
43

Socinianism and 
John Owen
Lee Gatiss

Lee Gatiss is the Director of Church Society, an Anglican Evangelical ministry based in 

the United Kingdom, and Lecturer in Church History at Union School of Theology. He 

has studied history and theology at Oxford, Cambridge, and Westminster Theological 

Seminary, Philadelphia, and trained for ministry at Oak Hill Theological College in 

London. Having served churches in Oxford, Kettering, and London, he is also the 

author of many books and articles on theology, biblical interpretation, and church 

history, and he earned a PhD from Cambridge University on the Hebrews commentary 

of John Owen. He is the Editor of the NIV Proclamation Bible (Zondervan, 2015) and 

the recent two-volume edition of The Sermons of George Whitefield (Crossway, 2012), 

as well as author of John Owen: The Genius of English Puritanism (Lost Coin, 2016).

One of the surprising features for modern readers of the works of John Owen 
(1616-1683), especially his commentary on Hebrews, is his constant and 
detailed interaction with a group known as the Socinians. In his context, 
however, it is neither unusual nor eccentric, and it makes good sense in the 
light of Owen’s previous career and contemporary agenda. In this article, 
we will put his conversation with the Socinians into historical perspective, 
and particularly assess the way he links the Socinians with others, especially 
Richard Baxter and Hugo Grotius, and the often political motives behind this.

The Great Heresy of Socinianism
For seventeenth-century theologians, the anti-Trinitarian theology known 
as Socinianism was, as Willem van Asselt put it, “the very nadir of heresy.”1 
Many British and Continental divines wrote in great and earnest detail against 
the insidious errors of the so-called Polish Brethren and other Socinians. 
Their roots went back into the previous century to those considered heretics 
by the magisterial Reformers, such as Michael Servetus (1511–1553), but 
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they eventually became associated with the unorthodox Italian émigré to 
Poland, Faustus Socinus (1539–1604).

Gerard Reedy helpfully outlines two related ways in which the term 
Socinianism was used. First, theologically, it described those who followed 
Socinus’ teaching in various ways, e.g., “rationalistic scriptural interpretation; 
the accordance to Jesus of a high place in the divine order but not of divinity; 
the limiting of Jesus’ role in the drama of human redemption principally to 
one of moral exemplarity; the advocacy of a wide tolerance for believers 
of all creeds.” Second, methodologically, “Socinian” often meant placing 
a greater accent on human reason and a spirit of free enquiry than was felt 
to be proper, so that “taken thus, the term may apply to those who actually 
held Socinian doctrines; it may also be used of those who did not hold 
them, and even attacked them, who in some way accentuated reason to a 
degree thought unorthodox by others.”2 Socinianism became the subject of 
particularly passionate debate during the Trinitarian controversy in England 
during the 1690s, but was closely scrutinized from the very beginning of 
the century. Yet Sarah Mortimer asserts that “the intense engagement with 
Socinian writing that is evident in so many scholarly works of the period has 
been largely overlooked,”3 except in the cases of a few leading lights such as 
John Locke, John Milton, and Isaac Newton.

Refutations of Socinianism across the Confessions
Socinianism’s influence can however be detected throughout the seven-
teenth-century academic community and across the confessional divides. 
Roman Catholic polemicists, commentators, and theologians, particu-
larly Jesuits such as Adam Contzen (1573–1635),4 Cornelius à Lapide 
(1567–1637),5 and Denis Petau (1583–1652),6 wrote against the Socin-
ians.7 Lutheran theologians also took up their pens in defense of Trinitarian 
orthodoxy against them,8 none more so than Abraham Calov (1612–1686) 
who was from the East Prussian border with Poland (where Socinianism 
was strongest), which “made this conflict a priority within his polemical 
oeuvre.”9 Willem van Asselt claims that amongst the Reformed, “one can 
notice a response to Socinian theology in almost every locus of the systems 
of high orthodoxy.”10

Works dedicated to refuting the Socinian heresy came from French, Tran-
sylvanian, and especially Dutch Reformed theologians,11 as well as from the 
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English, both conformist and non-nonconformist.12 Dewey Wallace claims 
that “Socinianism, with its denial of the Trinity and the atonement as well 
as its grace-denying moralism, was a more complete challenge to Calvinist 
orthodoxy than Arminianism had been.”13 It is no surprise then that the word 
“Socinian” became “a stock part of the abusive rhetoric of much religious 
debate” in the seventeenth century,14 as it was singled out for attention by 
various polemicists and heresy hunters.15 Opponents disagreed among 
themselves of course, yet there was a strikingly broad agreement on the 
pernicious nature of Socinian heresy.

Reasons for Opposing Such a Small Group
Yet for all this scholarly and polemical energy, the surprising thing, as Klaus 
Scholder puts it, “is that at no time did Socinianism represent a real force. 
Simply in numerical terms its adherents were a tiny little group in comparison 
to the great confessions.”16 Indeed, Scholder estimates that “in its heyday 
in Poland, including foreigners the Socinian movement did not comprise 
more than a thousand families.”17 Their main center of influence was Poland, 
but their academy in Raków was deliberately destroyed in 1638. They were 
expelled from the country twenty years later, and persecuted almost every-
where they were found in Europe.

This discrepancy between the political insignificance of the Socinians as 
a group and the amount of time and energy spent by theologians in every 
denomination refuting them has not gone unnoticed by scholars of the period. 
It was apparently nothing to do with their morality for, writes Stanislas Kot, 
“in spite of the fact that they were hated and passionately opposed by all the 
confessions, we find no complaints against their morals whether collective 
or individual.”18 At the time, Roman Catholics like Edward Knott (1581–
1656) frequently insinuated that Socinianism was the logical progression 
of Protestantism.19 As he wrote in 1636, “the verie Doctrine of Protestants 
if it be followed closely, and with coherence to itself, must of necessitie 
induce Socinianisme.”20 Others called Protestants back to Rome since the 
doctrine of the Trinity could not be proven sola scriptura.21 Presbyterians 
and Episcopalians even excoriated Baptists and Congregationalists, whose 
ecclesiology they thought would inexorably end up in a denial of the Trinity.22

Anti-Trinitarianism may have been opposed simply as a foil or as a form 
of virtue signaling, to demonstrate orthodoxy on the doctrine of the Trinity 
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against the aspersions of enemy theologians. Hans Blom recently traced 
Reformed antipathy to a fear of God’s wrath and a forfeiting of his benev-
olence should Reformed divines be soft on heresy.23 Evidence for such a 
motive in opposing Socinianism might be found in the 1666 Bill against 
Atheism, which was introduced into Parliament in the wake of the Great 
Fire of London and particularly targeted those who denied the Trinity.24

Yet there was more to the widespread opposition to Socinianism than 
simply “God will show his displeasure against all heresy and so must we.” After 
all, there were many heretical sects in the seventeenth century which escaped 
without attracting the attention Socinianism did, while both Jews and Muslims 
denied the Trinity. It may be partly true that traditionally orthodox clergy felt 
their power base to be under threat if their training and expertise were no 
longer needed to explain the grand mystery of the Trinity, as anti-Trinitarians 
alleged.25 And perhaps some Reformed polemicists were simply desperate to 
find useful polemical targets and opponents against whom to demonstrate 
their scholarly prowess.26 But there was often more to it than that.

John Owen’s Interaction with the Socinians

Publishing against the Socinians
In the Preface to the 1721 posthumous collection of Owen’s sermons and 
tracts, the editors note the attention he paid to the Socinians. “This great 
champion,” they wrote, “made it his business to rase the foundation of the 
Socinian scheme, and to enervate their main strength, chiefly bending his 
studies to that controversy.”27 They list several of his works as evidence of 
this particular focus on the heterodox Socinians, including his commentary 
on Hebrews. His opposition to the Polish Brethren had begun in his first 
book (now lost) on Christ’s priesthood.28 His first extant published work, 
Θεομαχία Αὐτεξουσιαστικὴ or A Display of Arminianisme (1643) condemned 
a certain idea as “a wicked Pelagian Socinian heresie,”29 and he continued to 
regard the Socinians as heretical for the rest of his publishing career. He wrote 
against their views of justification, atonement, divine justice, and especially 
the Trinity,30 because there was not one city, town, or village without a drip 
of this satanic poison, he claimed.31

In 1655, at the request of the Council of State, Owen devoted a large 
volume called Vindiciae Evangelicae; or The Mystery of the Gospel Vindicated 
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and Socinianism Examined specifically to refuting these errors.32 This unpacked 
the thought of English anti-Trinitarian writer John Biddle (1615/16–1662) 
as well as the Polish Brethren.33 As Paul Lim avers, Owen “latched onto sola 
scriptura as his main cudgel to fight against Biddle.”34 His prodigious polem-
ical output against the Socinians coincided with the rise in demand for their 
works. Thomas Edwards reported in 1646 that there was a flourishing trade in 
the books of Socinian authors Ostorodius, Oniedinus, Crellius, and Socinus 
amongst English and Dutch merchants.35 Holland was seen by many as the 
bridgehead for Socinian influence to spread into England.36 The translation 
of various Latin Socinian works in the middle decades of the century helps 
to account for the increasingly urgent polemics against them.37 The first 
Socinian work ever to be translated into English and published in England, 
however, was a commentary on the Epistle to the Hebrews. Originally pur-
ported to be based on the lectures of John Crell (1590–1633) as written 
up or arranged by Jonas Schlichting (1592–1661),38 it was rather sneakily 
translated and published anonymously by Thomas Lushington—without 
mentioning its original authors or their provenance.39 Owen may well have 
owned this commentary,40 and he would certainly interact with it in great 
detail in his own exposition of Hebrews. The challenge from the Socinians 
was not only doctrinal, but also exegetical.

In countering the perceived threat, Francis Cheynell wrote in 1650 that, “it 
was most requisite that I should write in English, because since the beginning 
of the year 1645 there have been many blasphemous bookes to the great 
dishonour of the blessed Trinity printed in England.”41 Andrew Marvell 
comments that Socinian books sold “as openly as the Bible” in 1672,42 and 
by 1680, George Ashwell was complaining that Socinian books had been 
widely dispersed and were eagerly read by younger students.43 It would be 
strange, therefore, if Owen, who was involved in the delivery of ministerial 
training at Oxford, was not sensitive to the threat posed by such material 
and keen to engage both Continental and British anti-Trinitarians. It is 
perhaps an overstatement to say he “bent his studies” chiefly to refuting 
Socinians,44 but he was clearly concerned about the influence and effect 
they were having in his day.

Political Motives?
Sarah Mortimer also attributes a political motive to Owen’s engagement with 
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the Socinians. She claims that Owen, at the height of his political influence 
in the 1650s, “found in Socinianism a convenient and suitably unpopular 
target against which he could put forward his own ecclesiastical vision.”45 This 
involved an “Erastian” church settlement which would exclude Arminianism 
and in which magistrates would be called upon to prosecute English anti-Trin-
itarians such as Paul Best and John Biddle. These domestic concerns and 
native forms of heterodoxy were, says Mortimer, more in Owen’s sights than 
the foreign heresy of Socinianism itself. Owen, she says, wished to discredit 
several theological positions (especially Arminianism) by associating them 
with Socinianism, and yet ultimately this ploy failed. The effect of Owen’s 
plan to promote a strictly Calvinist settlement by linking “all versions of 
Remonstrant-style theology to Socinianism and to anti-Trinitarian heresy” 
was merely “to hamstring efforts for theological unity and to ensure that no 
confession was agreed in 1654.”46

Owen was indeed at the forefront of efforts to outlaw Socinianism in 
the 1650s, and had presented a petition against the Racovian Catechism to 
Parliament in 1652.47 As we shall see, he was also keen to draw suggestive 
connections between Socinianism and other forms of theology that he 
disliked. Yet it is not necessary to propose that his distaste at the Racovian 
Catechism was merely a political maneuver. The widespread opposition to 
Socinianism all across the continent from every corner of Trinitarian Chris-
tendom is sufficient to show that he would have been justified in opposing 
it for purely theological reasons, and Biddle was, in any case, more than just 
a local nuisance.48 Moreover, there were other political reasons for the lack 
of an agreed confession in 1654 and it is very unlikely that Owen’s linking 
of Socinianism with Arminianism (a commonplace since the Vorstius affair 
in the decade prior to the Synod of Dort anyway),49 was responsible for the 
failure of this endeavor. Others on the committee appointed to discuss “fun-
damentals” were equally vehement against Socinianism and also made this 
link, such as Francis Cheynell and Thomas Goodwin.50 Moreover, as John 
Coffey points out, in December 1654, Parliament specifically and deliberately 
agreed that, “the true reformed Protestant Religion” should be “the public 
profession of these nations.”51 The new insertion of the word “reformed” here 
may well indicate that Parliament was happy to tolerate varieties of Calvinism 
but had on some level decided between Reformed and Remonstrant.52 The 
committee of which Richard Baxter was a part was not hamstrung by Owen 
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and did in fact print twenty propositions for Parliament; they were not taken 
further because, as Baxter himself reports, “the Parliament was dissolved, 
and all came to nothing, and that labour was lost.”53

In any case, Owen’s continued focus on Socinian errors in his multi-volume 
Hebrews commentary (published between 1668 and 1684), well after his 
political influence had all but disappeared at the Restoration, and his con-
tinuing insistence on drawing connections between Socinian and Arminian 
errors, is hard to explain if it was developed merely for short term political 
reasons in the 1650s. Sarah Mortimer claims that when John Owen accused 
Richard Baxter of promoting Socinianism in 1654, this can only be under-
stood in the light of disputes about the interregnum church settlement.54 
This, I think, is too bold a claim, though it is certainly the case that Baxter’s 
approach to making a settlement was criticized for being too open to the 
Socinians, as was that of John Goodwin.55 As Baxter recounts the discussions 
of 1654 he writes,

I would have had the Brethren to have offered the Parliament the Creed, Lord’s 

Prayer, and Decalogue alone as our Essentials or Fundamentals; which at least 

contain all that is necessary to Salvation, and hath been by all the Ancient 

Churches taken for the Sum of their Religion. And whereas they still said, [A 

Socinian or a Papist will Subscribe all this] I answered them, So much the better, 

and so much the fitter it is to be the Matter of our Concord.56

Although he himself was a Trinitarian (“I unfeignedly account the doc-
trine of the Trinity, the very summ and kernel of the Christian Religion” he 
claimed),57 it is clear that Baxter often spoke in such a manner that Socinians 
themselves considered him to be sympathetic to their ways of thinking. 
They did at one time attempt secretly to recruit him.58 Far from being a 
merely short-term political issue in 1654, Owen and Baxter would still be 
disagreeing over these issues well after the Restoration. In 1668, for example, 
Baxter resisted Owen’s suggestion for explicit exclusion of Socinian errors 
in a formula of concord between dissenters.59

The problem of perception here was a difficult one for Baxter. He liked 
to call himself a “meer Christian” and tried to promote the Bible and the 
Apostles’ Creed as sufficient tests for orthodoxy (sometimes adding the 
Lord’s Prayer and Ten Commandments as additional touchstones). As 
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early as 1659 he used the term “meer Christians,”60 and this became one 
of his regular slogans in later years, so that in 1680 he could write, “I am a 
CHRISTIAN, a MEER CHRISTIAN, of no other Religion; and the Church 
that I am of is the Christian Church … I am against all Sects and dividing 
Parties: But if any will call Meer Christians by the name of a Party, because 
they take up with Meer Christianity, Creed, and Scripture, and will not be 
of any dividing or contentious Sect, I am of that Party which is so against 
Parties.”61 Indeed, one might say of Baxter’s “autobiography” that “his attrac-
tion to ‘meer Christianity’ functions as an organising principle throughout 
his narrative and colours the way he sees and describes events.”62 

Both the slogan and this approach to ecclesiology were, however, held 
in common with some other groups, including anti-Trinitarians.63 Most 
prominently, John Biddle had claimed in the title that his Twofold Catechism 
(1654) was “Composed for their sakes that would fain be meer Christians, 
and not of this or that sect.”64 This was assailed a year later by the London 
Provincial Assembly, who complained, “How blasphemously have some 
disputed against the infinite merit, yea, and Deity of our Saviour … Thus 
pretending to make their disciples meere Christians, they have taken a faire 
course, to leave them meere Atheists.”65 Owen also mocked Biddle’s self-des-
ignation as a “mere Christian” in Vindiciae Evangelicae, insinuating that his 
doctrine was more Islamic than Christian.66 He also added an appendix to 
this, his major work against Socinianism, specifically aimed at Richard Baxter, 
an intimation of association that did not go un-noticed.67

Jonas Schlichting sought in his Confessio Fidei (1642) to promote Socinian 
views by “insisting on the sufficiency of the Apostles’ Creed as an adequate 
and sufficient summary of Scripture.”68 It was, he said, “a full and genuine 
mark of Christianity,”69 and Anglicans like Jeremy Taylor had long been happy 
with this uniting approach to various sects.70 This meant that in the mid-sev-
enteenth century a “meer Christian” who claimed to stand on scripture and 
the Apostles’ Creed alone could actually be, when pressed further, a Quaker, 
a Roman Catholic, an Episcopalian, or a Socinian. In such a context, it was 
no wonder, then, that Owen and other Reformed divines not only opposed 
such a loose definition of essential articles of faith but could also attack Bax-
ter’s method as both sounding like and ultimately sponsoring Socinianism. 
Socinians did indeed promote and benefit from such tolerationism, which 
Owen saw as a “recipe for Socinian proliferation.”71
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The Crypto-Socinianism of Hugo Grotius
Socinianism was just one of a number of heterodox tendencies during the 
seventeenth century, and could easily be linked in contemporary minds 
with other currents of thought that led away from Reformed orthodoxy. In 
this regard, it is important to notice how throughout Owen’s commentary 
on Hebrews he associates Socinian comments on the text with those of the 
Dutch Remonstrant theologian Hugo Grotius.

Arminianism and Socinianism
There was a long history of associating Arminianism with Socinianism. 
Arminius himself was accused of aiding and abetting the anti-Trinitarian cause 
through his interpretation of certain passages of scripture.72 The Reformed 
writer Nicolaus Bodecherus, who in 1618 had been deposed as a minister for 
having Remonstrant sympathies,73 soon afterwards condemned Arminianism 
for agreeing in essence, words, and even method (sive reipsa, sive verbis, sive 
etiam methodo) with the Socinians.74 Étienne Courcelles, a Professor in the 
Remonstrant College in Amsterdam, had even helped to prepare the Biblio-
theca Fratrum Polonorum (a major series of Socinian works) for the press,75 
and it was published by former Remonstrant pastor Frans Kuyper.76 Socinian 
minister Martin Ruar, who had more than once been to England, even tried 
on behalf of the Racovians to effect a union with the Dutch Arminians,77 
some of whom (such as Episcopius and Courcelles) joined the Socinians in 
attacking the Nicene Creed and aspects of patristic orthodoxy.78

In England itself, Richard Resbury accused well-known Arminian John 
Goodwin of “Pelagio-Socinianism,”79 a doctrinal link which was also noted 
by George Walker,80 as well as Thomas Edwards in his Gangraena.81 Indeed, 
Edwards reports that Goodwin sowed the seeds of Socinianism in London 
by publicly undermining the “cheif (sic) and most pregnant places” in scrip-
ture used to support the deity of Christ, with Arian and Socinian evasions.82 
Thomas Firmin (1632–1697), “the best known and most influential Socinian 
in England in the latter part of the seventeenth century” had been close to 
Goodwin and attended his church,83 but Goodwin himself was emphatic in 
his belief in the deity of Christ and the Spirit, and rejected the label Socinian 
despite admitting to being interested in acquiring Socinian books.84 While 
insisting on justification sola fide and attacking Richard Baxter for undermin-
ing it, John Troughton (c. 1637–1681) lambasted the idea of justification 
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by faith plus obedience as ‘Arminian, Popish, and to lead unavoidably unto 
Socinianism.’85 As Carl Trueman suggests, “it was easy to see in the mod-
ifications of Trinitarian perspectives required by Arminian soteriology a 
decisive move towards … anti-Trinitarianism.”86 John Goodwin, Baxter, and 
others were therefore easily ensnared polemically in an anti-Socinian net.

Hugo Grotius and Socinianism
No bigger fish was caught in that widely cast net than Hugo Grotius. Owen 
is not the only commentator to be wary of Grotius, whose Annotations on 
the Old and New Testaments were first published in Amsterdam and Paris 
between 1641 and 1650. Abraham Calov also sought in his work on the 
Bible to explode “Grotian distortions and false interpretations.”87 The text of 
Grotius’ Annotations was printed in one column and a detailed refutation of 
it in the other.88 Richard Simon (1638–1712), as well as criticizing Grotius 
for his use of profane authors and his unnecessary multiplying of variant 
readings, also noted how in his biblical annotations, Grotius “being filled 
with the prejudices of the Arminians & Socinians, has sometimes favoured 
those two sects.”89

John Conant, Presbyterian successor of Owen as Vice Chancellor at 
Oxford, lectured on Grotius’ Annotations while Regius Professor, seeking to 
vindicate the scriptures “from such of his expositions as the Socinians had 
taken any advantage.”90 The learned Theophilus Gale, while praising Grotius 
as “a good Critic” also warned his students against his Socinian tendencies 
and counselled them not to imbibe his erroneous theology from the Anno-
tations.91 Grotius’ approach to biblical interpretation added to suspicions 
so that, “in the seventeenth century Grotius was generally believed to be 
a Socinian himself, and suspected of a hidden political agenda.”92 Even his 
attempt to distance himself from the Socinians on the atonement was con-
sidered to have assisted his adversary in many respects.93

Owen attacked the Dutchman in Vindiciae Evangelicae and elsewhere, 
finding in his Annotations an affinity with Socinianism or, at least, faulty 
exegesis of key Christological texts which undermined the orthodox doctrine 
of Christ’s deity.94 So at the end of his assertion of Christ’s deity and pre-ex-
istence, against the Socinian catechism, Owen adds “a little animadversion 
upon the catechists’ good friend Grotius,” showing how he agrees in the 
end with Socinian doctrine.95 The Anglican theologian Henry Hammond 
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(1605–1660) leapt to Grotius’ defense, calling him “such a Gyant in all 
kinds of literature,”96 and Owen attacked the Annotations again in 1656.97 
He continued to regard Grotius and other Arminians as at least “friends” to 
the Socinians as he had since his earliest published work.98

The Arminian leader, John Goodwin, was fond of Grotius’ work, espe-
cially his Annotations,99 and followed him on the atonement.100 At the same 
time, “Mere Christian” Richard Baxter declared that in some subjects he 
had learned more from Grotius than almost any other writer, and praised 
his Annotations.101 Baxter considered Grotius a “Moderate Papist,”102 but 
cleared him from all suspicion of being a Socinian, claiming that he clearly 
believed in the Trinity, “however he dealt with particular Texts of Scripture 
that concern it.”103 Yet as Mortimer says, “To Owen, it was not Biddle but 
Grotius who had done the most to undermine this Trinitarian reading of 
the Scriptures.”104

Grotius’s hermeneutical approach can be seen to have roots in the 
humanist revival of Erasmus in the sixteenth century. Erasmus too had 
been suspected of denying the Trinity and the deity of Christ because of 
his textual observations. He defended himself from such accusations, but 
his scholarly approach was used by others to undermine the Trinity.105 He 
is cited fifteen times in the Racovian Catechism, for example.106 Grotius 
was a great admirer of his fellow-countryman and “intellectual ancestor” 
Erasmus, ostentatiously visiting the monument to the great humanist when 
he returned briefly to Rotterdam in October 1631.107 Stephen Nye, in his 
sympathetic Brief History of the Unitarians (1687), mentions Erasmus as 
an honored forerunner of the Socinians, and then immediately follows up 
with a brief section on Grotius in which he writes that, “Grotius is Socinian 
all over … publishing some Annotations on the Bible, he interpreted the 
whole according to the mind of the Socinians. There is nothing in all his 
Annotations, which they do not approve and applaud. His Annotations 
are a compleat System of Socinianism.”108

Owen on Grotius’ Socinian Tendencies
Given all the theological and personal links noted above, it is therefore no 
surprise that Owen referred to “the Pelagians, whose errors and heresies are 
again revived among us by a crew of Socinianized Arminians.”109 Through-
out his Hebrews commentary he associates Grotius in particular with the 
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Socinians, often mentioning them in the same breath. It is not my purpose to 
examine Grotius’ theology to decide the issue of his orthodoxy on this point. 
Grotius did not directly deny the doctrine of the Trinity. Owen constantly 
insinuates, however, that Grotius adopted Socinian methods of interpretation 
and anti-Trinitarian readings of various key texts. He accuses him of speaking 
like one who denies the divine personality of the Holy Spirit,110 and casts 
doubt on Grotius’ grasp of other aspects of Trinitarian orthodoxy.111 More 
often than not, however, his approach is to show how close Grotius is to 
anti-Trinitarianism on exegetical details.

Grotius’ agreement with the Socinians is logged in detail by Owen on 
numerous occasions throughout his commentary on Hebrews. On the 
word οἰκουμένη (world) in Hebrews 1:6, for example, the strange interpre-
tation of the Socinians (that it means not world but “heaven”) is also held 
“by Grotius after them.”112 Owen also notes in his comments on Hebrews 
1:8, “your throne, O God, is for ever and ever” that Erasmus had mooted 
a non-Trinitarian reading of this—not allowing the title God (θεὸς) to be 
granted to Christ from this text—which the Socinians had happily seized 
upon and Grotius then followed.113 He speaks of a Socinian interpretation of 
Hebrews 2:14-15 held by “Enjedinus, and after him Grotius.”114 On Hebrews 
5:3, Owen will canvass the opinion of Crell and Schlichting and then add the 
view of “Grotius, who speaks to the same purpose.”115 And on Hebrews 7:22 
he writes of “the Socinians, who are followed by Grotius and Hammond.”116

Discussing whether Christ offered a sacrifice for his own sins (Hebrews 
7:27-28), Owen points out that “Socinus first affirmed that the Lord Christ 
offered also for himself, or his own sins. And he is followed herein by those 
of his own sect, as Schlichtingius on this place: and so he is also by Grotius 
and Hammond;—which is the channel whereby many of his notions and 
conceptions are derived unto us.”117 In further elaboration of this “novel 
invention” he concludes that “Grotius adds little unto what Schlichtingius 
offers in this case,” and “Hammond says the same.”118 Owen notes that Crell 
and Grotius have disagreed on an exegetical detail from Hebrews 8:4 in 
their debate over the satisfaction of Christ.119 Yet he links them together in 
holding an unorthodox position on the same subject when discussing what 
ἁμαρτίας ἀνενεγκεῖν (“to bear sins”) means in Hebrews 9:27 saying, “Grotius 
wholly follows the Socinians in their endeavours to pervert the sense of this 
word. It is not from any difficulty in the word, but from men’s hatred unto 
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the truth, that they put themselves on such endeavours.”120 So, in summary, 
Crell and Schlichting’s novel interpretations are opposed throughout Owen’s 
commentary, but he also feels compelled to draw attention to the fact that, 
on points both great and small, the Socinian “is followed in his conjecture 
(as almost constantly) by Grotius.”121

There are strong clues as to Owen’s motivation for demonstrating these 
exegetical links. Partly he wished to surround Grotius’ faulty annotations 
with doctrinal suspicion, so that a new generation of ministers did not start 
to read and preach the Bible in a Socinianizing fashion.122 He also wanted to 
warn such students of the scriptures that this way of reading the text would 
soon lead down a slippery slope to a denial of the Trinity, the atonement, and 
other core doctrines so that Christianity became merely a moral or ethical 
code.123 Yet, more broadly, Arminians within the Church of England were 
looking to Grotius as their leading light and inspiration as they sought to 
re-orientate the Restoration Church away from its Reformed roots. Henry 
Hammond, a great admirer and defender of Grotius, played a leading part 
in that program,124 which Owen sought to undermine.125

Seen in this light, Owen’s theological polemic against Grotius does also 
contain, therefore, a strong element of domestic political concern. He not 
only associates Grotius with the heretical Socinians but shows that Hammond 
is the English face of this movement which could be “a direct pathway to 
Socinianism.”126 He claims that Hammond and Grotius are the channels for 
Socinian ideas into England.127 Hammond is often referred to as Grotius’ 
admirer or follower, particularly in the last volume of Owen’s commentary 
published in 1684.128 So there can be little doubt as to whom is being referred 
to when Owen speaks of “the Socinians and those who syncretize with them 
in an opposition unto these testimonies given unto the Trinity.”129 Hammond 
and the Arminianizing party within the Church of England were within 
Owen’s sights as he worked his way through Hebrews. He attempted to show 
in detail how they and Hugo Grotius, one of their intellectual inspirations, 
were guilty of crypto-Socinianism, or at least incipient Socinianism, at the 
exegetical level.

Conclusion
Socinianism was one of the greatest theological threats to Reformed ortho-
doxy in the seventeenth century. It is not surprising, therefore, that John 
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Owen spent considerable time and effort interacting with this heretical 
movement. His efforts were not simply theological but as with many other 
orthodox Trinitarian theologians at the time, he also sought to engage them 
exegetically in a sustained attempt to prove that their way of reading the Bible 
simply did not make as much sense of the text.130 His repeated accusation 
that they had mishandled scripture was intended to persuade his readers 
that Socinianism was not merely a pernicious heresy on the theological, 
historical, and philosophical levels but that on the very ground they claimed 
to be strongest—close, unprejudiced reading of the text—their views were 
fatally flawed.

According to Owen, “the most outrageous errors that at this day infest 
Christian religion, as in the Socinians and others” were caused by “neglect 
and contempt of clear, open revelations, because the things revealed are 
mysterious.”131 As Reedy explains, when scripture clashed with what the 
Socinians supposed was reasonable, “for all their pious insistence on the 
primacy of Scripture, it is always Scripture which is corrected when a conflict 
between it and reason occurs. Either it is found that a text can be emended 
on the basis of a survey of ancient copies, or the interpreter realizes, under 
the pressure of the conflict, that the text at issue uses metaphorical language. 
The compromise always occurs on Scripture’s ground, not reason’s.”132 On this 
basis, Owen therefore accused the Socinians and those like them of having to 
twist scripture, neglecting the scope and design of specific passages, to avoid 
the deity of Christ and the doctrine of the Trinity. He, on the other hand 
was keen to embrace the “fullness of the scriptures;” not to over-interpret 
them or engage in eisegesis, but to exegete them fully and carefully from the 
original languages, whatever the results.

In a highly charged polemical atmosphere, Owen also sought to draw 
strong connections between Socinianism and what he saw as other heterodox 
tendencies. Such connections were neither short-term political rhetoric, nor 
entirely without foundation since on both ecclesiological and exegetical 
levels there was great similarity between, for example, Baxter, John Goodwin, 
and Grotius on the one hand, and Crell and Schlichting on the other. This 
approach was also not unprecedented, as theologians and exegetes from other 
Continental confessions also noted vital links between Grotius (and other 
Arminians) and the Polish Brethren. Owen is meticulous and detailed in his 
efforts to document the relationships between these different groups and 
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approaches. He is, however, by no means as unusual or eccentric for doing 
so as some would suggest when his work is viewed from a wider perspective.

Dewey Wallace is not entirely wrong to note that refutations of Socinian-
ism in the later seventeenth century, especially Owen’s, often focused more 
on the atonement than the Trinity.133 We can see, however, that Owen was 
particularly keen to expose the “πρῶτον ψεῦδος” (first lie, or basic error) of 
the Socinians concerning the deity of Christ. As Carl Trueman helpfully 
puts it, “in the light of the radical scripture principle of the Socinians, there 
was a pressing need for theologians such as Owen to counterbalance the 
Reformation emphasis upon scripture’s perspicuity with an emphasis upon 
the need for responsible exegesis set in the context of broader theological 
concerns. Only in this way could such basic orthodox doctrines such as 
the Trinity be safeguarded. The naive anti-intellectualism which was the 
alternative could provide no realistic defence against the Socinian’s radical 
onslaught.”134 Owen’s own exegesis therefore aimed to be deep, rigorous, 
and detailed in an attempt to undermine the Socinian claim to be radically 
biblical. He attacked their theological plausibility at a crucial foundational 
level, by attempting to demonstrate that their exegesis of key texts did not 
stand up to close scrutiny.
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