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For every believer who has ever sat at the table of God's grace and wondered — How did I get here? and How do I stay?

These questions are not small ones.

They are the questions of a life 

well-examined before God.

For the pastors and teachers who refuse to give easy answers to hard questions — who love the Scripture enough to let it speak and love their people enough to help them understand.

The debate is worth having.

The table is worth gathering around.

The grace is worth examining.

And the God at the head of it is worth every argument

we have ever had in His name.
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A note on the writing process: the research, theological positions, pastoral judgments, and convictions in this book are entirely my own, developed over thirty-five years of ministry and study. In preparing this manuscript, I made use of AI writing assistance to help shape and format the Socratic dialogue structure. The ideas are mine. The process used available tools. I mention this not as a disclaimer but as a matter of honest dealing with my readers.
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Who They Are and Why They Are Here

Every debate needs a table. And every table needs the right people around it. The conversation you are about to read did not happen in a classroom or a conference hall. It happened in a quiet study, around a wooden table, with five men who agreed to do something most theological debates never manage to do — follow every argument to where it actually goes, without flinching, without retreating into talking points, and without pretending the hard questions are not hard.

Before the first word of debate is spoken, you deserve to know who is sitting at the table and why each voice is there.

Socrates

Socrates is the questioner. He holds no theological position of his own in this debate — or rather, he holds his position quietly, pressing others to examine theirs. He was the greatest philosophical mind of the ancient world, a man who understood that the most dangerous thing a person can do is assume they already know the answer before they have examined the question. He died for the conviction that the unexamined life is not worth living.

He is at this table because every serious theological debate needs someone whose only job is to ask the next question. He does not let comfortable answers rest. He does not allow contradictions to be papered over with tradition. He follows the argument wherever it leads — and he expects everyone else at the table to do the same. He will press each man on his strongest points, not his weakest ones. He will not declare a winner. But by the time he is finished, you will know exactly where each position stands — and where each one struggles.

Calvin

John Calvin was born in France in 1509 and became one of the towering figures of the Protestant Reformation. His systematic theology — built on the absolute sovereignty of God, the total corruption of human nature, and the unconditional election of specific individuals for salvation — has shaped Presbyterian, Reformed, and Baptist traditions across five centuries. He was brilliant, rigorous, and deeply committed to the authority of Scripture. He was also, by his own admission, a man of strong convictions who did not always wear those convictions gently.

He is at this table because his framework — summarized in the five points of T.U.L.I.P. — represents the most fully developed and historically influential expression of the view that salvation is entirely and exclusively God's sovereign act. His arguments deserve to be heard at full strength. They will be.

Armin

Jacob Arminius was born in the Netherlands in 1560 and trained as a Calvinist before his careful study of the Scripture — particularly the book of Romans — led him to a different set of conclusions. He did not abandon the Reformation's commitment to grace. He redrew its lines. In his framework, God's grace is universal rather than selective, human freedom is genuine rather than illusory, and the possibility of refusing grace is real rather than theoretical. His followers, known as the Remonstrants, were formally condemned by the Synod of Dort in 1618-1619. His ideas survived and eventually found their most powerful expression in the ministry of John Wesley and the Methodist movement.

He is at this table because the Arminian tradition represents the largest family of Protestant evangelical Christianity in the world — and because his challenge to Calvinism has never been answered to everyone's satisfaction. His questions deserve a serious hearing. They will get one.

Trad

Trad does not carry the name of a historical theologian. He carries something in some ways more significant — the convictions of the ordinary Southern Baptist pulpit across four centuries of American church history. He is the pastor who preached the open invitation every Sunday without ever knowing the word Arminian or Calvinist. He is the deacon who prayed for every lost person in his county with the full confidence that God genuinely desired their salvation. He is the evangelist who looked every person in the eye and said — Christ died for you — without theological footnote or qualification.

He is at this table because the Traditional Southern Baptist position — formally articulated in the 2012 Statement — represents what the majority of conservative evangelical Baptists have always believed, even when they lacked a precise label for it. He is not a system. He is a conviction. And convictions that have held up across four centuries of faithful ministry deserve a seat at any serious table.

Christian

Christian is a pastor. He has been one for thirty-five years. He has stood at hospital bedsides and gravesides, in pulpits and living rooms, in revival tents and counseling offices. He has preached the gospel to the broken and the skeptical, the dying and the searching. He has arrived at his theological convictions the way most honest pastors do — not by choosing a system and reading the Bible through it, but by reading the Bible until convictions formed that no existing system quite captured.

He agrees with Calvin that salvation is entirely a work of God's grace. He agrees with Armin that grace can be genuinely refused. He agrees with Trad that the gospel invitation is honest, open, and real for every person in the room. Where he parts company with each of them he does so on specific textual grounds rather than out of loyalty to a label. He does not carry an acronym. He does not represent a movement or a ministry. He represents a way of reading Scripture that refuses to flatten either God's sovereignty or human responsibility in order to make a system work — because he has watched what happens to people in the pew when theology is tidier than the Bible.

He is at this table because the questions being asked here are not academic questions. They are the questions that shape how a pastor prays, how he preaches, how he gives an invitation, and how he sits with a man who is dying and wondering whether God really wanted him.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

The Setting
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The room is a quiet study lined with books that have been read, not displayed. Five chairs sit around a wooden table. A single candle burns at the center — not for atmosphere, but because someone forgot to turn on the light and no one thought to correct it. Outside, the world goes on without knowing that five men are about to spend three days arguing about something that changes everything.

Socrates sits at the head. Calvin and Armin sit to his left. Trad and Christian sit to his right. The candle burns. The first question is coming.
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The Four Views: 

The Four Views: A Brief Introduction
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Four major positions have shaped the debate over salvation in Protestant Christianity. We will call them the Christian View, the Traditionalist View, the Calvinist View, and the Arminian View. Where helpful, we will note their technical names and acronyms. But our goal is not to memorize acronyms — it is to understand positions well enough to think clearly about what Scripture actually teaches.
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