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The Free OFFer Issue (8)
H. L. Williams

Being a continuation of a critical analysis and review of 
Rev. David Silversides, The Free Offer: Biblical And Reformed
Marpet Press, 2005, paperback, 128 pp.

Presenting, Calling, Offering, Exhorting and Wooing

In previous articles in this series, we presented the evidence that indicates 
that the gospel is, scripturally speaking, a “call” and a “command,” and that 
the language used by Scripture in this matter is redolent of imperatives laid 
on sinners, rather than a conferring of any “rights” or “warrants,” this latter 
position being asserted by the Rev. David Silversides (DS) in his book. The 
sinner, we have asserted, far from having a “right” or “warrant” to come to 
the Lord Christ, has in fact no right not to come.1 

Allied in this endeavour we have shown how analysis of the ancient usage 
of the word “offer” in Latin, the language of the academic theologians of the 
Reformation times, yields the information that the verb offero in its primary 
meaning is “to present,”2 and this stands in stark contrast to the modern 
popular usage both in secular and theological parlance. 

In that DS has opposed this position and has denominated it “revisionism,” 
certain questions arise that require clarification. 

First, it is apposite to examine the degree to which “presenting,” “offering,” 
“exhorting” and “persuading/wooing” are intertwined, if at all, both as to logi-
cal connections and as to legitimate usage, psychologically and linguistically. 

Second, the whole matter must be anchored in legitimate exegesis of the 
Holy Scriptures. A thorough analysis of the biblical usage of “offer” is neces-
sary and it must be said that this itself is a tall order, requiring much time 
and patient research encompassing the relevant lexical stock in the original 

1 Cf. British Reformed Journal, no. 50, pp. 27-28.
2 Cf. Ibid., pp. 36-40.



B r i t i s h  R e f o r m e d  J o u r n a l

4

Scripture languages, and how such lexical stock is rendered in the various 
translations of the Bible, principally with respect to the English language 
versions extant in the first two centuries post-Reformation.3 

Third, it is apparent that, whatever offero meant in Latin originally, at 
some time or other, its usage under its English equivalent “offer” became 
metonymically morphed into the usage by which we usually understand it 
today, that is, that something is presented by someone to someone else with 
a view that that someone else should accept it freely, and to that end exhorta-
tions and various persuasive activities (hailed in some quarters as “wooing”) 
are attached to it and have become intrinsic parts of its meaning. Semantic 
drift occurred, as the word tumbled through the parlance of the passing post-
Reformation centuries, and the question that arises is a compound one, how 
did such semantic drift occur, why did it occur, when did it occur and is the 
“free offer” outcome justifiable scripturally, linguistically and theologically?4 

In the following discussion, therefore, we use the word “offer” in its modern 
sense, as DS would himself, that is, it implies that the offerer earnestly and 
unfeignedly desires that the offeree should take the “presentation” to his/her 
own self to possess and that the “offerer” is required to nuance his “offering” 
with appropriate persuasive activities. 

The Intertwining of Terminology

To the careful observer of language, it is evident that it is impossible to offer 
something to somebody (with a view to them accepting it) without first of all 
“presenting” the object/proposal/opportunity etc. in some form or other, by 
spoken or written word, by actual display, by gesture or by some permutation/
combination of some of these. The act of “presenting” is the process whereby 
the matter in concern is brought to the offeree’s attention. You cannot offer 

3 We concentrate on the Geneva version edition of 1599 and the AV of 1611, bearing in mind 
the connection that the old Geneva version had with Calvin and Beza in Geneva, and how 
the AV was formed during an important transition period in the Puritan era immediately 
post-Perkins and pre-Synod of Dordt. 
4 We remind readers that DS contends that “offer” always meant what it means in today’s 
parlance and that those like Prof. Hanko and Dr. Blacketer who point out the facts concern-
ing “semantic drift” are rather to be considered as late-time “revisionists” (David Silversides, 
The Free Offer: Biblical and Reformed, pp. 11, 62-65). 
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someone a cup of tea without in some way “presenting” the notion of such 
refreshment either linguistically or actually.

However, it is possible to “present” something to somebody without any 
notion that you wish them to partake of it. Pictures in the Tate Gallery are 
“presented” before the public, but they are not for sale. Thus a “presentation” 
is made without the presence of any offer, explicit or implicit. By contrast, in 
an auction of works of art, the presentation definitely does infer the notion of 
an “offer,” and those attending the auction rightly assume that the presenta-
tion involves them being “offered” what is presented. The different context 
determines a different nuancing of the usage of “present,” a nuancing which 
would logically infer “offer,” whether or not the word “offer” is explicitly used 
in that context or not. Doubtless, it was with a view to clarifying these matters 
that the modern English tongue evolved a distinct nuance for the meaning 
of “offer,” which today usually (but not always) infers the notion that what 
is presented is there for the viewer to take to his/herself by an act of willing-
ness. Hence it is, that in modern parlance, “present” and “offer” have evolved 
into distinctly different meanings, but are necessarily intertwined in that it 
is impossible to “offer” without first of all “presenting” whatever it is to be 
offered. And it will be noticed that “presentation” in some form or other is a 
sine qua non that must underly any valid “offer.” 

We see that there are therefore two conceptual factors involved in the 
modern notion of “offer.” First is a “presentation.” Second is an indication 
that the offerer wishes the offeree to accept the offer. In modern parlance the 
first concept is usually unspoken and presupposed, the whole process being 
denominated simply under the term “offer.” As such the sine qua non quality 
of “present” is masked, as also is something else, something vitally important. 
For from that basic linguistic platform of “present,” it does not follow logically 
and necessarily that one should always infer “offer” in the modern sense, i.e., 
that the offerer desires the offeree to receive the offer. 

From the platform “to present,” it is equally logically possible to infer the 
notions of several other concepts besides the notion of “offer.” Let us adum-
brate them all for comparison as follows:

1) Presentation can be to “draw attention to,” “to display,” 
“to advertise” or “to give notice of.”
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2) Presentation can be to issue a “demand.” For example, 
presentation of a tax demand by the Inland Revenue is no-
where near sustaining the notion of “offer” as entertained by 
our modern “free offer” gospellers.

3) Presentation can be to convey a “summons.” E.g., presenta-
tion of a court order implies an imperative that the receiver 
had better not ignore.

4) Presentation can be to convey a “challenge,” as, e.g., in 
the outline of requirements for a competition of some sort.

5) Presentation can be to convey a “warning.” E.g., a danger 
notice, which has absolutely nothing “on offer”!

6) Presentation can be to invoke choice between various op-
portunities or requirements.

7) Presentation can be to convey a “command” or “call,” as 
e.g., in the presentation of the biblical command to all men 
everywhere that they should repent. 

8) Presentation can be to convey to a target person or persons 
that they may receive as their own the entity presented. This 
may be accompanied by appropriate appeals and techniques 
of persuasion: “sales talk,” “beseeching,” “wooing,” etc. (free 
offer). 

Let me reiterate. In ecclesiastical Latin of the medieval and Reformation 
periods the verb offero would be used to express the notion of “present” in 
each one of the above eight types of case.5

Given that offero and its cognates were used in historical theology and that 
the primary meaning is “to present,” it is now evident that offero can cover 
quite a conceptual range. So just how can one determine what offero was 
intended to mean out of any of the above conceptual possibilities?

5 We remind the reader again of the research of the CRC theologian Raymond Blacketer on 
the usage of the Latin offero in Reformation period theology, as adumbrated in British Re-
formed Journal, no. 50, pp. 37-40, where our information is taken from Blacketer’s original 
article in the Calvin Theological Journal (April, 2000), pp. 37-65.
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The answer lies in the context of each individual usage, which will indicate 
what is being presented and why. It is our contention here that the modern 
Calvinist theologians such as Louis Berkhof failed to discriminate between 
these nuances of meaning. Berkhof, as we have seen, consistently conflated 
the notion of “offer” with the notion of “call,” and utilized these two concepts 
as if they were synonymous and interchangeable. That is to say, he failed to 
distinguish linguistically between items 7 and 8 given in the list above. We 
have noted his confusion in this respect as contained in his pamphlet, “The 
Three Points in All Parts Reformed.” It is also our contention that examination 
of the biblical language of the gospel shows quite distinctly a “presentation,” 
the context of which makes it constitute a sovereign “call” or “command” 
from the Most High, which no hearer has a right to ignore. To construe such 
a logical structure as an “offer” is to prostitute language, which always leads 
to confusion of theological concepts. More, we have also demonstrated in 
previous articles that the Canons of Dordt fail to support the likes of Berkhof 
with respect to his conflated notions of “offer” and “call.”6 

Evident, grammatically and logically, in all this is that 7), the notion of 
“presentation-command-call,” will not implicate God in a moral and logical 
contradiction, since it conveys what God righteously demands of every sin-
ner, irrespective of any sinner’s inability to obey, since that inability every 
sinner has voluntarily taken on himself in Adam. But the other notion of 8), 
“presentation-offer,” involves God in moral, logical and ontological confusion 
and contradiction. It portrays God as a hypocrite, in that it portrays him as 
“desiring” the salvation of the reprobate whom he has already predetermined 
to destroy. To justify this last on the basis of “paradox” is but the last bolt-hole 
of the logically bankrupt. Allow such a methodology consistently in exegesis 
and anyone could prove anything from the Bible. 

But DS wants the notion of an “offer” in the modern sense. He urges that 
the language of the gospel requires it, and that the preacher as “offerer” must 
engage in passionate intonations and intimations, to the extent of “wooing” the 

6 Cf. British Reformed Journal, no. 50, pp. 26ff.; David J. Engelsma Hyper-Calvinism and 
the Call of the Gospel (Grand Rapids, MI: RFPA, 1994). Like Blacketer in the Calvin Theo-
logical Journal (April, 2000), Engelsma draws out the truth regarding the gospel being a 
“call,” not an “offer.” 
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sinner with the “offer” that he sees in the gospel, and that, he roundly declares, 
is a direct announcement that “God wants to save all men,” even the reprobate. 
At this point he caricatures his PRC opponents on this issue of “presentation.” 
Scorning the notion that offero originally meant “presentation,” he culls an 
example from modern life and parallels it with what he is sure the PRC mean 
by “presentation.” In so doing he utilizes the notion we have adumbrated 
above as item 1 in the list, that “present” or offero means to “give notice of” 
or “draw attention to,” and nothing more. As such, he says, this is to reduce 
gospel preaching to the level of a “railway station announcer,” who “declaims 
over the loud speaker system and who can so often sound indifferent as to 
whether people hear or do not hear, or whether those who need to hear take 
any notice or not ...” Against this he avers that we should be “preaching to 
sinners with compassion as we remonstrate with them in the name of Christ 
...” as per Romans 10:1.7 

Well, first, may I say, by the way, that having sampled “railway station an-
nouncers” amply across the length and breadth of England and large stretches 
of the European continent what immediately strikes me is their amazingly 
comprehensive and consistent effectiveness! The dead-pan presentation of train 
information is immediately followed all down the platform by the galvanised 
movement of hundreds of feet. Never have I seen any modern “free-offer” gospel 
ministers so effective in moving so many people with so few words, and nary 
an exhortation, threat, promise, remonstration, wooing or whatever, and on 
such a scale, day in, day out, week after week ... all without but a miniscule 
fraction of travellers being misrouted or left behind. A pity indeed that our 
best preachers have never been as efficient as those “indifferent” station an-
nouncers!

That’s just by the way.

But all this is a caricature. Reformed preaching, in particular that of the 
Protestant Reformed preachers of North America, is nothing like “railway 
station announcers.” Denying that the gospel is an offer and asserting that 
offero originally meant “to present” do not, in the nature of the case, imply 
that gospel preaching must be “dead-pan” recitations of information. “Pres-

7 Cf. Silversides, The Free Offer, p. 55.
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entation” is held by PRC preachers to imply “call,” “command,” “demand,” 
“warning,” rather than “offer.” They ground this in their appreciation of the 
sovereignty of God and the nature of the apostolic gospel they are called to 
“present.” As such, “dead-pan” and “indifferent” droning of information are not 
characteristics of their preaching. Indeed, the “presentation-call-command” 
motif lends itself to a reverent gravitas and impassioned discourse of a most 
solemn kind. One might say that it is uncannily similar to the kinds of dis-
courses found in the Acts of the Apostles! Not so the “free offer” and “wooing” 
motifs. More commensurate with the notions of “offer” are the persuasive 
and seductive intonations of Madison Avenue sales techniques. After all, the 
preacher under such motifs is striving to achieve what is fundamentally the 
same result as is aimed for by the pedlar at your door. And over the last two 
to three hundred years, via the romanticised forces of Methodism and modern 
Evangelicalism, such techniques have blossomed forth in all their logical and 
inevitable conclusions: Christ Jesus has been reduced to something akin to 
an “article of vendition,” as Herman Hoeksema accurately described it in his 
salient tract “Jesus Savior and the Evil of Hawking Him.”8 

Ensuing from all this irreverent nonsense and virtual blasphemy are the 
baleful results of “revivalism” and “evangelistic campaigns.” Madison Avenue 
techniques are powerful and can persuade multitudes to buy into something 
against their better judgment. So it is with the revival movements of the last 
two hundred or so years in Western Christianity. Multitudes were moved to 
profess conversion by the over-passionate oratory of a Whitefield replete with 
his histrionics in the pulpit, the ex-shoe-salesman D. L. Moody with his mass 
conversion techniques, Finney with his violently impassioned discourses and 
“free offers,” and the whole plethora of mass evangelism and revival. After all 
this, where is religion in the West today?9

8 Publication of the Evangelism Committee of First Protestant Reformed Church, Grand 
Rapids, MI, 1995. Well worth a read and worthy of extensive distribution. 
9 For a salient and jaw-dropping analysis of the baleful results of these revival movements 
we would refer the reader to the opening chapters of Warfield’s volumes on perfectionism, 
published in the complete set of Warfield’s works. Finney is specially under Warfield’s 
spotlight here and the accounts of the man’s idiosyncratic gospel preaching are revelatory. 
Finney himself is quoted in one of his letters as saying that “the converts of my revivals are 
a disgrace to Christianity ...”! 
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Burning like a bright beacon of apostolic light? 

Or has it succumbed to the downdrag of pews filled with people who had 
“decided for Christ” under the pressure of “wooing” or “beseeching” or what-
ever, all against their real, internal inclination? Under the emotional “highs” 
of revivalism, they come in rejoicing; a few months or years later and the pres-
sures of their internal nature and the exigencies of life ultimately take their 
toll and they revert to what really they always were underneath. And when 
that happens, they either forsake the pews, or worse, they stay there as they 
are, and gradually pollute the churches more and more with their spiritual 
hypocrisy and unbelief. Some of these latter, nay, too many of these latter (“O 
tell it not in Gath ...”), even become ministers!

Now I know DS would not countenance many of the practices of the “revival-
ism” that I have adumbrated above. But his notions of impassioned discourse 
and “wooing,”“beseeching” and “offering,” plus his proclivities towards White-
field, the Methodist revivals and the Banner are all open gateways to all of the 
above. He might not go that far. But he must know that plenty of others will. 
And do. But importantly, in not going as far as the “revivalists,” DS is, without 
realising it, denying the intrinsic logic of his doctrine of the gospel. For if the 
gospel really is an offer, then the techniques utilized by the modern gospel-
lers are logically entailed in its theology, and are surely justifiable under the 
notion of the “if by any means” of St. Paul. Name your gimmick, if it directly 
tends to secure an amenable and receptive attitude among the congregation 
with respect to what is (so-say) on offer, then both the divine commission and 
human compassion would demand that you should use it. 

But there is a place for a proper and reverent passion in preaching. This is 
entailed in the notion of “presentation-call-command.” This I have seen in 
the ministry of many faithful preachers, from within the PRCA, the Scots Free 
Kirk and others. There is no truth in the notion that they are all consciously 
aspiring to be like “railway station announcers.” 

To conclude this section, it is apposite to remind ourselves that PRC preach-
ing developed from Herman Hoeksema, an eminently powerful orator. Such 
preaching carries on the Reformation tradition and is consonant with what we 
know of the preachers of those former times. We append herewith something 
written a few years back in that denomination’s bi-monthly magazine, the 
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Standard Bearer, by Prof. Barrett Gritters. This piece is all the more salient in 
that it comes from the pen of a man part of whose academic brief is to instruct 
and train theological students in the rudiments of preaching.

In the Standard Bearer of 15 March, 2005, Prof. Gritters wrote the following 
review of John Bunyan’s Come and Welcome to Jesus Christ:

The Calvinistic Puritan John Bunyan, best known for his Pil-
grim’s Progress, wrote a fine exposition of John 6:37, which 
the Banner of Truth has recently republished as a paperback. 
If the reader is hesitant to pick up a Puritan work because of 
expected tedium, he may find himself happily surprised at the 
sound exegesis, pointed applications, and non-tedious read-
ing. For a work on this one verse (“All that the Father giveth 
me shall come to me; and him that cometh to me, I will in 
no wise cast out”), 200 pages is not too much.

John Bunyan’s interest was a defense of a Calvinistic inter-
pretation of the text over against Arminianism, exalting God’s 
sovereign grace in election and salvation. The book is full of 
memorable lines of powerful defense of the Reformed faith, 
easily understood by all believers.

More so, Bunyan was determined to explain the gospel to 
troubled sinners, especially sinners troubled by the possibil-
ity that they are not God’s children. He succeeds powerfully. 
No armchair theologian (he spent most of twelve years in 
prison for his faithfulness in the gospel ministry), Bunyan 
knew the struggles in the battle against sin, doubt, and the 
great Adversary.

Bunyan is wise in his pastoral applications. He avoids the 
temptation to ignore the causes of doubt. Although doubts 
are sown by the devil, there are reasons for doubt that require 
repentance and sorrow. In a pastoral manner, the sinner is 
brought to comfort in the way of a confession of his own sin 
and real need for Jesus Christ. The “big-bellied promises” of 
God come with full force on pages 177ff., where ten causes 
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are given, in unforgettable language, why some should “be so 
lamentably cast down and buffeted with temptations.”

It may be for several causes. 1. Some that are coming to Christ 
cannot be persuaded, until the temptation comes, that they 
are so vile as the Scripture says they are. True, they see so 
much of their wretchedness as to drive them to Christ. But 
there is and over and above of wickedness which they see not 
... 2. Some that are coming to Christ are too much affected 
with their own graces, and too little taken with Christ’s Per-
son. Therefore God, to take them off from doting upon their 
own jewels, and that they might look more to the Person, 
undertaking, and merits of His Son, plunges them into the 
ditch by temptations ... Yes, God often, even for this thing, 
takes as it were our graces from us, and so leaves us almost 
completely to ourselves and to the tempter, that we may learn 
not to love the picture more than the Person of His Son ... 
3. Perhaps you have been given too much to judging your 
brother, to condemning your brother ...

Of most interest to this reviewer was the expressed desire of 
the publisher that the book have wide readership because 
it is another salvo against the enemy hyper-Calvinism. The 
opening statement of the “Publisher’s Foreword” notes: “The 
Baptist preacher and theologian, Andrew Fuller (1745-1815), 
was raised under a ministry which had become unbalanced 
due to its hyper-Calvinistic emphases.” The blurb on the back 
cover has Andrew Fuller finding help from this work to “set 
his denomination free from the grip of hyper-Calvinism.” 

Because the Protestant Reformed Churches are often charged 
with being hyper-Calvinist, I read with greatest interest to 
find whether what Bunyan would say opposed PRC theol-
ogy. But there is little, if anything, in the book, that does 
not harmonise well with Protestant Reformed teaching. A 
distinction between conditional and unconditional promises 
will make a Protestant Reformed reader sit up carefully. An 
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apparent inconsistency at the very end of the book that has 
one “coming to Christ” but not yet “come to Christ” and far 
from the Spirit of regeneration will leave one bewildered for 
a moment. But of a “well-meant offer of salvation” that has 
God desiring to save everyone because Christ is available to 
them all, there is nothing.

There is a hyper-Calvinism about, which denies that faith be 
called for in the unregenerated, that denies that the gospel 
may call to Jesus Christ those who are not elect, that denies 
that faith is the duty of unbelievers. Against that theology, 
Bunyan’s exposition of the passage is a strong and effective 
counter-measure. Reformed and Protestant Reformed preach-
ers will grow from a reading of the book.

The Banner of Truth editors or members, perplexed as they 
may be by this positive review in the Standard Bearer, are 
invited to point out what, if anything, in PRC theology is ef-
fectively countered by Bunyan’s Come and Welcome to Jesus 
Christ. My invitation is sincere and well-meant.10

We understand from Prof. Gritters that he has had no response in the last 
five years to the invitation contained in the last paragraph. 

We note also that he refers in the penultimate paragraph to the fact that 
contra the hyper-Calvinists,“faith is the duty of unbelievers.” This is important, 
because faith cannot conceptually be a duty if the gospel is not a “presentation-
command-call” but instead a “presentation-free offer.” For the notion of an 
“offer” presupposes that what is offered does not demand its acceptance as a 
“duty.” For every “duty” is a demand-response, not an offer-response.

In short, the “free-offerer” is logically necessarily in the same leaky boat as 
the hyper-Calvinist here, though he wist it not. Like the “hyper,” his theol-
ogy logically excludes the notion of “duty faith” though for a different (and 
unacknowledged, even unperceived) reason. Think of it, you “offer” someone 
a cup of tea ... do they really have a duty to say yes?

to be continued (DV) 

10 Reproduced by permission of Prof. Gritters. 



B r i t i s h  R e f o r m e d  J o u r n a l

14

Herman Hoeksema: 

By hawking Jesus I mean all such preaching as leaves the impres-
sion, directly or by implication, that He is impotent to save unless 
the sinner first wills and gives his consent. This is done directly by 
the denial of predestination, by the preaching of a Jesus for all, and 
by the teaching of the free will of man by which the latter is able 
to accept or to reject the proffered salvation. But it is also done 
indirectly, when preachers change the grace of God into an offer 
of God to all and present Jesus as a poor beggar, standing outside 
of the door of man’s heart, begging him to let Him in and give 
Him a chance to save the sinner. It is done in various forms and 
degrees. But all such preaching as finally leaves the impression that 
it is at all up to man, to the sinner, whether Jesus shall save him 
or not, is hawking Jesus, or rather, it is an attempt to hawk Him.

Now this hawking may have the Jesus of Arminian philosophy 
for its object, but it cannot be applied to the Jesus of Scripture. 
Hawking Jesus is denying Him. For there is an essential difference 
between the Jesus of the Scriptures and the one these hawkers 
present. The Former shall surely save His people from their sins; 
the latter will do nothing surely—it all depends on the will of 
man. The Former surely satisfied for all the sins of His people and 
established a righteousness which is of God; the latter established 
nothing, but merely created a possibility of justification contingent 
on the will of man. The Former is an almighty Saviour, clothed 
with the power of the Spirit to break the hardest heart, to quicken 
the dead sinner, to regenerate, call to life and faith, justify and 
sanctify and glorify; the latter is a poor beggar, who loves to find 
lodging in the hearts of all men, but cannot enter in unless the 
sinner opens the door. The Former surely leads His people to eter-
nal glory, causing them to persevere in grace, and His almighty 
hand holding them; the latter is not so sure at all that his sheep 
will arrive at their final destination, for he holds them only as they 
hold on to him ... (Jesus Savior and the Evil the Hawking Him).


