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Ancient Heresy and Undermines the Trinitarian 
Economy – Brendon Naicker 
 

Introduction: A Crisis of the Third Person 

The Christian faith is, at its core, Trinitarian. To speak rightly of God is to speak of the Father 

who sends the Son, the Son who redeems, and the Spirit who indwells, empowers, and 

sustains the people of God. Yet in some strands of evangelical Protestantism—particularly 

those shaped by the legacy of cessationism—there exists a persistent theological 

malformation: a suspicion, marginalisation, or outright denial of the ongoing operation of the 

Spirit’s gifts, particularly those associated with prophecy, healing, and revelation. 

This denial is not merely a doctrinal option among many.  

 

It is a theological distortion that, while perhaps unintentionally, mirrors the most dangerous 

Christological heresies of the early church—Docetism, Nestorianism, and their kin. As these 

heresies fractured the person of Christ by denying His full humanity or splitting His two 

natures, so cessationism fractures the work of the Trinity by denying the Spirit’s full, ongoing 

agency in the Church. To deny the empowering presence of the Spirit is to ask the Church to 

walk, preach, and suffer in her own strength, all while quoting Scripture as if that alone were 

sufficient fuel for the mission. 

 

This paper contends that cessationism, while often emerging from a zeal for scriptural 

fidelity, has ironically produced a functional pneumatological heresy—one that renders the 

Church mute, blind, and powerless. Like Docetism, it exalts a disembodied Christ. Like 

Nestorianism, it divides the divine economy. And like every reductionist impulse in church 

history, it ultimately silences the voice of God in the name of safeguarding His Word. 
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The Spirit in the Economy of Redemption: A Reformed 

Foundation 

The Reformed tradition, rightly understood, is not anti-Charismatic. Though known for its 

emphasis on Scripture and doctrine, classic Reformed theology affirms a robust 

pneumatology. Calvin himself was dubbed “the theologian of the Holy Spirit.”1 In his 

Institutes, Calvin insists that without the Spirit, “the preaching of the gospel would be in 

vain.”2  The Word and the Spirit are inseparable. As Herman Bavinck later wrote, 

“Revelation is not merely a past event, but a continuous act of God, mediated through Word 

and Spirit.”3 

 

In the Reformed ordo salutis, the Spirit is the executor of salvation: He regenerates, 

sanctifies, empowers, and indwells the believer. Moreover, the Spirit builds and governs the 

Church through spiritual gifts (charismata) for the edification of the body (1 Cor. 12:7). The 

early Reformed confessions, such as the Second Helvetic Confession (1566), affirmed that 

the same Spirit who inspired Scripture is also active in its interpretation and application.4 

Thus, there is no confessional necessity to adopt cessationism within a Reformed framework. 

 

The Rise of Cessationism: From Counterfeit Safeguard to 

Systematic Denial 

Patristic and Medieval Skepticism 

The suspicion toward ongoing spiritual gifts did not originate with the Reformers. Church 

Fathers like John Chrysostom noted the decline of the miraculous in his day and regarded 

them as largely belonging to the apostolic era.5 Augustine, while initially cessationist, revised 

his view after witnessing credible miracles during his ministry in Hippo.6 The decline in the 

visible manifestation of spiritual gifts during the Constantinian and post-Constantinian 

 
1 B. B. Warfield, Calvin and Augustine (Philadelphia: Presbyterian and Reformed, 1956), 421. 
2 John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, trans. Henry Beveridge (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 2008), 
3.1.4. 
3 Herman Bavinck, Reformed Dogmatics, Vol. 1, trans. John Bolt (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2003), 341. 
4 Second Helvetic Confession, Chapter I. 
5 John Chrysostom, Homilies on First Corinthians, Homily 29. 
6 Augustine, City of God, 22.8. 
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periods reflected more of an ecclesial cooling and institutionalisation than any clear 

cessationist theology. 

 

Reformers and Early Protestant Thought 

Martin Luther and John Calvin, though critical of “fanatics” like the Zwickau prophets or the 

Anabaptists, did not develop a formal cessationist doctrine. Calvin acknowledged that God 

could perform miracles and even raise prophets, though he considered such events 

extraordinary and subject to testing.7 His polemic was primarily against those who elevated 

subjective revelation above Scripture—not against the possibility of true prophecy itself. 

 

B.B. Warfield and the Rise of Doctrinal Cessationism 

Modern cessationism became systematised through the work of Benjamin Breckinridge 

Warfield, whose 1918 volume Counterfeit Miracles argued that the age of miracles ended 

with the apostles.8 Warfield, reacting against 19th-century revivalism and Catholic miracle 

claims, tied cessationism to a cessation of revelation, claiming that miracles had no purpose 

after the foundation of the Church was laid (Eph. 2:20). 

Warfield’s logic, though influential, was a product of Enlightenment rationalism and 

pragmatic biblicism. He placed Scripture and Spirit in epistemological opposition, fearing 

that any ongoing manifestation of the Spirit would lead to doctrinal chaos. This false 

dichotomy continues in modern proponents like John MacArthur, who in Strange Fire (2013) 

likens the Charismatic movement to blasphemy and counterfeit religion.9 

 

Cessationism as a Functional Docetism 

Docetism was the early heresy that denied the true humanity of Christ. Jesus only “seemed” 

human; His body was an illusion. This heresy undermined the Incarnation, the suffering of 

Christ, and the embodied nature of redemption. 

Cessationism commits a similar error—only in reverse. It affirms the history of the Spirit but 

denies His presence. It believes in Pentecost but not its continuation. The Church becomes a 

body animated by memory, not by presence. We quote Jesus but do not expect to encounter 

Him. We preach the Spirit but forbid Him to act. 

 
7 Calvin, Institutes, 4.19.18 
8 B.B. Warfield, Counterfeit Miracles (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1918) 
9 John MacArthur, Strange Fire: The Danger of Offending the Holy Spirit with Counterfeit Worship (Nashville: 
Thomas Nelson, 2013). 
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As Irenaeus warned in the 2nd century, “Those who reject the gifts… do not accept the Spirit 

of God, thus denying the power of God.”10 By denying that the Spirit continues to empower 

the Church through gifts of utterance, discernment, and healing, cessationism effectively 

strips the Church of her incarnational vitality, turning her into a doctrinal corpse. 

 

Cessationism as Pneumatological Nestorianism 

Nestorianism divided the human and divine natures of Christ into two persons, functionally 

separating what the Incarnation united. Likewise, cessationism divides Word and Spirit—as 

if the Spirit completed His work with the canon, and now the Church must live solely by the 

written Word, devoid of dynamic empowerment. 

But Scripture itself never permits such a divide. Jesus says the Spirit will guide the disciples 

into all truth (John 16:13), empower them for witness (Acts 1:8), and distribute gifts for the 

good of the Church (1 Cor. 12). To divide the Spirit’s revelatory inspiration from His 

contemporary application and empowerment is to fracture the economy of salvation. 

As Kuyper argued, the Spirit’s work “is not limited to regeneration but extends to every 

sphere of life, including knowledge, culture, and the gifts of the Church.”11 A cessationist 

theology, by contrast, creates a quasi-deistic Christianity, in which God spoke in the past but 

remains silent now. 

 

Scripture, Power, and the Living Christ 

Cessationists often appeal to sola Scriptura, fearing that contemporary prophecy or healing 

undermines biblical authority. Yet this is a category error. NT prophecy in the post-apostolic 

Church never functioned with canonical authority—it was to be tested, weighed, and 

submitted to Scripture (1 Thess. 5:20–21; 1 Cor. 14:29). 

Scripture is sufficient, but it is not exhaustive in every operational detail of the Spirit’s work. 

As Wayne Grudem has argued, NT prophecy is fallible and partial, distinct from apostolic 

revelation and intended for the upbuilding of the Church—not for adding to Scripture.12 

To demand that the Church operate solely by recitation of Scripture without empowerment by 

the Spirit is to ask a man to read blueprints without ever building the house. Jesus rebuked the 

 
10 Irenaeus, Against Heresies, Book 5 
11 Abraham Kuyper, The Work of the Holy Spirit, trans. Henri De Vries (New York: Funk & Wagnalls, 1900), 
12. 
12 Wayne Grudem, The Gift of Prophecy in the New Testament and Today (Wheaton: Crossway, 2000), 14–26. 
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Pharisees: “You search the Scriptures because you think that in them you have eternal life; 

and it is they that bear witness about me, yet you refuse to come to me that you may have 

life” (John 5:39–40). The danger is real: we may preach Christ and miss Him. 

 

The Missional Consequences of a Muzzled Spirit 

The cessationist model produces a Church that preaches but cannot pierce, that quotes 

Scripture but lacks the prophetic edge. It leaves the missionary, the pastor, the counsellor, and 

the sufferer gagged, blindfolded, and underpowered. In global Christianity, especially in the 

Global South, the Charismatic-Pentecostal movement has become the leading edge of 

evangelism and church growth precisely because it embraces a whole-Bible, whole-Spirit 

theology. 

By contrast, cessationism risks turning the Church into a museum of orthodoxy, where 

doctrine is preserved but power is absent. It is not enough to have theological accuracy—we 

must have experiential obedience to the presence of God. As Paul writes, “The letter kills, but 

the Spirit gives life” (2 Cor. 3:6). 

 

Conclusion: Toward a Reformed Pneumatological 

Renewal 

Cessationism, for all its intention to protect orthodoxy, ends up distorting the very thing it 

seeks to preserve. It cuts off the Church from the active presence of the Spirit, fracturing the 

Trinity in practice, if not in doctrine. Like Docetism and Nestorianism, it denies the full 

reality of God’s presence with His people—in this case, the Spirit’s indwelling, speaking, 

guiding, and gifting. 

 

It is time for a Reformed pneumatological renewal—one that affirms the sufficiency of 

Scripture and the ongoing empowerment of the Spirit; one that preaches Christ and expects 

His voice; one that seeks theological depth and spiritual fire. 

As Calvin said, “To make the Word fruitful, the secret energy of the Spirit is required.”13 

Without that energy, we have only form. But with Him, we have the living Christ—still 

speaking, still empowering, still building His Church. 

 
13 Calvin, Institutes, 1.9.3. 
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