the earth: for I am God, and there is none else" (Isa. 45:22).  This is a clear Gospel command: look, and be saved!  Look with the eye of faith!  And who is it spoken to?  Why, to all the ends of the earth!
  "Say unto them, As I live, saith the Lord God, I have no pleasure in the death of the wicked; but that the wicked turn from his way and live: turn ye, turn ye from your evil ways; for why will ye die, O house of Israel?" (Ezek. 33:11).  Here is a general call made by the Lord God: an earnest exhortation to wicked sinners to repent.  Here the Lord reasons with sinners: Why will ye die?  I call you to repentance, and then you shall live!  The Lord has no pleasure in the death of any sinner.
  "In those days came John the Baptist, preaching in the wilderness of Judaea, and saying, Repent ye: for the kingdom of heaven is at hand" (Matt. 3:1,2).  To whom was his preaching of repentance addressed?  To the entire multitude (Lk. 3:7,8), and not just to the elect – for only God knows who the elect are.  Here we see that it is the duty of all to repent of their sins.
  The Lord Jesus "came into Galilee, preaching the gospel of the kingdom of God, and saying, The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God is at hand: repent ye, and believe the gospel" (Mk. 1:14,15).  Here we see the Lord Jesus commanding all to repent and believe.  It was their duty to do so, and their sin when they did not!  (see also Matt. 4:17).
  Jesus said, "For many are called, but few are chosen" (Matt. 22:14).  While all may hear the general call, made by the preacher, yet only the elect, chosen in Christ from all eternity, hear (in God's appointed time) the Lord's effectual call in their hearts, and respond to it.  Yet still the general call must be made!  For those who preach the Gospel do not know whom the Lord has chosen.
  Christ's great commission is, "Go into all the world, and preach the gospel to every creature" (Mk. 16:15).  Now part of the preaching of that Gospel, is preaching repentance, and faith in Christ (Mk. 16:16; Matt. 4:17; Acts 20:21; etc.).  And here in Mk. 16:15, Jesus says that this Gospel must be preached to every creature!  That is plain enough.
  "And when he [the Holy Spirit] is come, he will reprove the world of sin...because they believe not on me," said Jesus (Jn. 16:8,9).  Faith is the opposite of unbelief.  The fact that all men, by nature, are guilty of unbelief, shows that faith must be the duty of all!
  "Repent ye," said Peter, "and be converted, that your sins may be blotted out" (Acts 3:19).  His words were addressed indiscriminately to all.  How do we know?  Well, "all  the people" were together (v.11), and Peter preached to them (v.12ff.). 
  Of John the Baptist, Paul said that he had "preached before [Christ's] coming the baptism of repentance to all the people of Israel" (Acts 13:24).  He did not preach that only the elect should repent: he preached that all the people should do so!  It is true that only the elect ever will; but all men are under obligation to do so.
  To the heathen people of Lystra, Paul said, "We also are men of like passions with you, and preach unto you that ye should turn from these vanities unto the living God" (Acts 14:15).  We know that he called upon all to repent, to turn from idolatry unto God, because verses 13 and 14 tell us who he was speaking to: "the people".
  When the Philippian jailor cried out, "Sirs, what must I do to be saved?"  Paul and Silas replied, "Believe on the Lord Jesus Christ, and thou shalt be saved, and thy house" (Acts 16:30,31).  They told him to believe savingly on Jesus Christ, even though they did not know whether he was elect or not!
  To the heathen Athenians Paul preached, "And the times of this ignorance God winked at; but now commandeth all men every where to repent" (Acts 17:30).  This is very clear!  God commands all men everywhere to repent of their sins!  It is their duty to do so, and their sin if they don't!
  Paul said that he testified "both to the Jews, and also to the Greeks, repentance toward God, and faith toward our Lord Jesus Christ" (Acts 20:21).  He told them that they had to repent and believe on Christ.  He did not just tell the elect to do so – for he did not know who they were; he called on both Jews and Greeks, indiscriminately, to repent and believe.
  Paul "shewed first unto them of Damascus, and at Jerusalem, and throughout all the coasts of Judaea, and then to the Gentiles, that they should repent and turn to God, and do works meet for repentance" (Acts 26:20).  Again we see the duty of all men to repent and turn to God.  Paul did not know who the elect were; he preached this message to all indiscriminately.
  "For whosoever shall call upon the name of the Lord shall be saved" (Rom. 10:13).  This is as wide as can be: "whosoever".  Here is a word to all (see also Jn. 3:16).  The preacher does not know who is elect, and who is not; he must simply preach the Gospel to all, and invite all to come unto Christ for eternal salvation.
  "And the Spirit and the bride say, Come.  And let him that heareth say, Come.  And let him that is athirst come.  And whosoever will, let him take the water of life freely" (Rev. 22:17).  That beautiful word, "Come,"  is an offer, an invitation, sincerely made to "whosoever will" by the Holy Spirit, through the preachers of the Church (the bride). 

  The Scriptures, then, speak with a very plain voice.  The Lord offers salvation indiscriminately to all; and it is the duty of all men to repent, and believe.
  But it is an absolute certainty that only those to whom God actually grants repentance and saving faith, will ever have it – for these are gifts of sovereign grace (see, for example, Acts 11:18; 2 Tim. 2:25; Acts 5:31; Eph. 2:8,9; etc.).  How, then, do we reconcile these plain Gospel invitations and commands with the equally scriptural fact that only the elect will ever savingly believe and repent?    How can all people be exhorted to believe in Christ for salvation, when Christ died only for the elect, and no others will ever be saved?
  We must clearly understand what it means to "believe the Gospel".  It does not mean that a sinner must believe that Christ died for him.  That is Arminianism – the false notion that Christ died for all men and women.  As the Lord Jesus laid down his life only for his elect, it cannot be that God demands that all men believe that Christ laid down his life for them!  The only sinner who can know with certainty that Christ died for him is the one who, truly mourning over his sins (for repentance is a divine gift, given only to the elect), flees to Christ by faith for salvation (for faith, too, is a divine gift, given only to the elect), forsaking all works of his own and calling upon the Lord for mercy and pardon, and who experiences forgiveness of sins and peace with God through Christ.  It is after conversion that a person can know with certainty that Christ died for him personally.
  What, then, does it mean to "believe the Gospel"?  It means to believe what the Scriptures do say: that Christ is who the Scriptures say he is (Matt. 16:16,18; Jn. 6:69; Jn. 9:35-38; Jn. 20:31; Acts 8:37; Rom. 10:14); that he died and rose to save sinners; that he will save all who come to him; and then to cast oneself upon Christ, by faith, for mercy and salvation; to trust him for one's salvation; to receive him as Lord and Saviour (Matt. 10:40; Jn. 1:12,13; Col. 2:6); to come to him (Jn. 6:35,37).  John Murray put it very well when he wrote that the primary act of faith is entrustment to Christ as Lord and Saviour.  It is not the belief that we have been saved, not even the belief that Christ died for us, but the commitment of ourselves to Christ as unsaved, lost, helpless and undone in order that we might be saved.
  The Lord Jesus Christ certainly came to save his elect only – and only they ever will be saved.  Nevertheless, all men fell in Adam; and it is the duty of all men to believe in Christ – even though only the elect ever will.  It is still the responsibility of all men to repent and believe – even though they cannot!  And they are guilty for not doing so – even though they cannot!  Now, if this sounds strange at first, please consider the following very carefully:
  Although fallen man is unable to repent and believe, this inability is his own fault!  God did not make Adam sin: he sinned of his own accord.  And all mankind sinned in him.  No man can say, "I rebelled against God, and thereby lost the ability to come to him; so therefore he must pardon me."  As one has correctly said, a man who is given a duty to do by a higher authority, and who deliberately mutilates his hand so that he cannot do his duty, may indeed now be unable to; but as his inability is his fault, he is guilty!  He cannot plead his inability.  It was self-induced, and he should be punished, not pardoned!  If one cannot pay a debt, this does not excuse him for going into debt in the first place.
  Man rebelled against God.  But God still has the right to demand obedience – even though he withholds the grace without which man cannot obey.
  The utter depravity of their own wills prevents men from receiving the Gospel.  God does not put any obstacles in their way.  The non-elect are welcome to receive it if they will - but they will not!  "And ye will not come to me, that ye might have life" (Jn. 5:40).  They will not come, and are justly damned for not doing so.

  There are many clear invitations to sinners in the Scriptures.  Hyper-Predestinarians, however, when faced with these Gospel invitations, have a ready explanation: they assert that these invitations were only issued to "sensible" sinners; that is, to sinners whom the Lord had made aware of their sinfulness; to sinners who had been awakened to their dreadful state, and to their desperate need for a Saviour.
  Take, for example, the following invitations:
  "Come unto me, all ye that labour and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest" (Matt.11:28).  The Hyper-Predestinarian will say that this invitation is addressed, not to all men, but to those who are "labouring" and "heavy laden": i.e. those whom the Lord has made "sensible" of their sins, and who are labouring under their great burden.
  "If any man thirst, let him come unto me, and drink" (Jn. 7:37).  This invitation is addressed to the thirsty soul, says the Hyper-Predestinarian.  It is addressed to those who know that they are thirsty, not to men still dead to all spiritual things.
  "Ho, every one that thirsteth, come ye to the waters, and he that hath no money; come ye, buy, and eat; yea, come, buy wine and milk without money and without price" (Isa. 55:1).  Again, says the Hyper-Predestinarian, it is the one who is aware of his spiritual thirst who is invited to come, not every sinner indiscriminately.
  In preaching the Gospel to sinners, then, the Hyper-Predestinarian says that one cannot indiscriminately call upon all men to come to Christ; one must certainly preach that Christ alone is the Lord and Saviour, and that sinners must flee to him for refuge; but one cannot and must not invite sinners to Christ, or offer him freely to all; one cannot and must not plead with sinners to flee to Christ.  Only when a man or woman is made sensible of his sin, and his need for Christ, would it be safe to tell that particular soul to flee to Christ.
  In answering this doctrine of Hyper-Predestinarianism, let it be first acknowledged that the Scriptures quoted above, as well as others, most certainly are addressed to the labouring, the heavy laden, the thirsty, etc.  Indeed, such people are the only ones who will ever close with Christ, and embrace him.  But the elect are known only to God; and the secret operations of the Spirit of God upon the soul are unseen by the preacher.  His duty is simply to preach the Gospel to all, sincerely and passionately calling upon all men and women to repent, and to trust in Christ.  And who will do so?  None but those who have been made sensible of their sins, it is true; but still the offer must be made.  His words will fall on deaf ears, unless there are some present who are hungry, thirsty, burdened, heavy laden – and if there are, then God has made them that way, and they will hear with gladness, and flee to Christ!  A man cannot come to Christ unless he is conscious of his need of him, and of his own sinfulness and lostness; the Lord always makes a man hungry, and thirsty, before he provides him with the bread of life, Jesus Christ (see John 6); and so, when the preacher says, "Come unto Christ!" to lost souls, the offer is sincerely made to all; but of course the only ones who ever will come are the heavy laden, the burdened, the hungry and thirsty. 
  Not knowing if the Lord has, during the very course of his sermon, opened the hearts of some as he did Lydia's (Acts 16:14), and made them hunger and thirst after righteousness, the preacher must exhort his hearers to come to Christ; and what he is, in effect, saying, is this: "Are you hungry?  Are you thirsty?  Are you weary and heavy laden?  Then come!  Come to Christ!  Come, and hunger and thirst no more!"
  Consider Peter's sermon in Acts 3.  It was addressed to all men.  How do we know?  Well, "all the people" were together (v.11), and Peter, it says, preached to them (v.12ff).  Now, it will be noted, if one reads the sermon and the surrounding context, that these people had shown no signs of being under conviction of sin, "sensible" sinners, weary and hungry and thirsty.  They were simply a crowd of people, full of wonder and amazement because of the miraculous healing of the lame man (vv.10-12).  And yet what did Peter say to them?  "Repent ye therefore, and be converted, that your sins may be blotted out" (v.19)!  Peter did not stop short of exhorting them to repentance, simply because he did not know who were elect and who were not!  He urged them all, indiscriminately, to repent of their sins and be converted!
  Consider the Lord's commission to the prophet Ezekiel.  "Son of man, go, get thee unto the house of Israel, and speak with my words unto them....But the house of Israel will not hearken unto thee; for they will not hearken unto me....get thee to them of the captivity, unto the children of thy people, and speak unto them, and tell them, Thus saith the Lord GOD; whether they will hear, or whether they will forbear" (Ezek. 3:4-11).  Ezekiel was to speak to them, whether they would listen or not.  In fact, the Lord told him, before he went, that they would not hearken to him!  Yet he was to go anyway.  And what was he to say to them?  Among other things, he was to warn them to turn from their sins (vv.17-21).  Well, none can truly turn from their sins but those to whom the Lord grants the gift of repentance (Acts 11:18; 2 Tim. 2:25).  Was Ezekiel commanded only to address ones whom he knew to be "sensible" sinners?  No: he was to warn the wicked, indiscriminately, to turn from their sins!  Ezekiel did not know who would do so: he was simply to call upon all to do so.
  Consider those words from Isa. 65:2: "I have spread out my hands all the day unto a rebellious people".  Here we have a picture of the Lord God, with hands stretched out, ready to receive all who would come to him.  A Gospel invitation indeed!  You may say, "But the Lord, who has elected some to salvation and passed by the rest, knows precisely who will come, and who will not; how, then, can the offer be sincere?"  Of course it can!  Even if one knows an invitation will be refused, one can still issue it sincerely!  "For many are called" (Matt. 22:14) – yes, called sincerely, "bidden to the wedding"; "come unto the marriage" is the sincere invitation of the King; but, "they would not come" (Matt. 22:3).  The will is in bondage to sin, and for this reason, as Jesus said, "ye will not come unto me, that ye might have life" (Jn. 5:40).  "For many are called" - they hear the Gospel, they are called by the preacher to repentance and faith in Christ - "but few are chosen" (Matt. 22:14): chosen in eternity by God to salvation in Jesus Christ.  And while many hear the general call, only the elect few hear the effectual call of the Spirit of God in their hearts, and respond.
  What about Acts 16:29-31?  It says that the jailor "came trembling, and fell down before Paul and Silas, and brought them out, and said, Sirs, what must I do to be saved?  And they said, Believe on the Lord Jesus Christ, and thou shalt be saved, and thy house."  Again, the Hyper-Predestinarians declare that this man was a "sensible" sinner; and so he was – it cannot be denied. But how were the apostles to know this?  Many men can appear that way, who are not.  And yet the apostles told him to believe on Christ!

  What, inevitably, are the results of the failure to exhort all men to repent and believe?
  Many are uncertain as to whether or not they have felt sufficient conviction of sin to be among the number of those who "labour and are heavy laden"; and so they are not certain if they have truly "come to Christ" or not.  Having been taught well the truth of Jn. 6:44 – "No man can come to me, except the Father which hath sent me draw him" – they do not see the beauties of the many precious Gospel invitations.  There are true Christians, full of love for the Saviour, who have embraced him by faith, and have repented of their sins, and yet who are always plagued by doubts that they have indeed done so!  They have no real assurance of salvation, for they are so fearful that their own hearts have deceived them.  And they go through many long years, sometimes their whole lives, plagued with these doubts and fears.  Sometimes they cannot even bring themselves to apply for baptism, so uncertain are they of their calling and election.  Some have continued for years and years as mere visitors to a local church, even though they are in full agreement with it and long to be members of it, and all because they are too afraid to say with any finality, "I know that the Lord, by his grace, has granted me the gift of faith, and the gift of repentance, and I have come to Christ by faith.  I know that I am a Christian."  Now of course, it is very, very necessary to be certain that we have not deceived ourselves, and that the Lord has truly worked a work of grace in our hearts!  Such Scriptures as 2 Cor. 13:5 and 2 Pet. 1:10 are very solemn ones, and everyone who names the name of Christ must take heed to them.  But those who see their sinfulness, and their need for Christ, must flee to him, and embrace him by faith; and all who do so, in sincerity and truth, are assured from the Scriptures that Christ will never cast them out (Jn. 6:37), and that they have eternal life (1 Jn. 5:13).
  This is by no means to imply that all who come under the ministry of those of Hyper-Predestinarian persuasion find themselves in the situation described above!  But it is a danger, and there have been many who have found themselves there, as a result of the denial of the free offer of the Gospel.  Afraid to call God theirs, in case they are mistaken, they go haltingly through life, lacking joy, frequently weak in faith, frequently lacking confidence and boldness in prayer, lacking in many cases the courage to apply for baptism and membership in a local church, and even at times discouraged from doing so by the ministers of Hyper-Predestinarian churches themselves.
  In addition, another inevitable result of the denial of the free offer of the Gospel is that there is often very little concern for missionary work among those of Hyper-Predestinarian persuasion.  Indeed, some view any desire to proclaim the Gospel among the lost as a desire smacking of Arminianism.  In reacting against the errors of Arminianism, then, many have moved so far in the opposite direction that they have virtually declared (in deed if not always in word) that, as the salvation of sinners is the work of God alone, no attempt should be made to go into all the world, and preach the Gospel to every creature.  A doctrine of "fatalism" thus develops, entirely at odds with the Word of God, which in essence is this: what will be, will be; the Lord will save whom he will, without using us as instruments; we are to sit back and do little or nothing to promote the Gospel to the lost.

  O let all who are ministers of the Word take heed to these portions of God's holy Word:
  "Knowing therefore the terror of the Lord, we persuade men" (2 Cor. 5:11). Knowing, from the Word of God, what a terrifying day the great day of judgement will be, ministers of the Word are to do what they can to warn men of their great danger, if they continue without Christ; they are to earnestly persuade them of their dreadful plight, and they are to persuade them to flee for refuge to Christ.  This is what Paul did, when he preached the Gospel so earnestly to King Agrippa that that man said, "Almost thou persuadest me to be a Christian" (Acts 26:28).  This is passionate preaching, fervent and persuasive preaching.
  "Now then we are ambassadors for Christ, as though God did beseech you by us: we pray you in Christ's stead, be ye reconciled to God" (2 Cor. 5:20).  To beseech means to entreat; and this is what the word "pray" means in this context as well.  Here we see that ministers of Christ are to beseech men to be reconciled to God; we see, in fact, that God himself, through them, beseeches sinners to be reconciled to himself through Jesus Christ!  This, of necessity, involves beseeching men to repent of their sins, and to believe in the Lord Jesus Christ – for there is no other way for sinners to be reconciled to an offended God!
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