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Why Is This Tough and Controversial Issue Worth Discussing?


Let those who are wise understand these things.

Let those with discernment listen carefully.

The paths of the LORD are true and right,

and righteous people live by walking in them.

But in those paths sinners stumble and fall.

Hosea 14:9, NLT




Let us arouse ourselves to the sternest fidelity, laboring to win souls as much as if it all depended wholly upon ourselves, while we fall back in faith upon the glorious fact that everything rests with the eternal God.

Charles Spurgeon



 

What difference does it make?

What good can come from studying the mysterious and sometimes upsetting subject of God’s sovereignty and human free will?

In small-group Bible studies, at colleges and seminaries, on blogs and radio programs, sovereignty and free will are bantered about. Some recognize these issues as hugely important. Convinced of their position, they look for opportunities to make their case.

Others shrug and say, “These doctrines cause division and are impossible to understand. Why even try?”

I believe one compelling reason to study them is to better understand what we cannot fully understand. And in the case of God’s sovereignty and human choice, while it’s not imperative that I understand everything, it is important that I believe in both. If I don’t believe in God’s sovereignty, I’ll either despair or imagine that I must carve out my own path. If I don’t believe in my freedom to make meaningful choices, I’ll either give up on life or not take responsibility for my decisions.

Following are six other excellent reasons:

1. To develop a deeper appreciation for God and his Word, which reveals him to us.

When the United States announced its intention to send a man to the moon, it mobilized untold resources. By the time Neil Armstrong set foot on the lunar surface in July 1969, the US space program had done much more than reach its objective. Along the way, great advances were made in medicine, engineering, chemistry, physics, and numerous other fields. NASA aimed at the moon and got a whole lot more.

Likewise, our pursuit of godly wisdom and understanding will not only deepen our perspective on a specific passage or topic, but also help us in countless other ways, as we give extra effort to diligently and prayerfully meditate on God’s Word (see Psalms 19:8; 119:30, 105; 2 Peter 1:19). By the time you finish this book, I hope you’ll have learned about God’s sovereignty and our choices and a lot more too.

2. To help us mirror Christ’s humility.

True humility and wisdom consist of recognizing how little we really know. The Bible insists we “know in part” and we “see but a poor reflection as in a mirror” (1 Corinthians 13:9, 12).

However, God is honored when we go to his Word to learn more about him and his ways. We’re to bow to the wisdom of Scripture, even when its mysteries are hard to wrap our minds around. Humility requires that we not think more highly of ourselves than we ought (see Romans 12:3) and that we realize how much we have to learn from God.

When the Ethiopian eunuch was puzzling over Scripture, Philip asked, “Do you understand what you are reading?” (Acts 8:30). Asking God to enlighten us and give us insight from his Word will go a long way toward benefiting from this study.





True humility and wisdom consist of recognizing how little we really know.

[image: ][image: ]







Bible study is exciting when we come expecting to learn, to be challenged, and to be transformed. If you aren’t open to adjusting your opinions when they don’t align with Scripture, this book is not for you.

3. To embrace all of God’s inspired Word, not just parts of it.

“The first to present his case seems right,” says Proverbs 18:17, “till another comes forward and questions him.” Our families and churches and the books we’ve read may have presented their cases first, but that doesn’t mean they are right.

The Message paraphrases Ecclesiastes 7:18: “It’s best to stay in touch with both sides of an issue. A person who fears God deals responsibly with all of reality, not just a piece of it.” God inspired all of his Word, not just parts of it, and he calls us to embrace it all. My desire in this book is to mine from God’s Word “all of reality, not just a piece of it.”

We should compare Scripture with Scripture to discern the whole counsel of God.

Large dogs can get two tennis balls in their mouths at the same time. Not our Dalmatian, Moses. He managed to get two in his mouth only momentarily. To his distress, one ball or the other always spurted out. Likewise, we have a hard time handling parallel ideas such as grace and truth, or God’s sovereignty and free or meaningful choice. We need to stretch our undersized minds to hold them both at once.

A paradox is an apparent contradiction, not an actual one. Sovereignty and meaningful choice aren’t contradictory. God has no trouble understanding how they work together. In his infinite mind they coexist in perfect harmony.

As you may have noticed, however, our minds are not infinite. And while our brains can never fully grasp sovereignty and meaningful choice, by affirming what Scripture says about both, we can avoid the mistake of denying one in order to affirm the other.





A paradox is an apparent contradiction, not an actual one.
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4. To foster unity in the body of Christ.

I bring to this book a respect for brothers and sisters in Christ who believe God’s Word but understand it differently than I do. I encourage you to carefully examine your own positions and inconsistencies before subjecting fellow Christians to blistering critique. Puritan Thomas Brooks stated, “There are no souls in the world that are so fearful to judge others as those that do most judge themselves, nor so careful to make a righteous judgment of men or things as those that are most careful to judge themselves.”1

Let’s bear the fruit of the Spirit, which includes both peace and patience (see Galatians 5:22). Unity has an evangelistic power that needless division undermines (see John 17:20–21). When we seek to become peacemakers among Christ-following Bible believers, we please Jesus (see Matthew 5:9).

Let’s recognize our core areas of agreement, making an honest attempt to understand one another while refusing to let peripheral issues separate us. If we love the same Jesus and believe the same Bible, let’s start and end there.

5. To avoid both fatalism and crushing guilt.

Church history shows us that leaning heavily toward a particular set of verses can result in apathy and passivity: “God is going to do whatever he wants to do anyway, so why bother doing anything ourselves?” Leaning heavily toward another set of verses can result in something close to frenzy and unrelenting guilt: “We have to save the world! It all depends on us!”

What is God’s role and what is mine? Is my life in God’s hands, my hands, or the hands of demons or other people? What we believe about God’s sovereignty and human choice has a significant impact on how we live.

6. To prevent us from becoming trivial people in a shallow age.

The times we live in are in no danger of going down in history as “The Era of Deep Thought.” In our world, feelings overshadow thinking, and sizzle triumphs over substance.

Taking their cues from the culture, Christians who hear about the paradox of sovereignty and free will might say, “It’s a mystery; we’re never going to solve it.” But this can just be laziness, a spiritual-sounding way of saying, “I don’t want to think too hard. Let’s watch a movie instead.”

How can we keep the shallowness of our culture from turning us into trivial Christians? “Reflect on what I am saying,” Paul wrote, “for the Lord will give you insight into all this” (2 Timothy 2:7).

Though surrounded with sweeping superficiality and slavery to what’s trending on Twitter, we must learn to think deeply. Paul warned, “The time will come when people will not put up with sound doctrine. Instead, to suit their own desires, they will gather around them a great number of teachers to say what their itching ears want to hear. They will turn their ears away from the truth and turn aside to myths” (2 Timothy 4:3–4, NIV 2011).

If you want truth and depth, you have to spend time in God’s Word, allowing it to make the crucial sixteen-inch journey from your head to your heart. Yes, the question of how human choice and divine sovereignty can coexist is big and difficult, but it’s also vitally important. If we devote our lives to dealing only with trivial issues, we can’t help but become trivial people.

The relationship of God’s sovereignty and our meaningful choice is both intriguing and beautiful.

Of all the dilemmas we confront in life, none is more befuddling than God’s sovereignty and human choice. So why do I find the perplexing question of God’s sovereignty and human choice beautiful rather than frustrating?

It all depends on perspective.





You don’t have to be able to wrap your mind around something in order to see its beauty.
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When astronomers gaze into deep space they’re confronted with the universe’s puzzles. One of them is dark energy, which is “thought to be the enigmatic force that is pulling the cosmos apart at ever-increasing speeds.” How and why is it doing this? Another unknown is how dark matter, “thought to make up about 23 percent of the universe,” somehow has “mass but cannot be seen”; its existence is deduced by the “gravitational pull it exerts on regular matter.” What exactly is it?

Cosmic rays are highly energetic particles that flow into our solar system from deep in outer space, but where do they actually come from? It’s been a mystery for fifty years. The sun’s corona, its ultrahot outer atmosphere, has a temperature of “a staggering 10.8 million degrees Fahrenheit.” Solar physicists still don’t understand how the sun reheats itself.2

These mysteries and countless others have not so much frustrated scientists as fascinated them. Watch their interviews and read their articles; their wonder about things they don’t comprehend is palpable. You don’t have to be able to wrap your mind around something in order to see its beauty.

This is how I view the conundrum of God remaining sovereign while still granting his creatures the gift of choice. The immensity of the marvel itself should move God’s children to worship.

Human beings are capable of inventing nonliving machines, including computers they program to do complex tasks. But God goes far beyond that by creating complex beings with choice-making capacity, including the freedom to worship or revolt.

For God to fully know in advance what billions of human beings could and would do under certain circumstances, and to govern our world in such a way as to accomplish his eternal plan—is this not stunning?

If we can gaze at the night sky or a waterfall or the ocean with hearts moved at their sheer beauty, should we not be able to study the metaphysical wonders of God’s universe with equal or even greater awe?

Surely our lives are greatly enriched when we recognize the mysterious beauty of the interplay between God’s ways and ours.

God’s choices come first, and ours second.

Throughout this book, I’ll discuss both choice and sovereignty in ways that may frustrate you if you’re accustomed to affirming one at the expense of the other. I may irritate you by sometimes making what I believe seem obvious, and at other times raising questions that challenge all positions, including my own. To try to tie everything together neatly wouldn’t do justice to the complexity of these difficult issues.

I do think it’s reasonable to look at God’s choices as being more foundational than our own. Why? Because we’re made in his image, and his choice-making precedes and empowers ours. The universe is first and foremost about the purposes, plan, and glory of God. Because he is infinite, his choices naturally hold more sway than those of his creatures. As his power exceeds ours, so does the power of his choices.

That doesn’t mean our choices don’t matter—they certainly do. He gives us room to make choices according to the prevailing disposition of our will and within the limits he imposes in his sovereign plan. My perspective is simply that everything about God, including his choices, is greater than everything about us.

A. W. Tozer said, “Every soul belongs to God and exists by His pleasure. God being Who and What He is, and we being who and what we are, the only thinkable relation between us is one of full lordship on His part and complete submission on ours.”3

That’s the spirit in which I’m approaching this book: eager to acknowledge his lordship and willing to submit to whatever he has revealed in his Word. I invite you to join me in exploring this fascinating topic … and experiencing the joy of discovery.

Notes


The opening epigraph is from C. H. Spurgeon, in George Carter Needham, The Life and Labors of Charles H. Spurgeon (Boston: D. L. Guernsey, 1883), 12.



1. Thomas Brooks, Precious Remedies Against Satan’s Devices (CreateSpace Independent Publishing Platform, 2010), 154.

2. Space.com Staff, “8 Baffling Astronomy Mysteries,” April 3, 2013, numbers 8, 7, and 1, www.space.com/15936-astronomy-mysteries-science-countdown.html.

3. A. W. Tozer, The Pursuit of God (Rockville, MD: Serenity, 2009), 89.
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An Invitation to Calvinists, Arminians, and Those Who Don’t Know the Difference


All that the Father gives me will come to me, and whoever comes to me I will never cast out.

John 6:37, ESV




The Spirit and the Bride say, “Come.”… Let the one who is thirsty come; let the one who desires take the water of life without price.

Revelation 22:17, ESV



 

How many Calvinists does it take to change a light bulb?

None. Only God can change a light bulb. Since he has ordained the darkness and predestined when the lights will come on, stay seated and trust him.

How many Arminians does it take to change a light bulb?

Only one. But first the bulb must want to be changed.

What does a Calvinist say after he falls down three flights of stairs?

“Glad to get that out of the way.”

How do you confuse a Calvinist?

Take him to a buffet and tell him he can choose whatever he wants.

Calvinists have their TULIP;1 what flower do Arminians prefer?

The daisy. Why? “He loves me, he loves me not. He loves me, he loves me not …”

Okay, be honest: which jokes made you laugh? I hope you see some humor in your own position. And if you don’t know what Calvinism and Arminianism are—well, hopefully this chapter will help.

Scripture is always inspired, but sometimes annoying.

I once spoke to eighty college students about a sensitive theological question: “Can true Christians lose their salvation?” First, I asked them to commit themselves to a yes or no answer. I separated them, according to their answers, on opposite sides of the room, breaking them up into small groups.

Next I gave everyone a handout featuring twenty passages of Scripture. After reading these aloud, the students were to discuss in their groups and decide: “If these were the only Scripture passages I had, would I answer the question yes or no?”

Tensions rose. On both sides of the room, students looked confused, and some were angry.

Only afterward did I explain that I’d given each group different handouts consisting of entirely different passages. The Scriptures each group was given appeared to teach an answer exactly opposite to the position they’d said they believed.

My main take-away was that we need to establish our positions in light of all Scripture, not just our preferred passages that support what we wish to believe.

The issue of whether Christians can lose their salvation is one that involves matters of God’s sovereignty and human choice. The question typically gets one answer from those called Arminians and the opposite answer from those called Calvinists. John Wesley is seen as the classic Arminian, while John Calvin (surprise!) is the classic Calvinist; but, trust me, neither Calvin nor Wesley were idiots (which I wanted to help those eighty college students understand).

Unfortunately, the terms Calvinist and Arminian, while generally helpful, suggest many inaccurate assumptions and stereotypes. Some Calvinists are radically different from others, and the same can be said for Arminians. As general descriptions of theology, Calvinism and Arminianism can be helpful terms, but they’re decidedly unhelpful when it leads to the kind of thinking (for either group) that concludes, “They all believe A, and none of them believes B.”





The Bible features a staggering breadth and depth of truth that selective proof-texting can never reflect.
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Modern Calvinists often emphasize certain aspects of Calvin’s writings and doctrine more than others. They may overlook, for example, Calvin’s emphasis on our mystical union with Christ and the Holy Spirit, or miss the warmth of Calvin’s love for Christ. They may never have read how Calvin detested those “who are content to roll the gospel on the tips of their tongues when its efficacy ought to penetrate the inmost affections of the heart, take its seat in the soul, and affect the whole man a hundred times more deeply than the cold exhortations of the philosophers!”2

Similarly, modern Arminians are often less Calvinistic than Arminius was. For instance, some speak disparagingly of the doctrine of total depravity which Arminius affirmed, as did Wesley. On the other hand, many of them reject the Wesleyan doctrine of sinless perfectionism, which Arminius did not hold to.

Both “sides” love God and believe his Word, but they emphasize different portions of it. Therefore the common attitude, “If you really believed the Bible, you would agree with me,” reflects a far too simplistic approach.

If we want to better understand any doctrine or teaching, we must consider not bits and pieces of the Bible but “the whole counsel of God” (Acts 20:27, ESV). The Bible features a staggering breadth and depth of truth that selective proof-texting can never reflect.

We need to look from both sides of the fence.

In this book, we’re tackling two truths that seem to contradict each other. The temptation will be to major on one, then negate or minimize the other. The alternative is to embrace both.

Charles Spurgeon’s answer was to recognize that whatever God’s Word teaches is true, whether or not it all makes sense to us. He said,


I see in one place, God presiding over all in providence; and yet I see, and I cannot help seeing, that man acts as he pleases, and that God has left his actions to his own will, in a great measure.… If, then, I find taught in one place that everything is fore-ordained, that is true; and if I find in another place that man is responsible for all his actions, that is true; and it is my folly that leads me to imagine that two truths can ever contradict each other. These two truths, I do not believe, can ever be welded into one upon any human anvil, but one they shall be in eternity: they are two lines that are so nearly parallel, that the mind that shall pursue them farthest, will never discover that they converge; but they do converge, and they will meet somewhere in eternity, close to the throne of God, whence all truth doth spring.3



Historically, Calvinism and Arminianism have each held to a belief in both God’s sovereignty and meaningful human choice. But they’ve held those beliefs in different ways. Calvinists have tended to emphasize God’s sovereignty, Arminians human choice.

What is Arminianism?

Arminianism is a worldview associated with Dutch theologian Jacob Arminius (1560–1609) and evangelist John Wesley (1703–91). While there are major differences in the shape of their theologies and those developed by their followers, I’ll focus on their common perspectives in the areas of sovereignty, free will, and human responsibility.

The American Heritage Dictionary defines Arminian as “of or relating to the theology of Jacobus Arminius and his followers, who rejected the Calvinist doctrines of predestination and election and who believed that human free will is compatible with God’s sovereignty.”4

This is accurate. However, many Calvinists call themselves “compatibilists” because they too believe human free will is compatible with God’s sovereignty. Yet they see this compatibility in different ways than Arminians do.

A Calvinist wrote, “Arminianism is the rejection of predestination, and a corresponding affirmation of the freedom of the human will.”5 An Arminian might respond, “Actually, I do believe predestination is taught in the Bible. However, my understanding of predestination is different from yours.”





Calvinists have tended to emphasize God’s sovereignty, Arminians human choice.
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From years sitting under Arminian teaching in the wonderful church where I first trusted Jesus, I understand that particular view of sovereignty and free will. It includes these aspects: God is sovereign, on the throne, and working out a plan—and one day Christ will return and rule the earth. Meanwhile we pray, “Your will be done,” realizing God’s will is being violated all around us and by us daily. Satan is real and powerful, though of course God is infinitely greater.

All evangelical Arminians recognize that human nature was damaged seriously through the Fall. However, they believe humans still retain the freedom of contrary choice. That is, we don’t have to choose one way; we can instead choose another. They believe in voluntary free will. They argue that contrary choice cuts to the depths of our true personhood: “A choice that actually can go but one way is not a choice, and without this ‘freedom’ there is not personality.”6

As an Arminian, I was taught that God offers sufficient grace to every sinner to examine the gospel, believe it, and repent of their sins. I was also taught, however, that God doesn’t normally interfere with our freedom to choose. Whether a person goes to Heaven or Hell depends on what he, in his free will, chooses. No one could be saved without the work of Jesus, and everyone needs the Spirit’s assistance to be saved, but the individual is free to accept or reject Christ. All people receive God’s enabling grace, called prevenient grace. They experience a freed will, a will capable of accepting as well as rejecting the free gift of salvation in Jesus. Arminians understand Ephesians 2:8–9 like this: “For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith—and this [grace and/or salvation] not from yourselves, it is the gift of God—not by works, so that no one can boast.”

Arminius quoted Bernardus to make this key point: “No one, except God, is able to bestow salvation; and nothing, except free will, is capable of receiving it [cf. John 1:12].”7

No one can be saved without God’s grace, but neither can he be saved without exercising his faith to accept that gift. In this sense, the believer’s faith is his gift to God.

Evangelical Arminians do not believe faith is in any sense a work that merits salvation; Calvinists think that if such faith is from the person, coming from the initiative of her own freely willed choice to say yes to prevenient grace, then the person making the choice would deserve some credit for it, and therefore it would be a work earning her salvation.

What is Calvinism?

The American Heritage Dictionary defines Calvinism as “the religious doctrines of John Calvin, emphasizing the omnipotence of God and the salvation of the elect by God’s grace alone.”8

Most Calvinists would say it differently but probably grant this is fairly close. Most Arminians would respond, “But I too believe in God’s omnipotence and salvation by grace!”

Calvinist Tim Challies writes, “A Calvinist is someone who rejects the Arminian concept of free will, believing that the will of all humans is bound by their sinful nature and will remain bound until God performs His regenerative work.”9

Calvinists agree with Arminians that people have the ability to choose. However, they believe that sinners can only act according to the prevailing disposition of their will. Since the Fall, the human will is in bondage to a sin nature. So the choices of a fallen will are confined to the limits of a sin nature. Hence the Calvinist view of free will is more narrow than the Arminian view. Calvinists believe people are the active agents in their choices, are not forced (from the outside) to make those choices, and are fully responsible for their choices. They don’t believe people are able to choose contrary to their natures.

Calvinists affirm people are free to choose according to their natures, but that is not as expansive a freedom as it’s typically portrayed. Countless elements make up our natures that were not matters of our choices. We didn’t choose our genes, gender, physical abilities, mental capacities, parents, siblings, birthplace, upbringing, childhood influences, education, or many of the untold thousands of circumstances that shaped us. All of these factors played a huge role in the people we became and the choices we make. Regardless of all these dynamics, and some good choices we hopefully made along the way, we have sin natures. That is, we are not sinners because we sin; we sin because we are sinners. So yes, people choose to do what they want, but sinners want to sin. Therefore the sinner is incapable of choosing to follow God unless God first empowers him. He is dead in his trespasses, no more capable of cooperating to make himself alive than Lazarus could cooperate with Jesus in raising himself from the dead.

Salvation requires a transforming work of grace (regeneration or effectual call). When, by God’s grace, people are born again, only then do they experience a will capable of choosing righteousness, which some call a truly freed will (a term Arminians associate with prevenient grace, in which God frees people to be able to choose whether or not to believe in Christ).

Calvinists understand Ephesians 2:8–9 like this: “By grace you have been saved, through faith—and this [not just grace or salvation, but faith] is not from yourselves, it is the gift of God—not by works, so that no one can boast.” Note that evangelical Arminians and Calvinists both believe the Bible. They’re equally committed, for instance, to the truth of Ephesians 2:8–9. But they interpret the verses differently when it comes to whether or not our faith in God is his gift to us or our gift to him.

Do Arminians reject God’s sovereignty?

One Calvinist wrote, “Arminians teach that God is frustrated by the free will of his creatures.”10 But would any Arminian say it that way? When I was an Arminian, I never would have.

Another Calvinist, in a spirit of fairness, pointed out that most Arminians do believe in God’s sovereignty:


To say that God gives people freedom does not necessarily mean that God relinquishes his authority over mankind. To be sovereign does not mean that one always has to be in meticulous control over everything that happens. God, for the Arminian, could shape all human events according to his will, he just chooses not to. This is still sovereignty.11



Arminian theologian Roger Olson expresses a common frustration: “It is apparent to Arminians that distorted information about Arminian theology plagues contemporary Calvinist students, pastors and lay people.… Simply denying that Arminians believe in God’s sovereignty … is so blatantly false that it boggles Arminians’ minds.”12

For the first ten years of my Christian life I read mostly Arminian books, by the hundreds. Occasionally I would read a Calvinist book, only to be amazed at what the writer thought people like me believed! When people tell you that you believe what you don’t, it raises your defenses and impairs your ability to trust the other things they say.

Arminians do believe in God’s sovereignty. They understand it to mean that God isn’t accountable to anyone and can do whatever he wishes. His plans and purposes cannot be overcome. God does what he wants, but what he wants is to have creatures who possess the ability to freely do or not do what he wants! Some people mean by sovereignty that whatever happens is God’s will, exactly as he wanted it to happen. Others mean that God maintains control of the universe even when he permits his creatures to violate his will.

Do Calvinists reject the human ability to choose?

Now I’m mostly on the other side of the fence. Though I disagree with many statements made by various Calvinists, I am mainly Calvinist and am sometimes startled when an Arminian assumes I believe things that actually are utterly foreign to my thinking.

One Arminian represents Calvinism by saying, “Even though people might think they have the choice to repent, they are making a wrong assumption according to the Calvinist. If they don’t repent, they are actually doing the only thing they can do.… They are making no choice at all in the matter of salvation.”13

I’d heard this misconception of Calvinism when I was an Arminian. But I hadn’t read many Calvinist books before realizing Calvinists do, of course, believe in human choice. As Arminian theologian F. L. Forlines points out, “In both Calvinism and Arminianism, the individual does make a choice. There is no such thing as human personality changing from unbelief to faith without making a choice.”14

So don’t listen to people who argue that Arminians don’t believe in God’s sovereignty and that Calvinists don’t believe in human choice. Instead, seek to understand what similar and different things Arminians and Calvinists mean by their use of those terms.

In all fairness, if you want to know what either group believes, ask someone who holds to the position. Never count on the objectivity of information about a position offered by those who argue against it! Though I’ve labored hard to be evenhanded in this book, the truth is, try as we might, we’re always most fair to our own position.

The five points of Calvinism and Arminianism reflect the central importance of the issues of sovereignty and free will.

The five points of Calvinism are often depicted through the acronym TULIP, standing for Total depravity, Unconditional election, Limited atonement, Irresistible grace, and the Perseverance of the saints.

The theology behind TULIP goes back to the Reformation. The Reformer Arminius’s supporters issued the Five Articles of Remonstrance in 1610, containing five major points summarizing their disagreements with Calvinistic beliefs. Essentially, these were the five points of Arminianism. In reaction to these five articles, leaders of the Calvinist (or Reformed) movement met and codified their own articles of faith, the Canons of Dort, in 1619. These became the five points of Calvinism.

In the five points on the following chart, notice that the issues of God’s choice and human choice, God’s sovereignty and our free will, permeate each point. If some points don’t seem to relate to sovereignty and free will, look again. They do.
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Logically, both systems are coherent, which explains why those who believe any of the points of one position often believe the others. But not always.

For instance, as a young Christian I was a four-point Arminian (a one-point Calvinist), my only Calvinistic belief being that a true Christian could not lose his salvation. Though nearly everyone in my church was Arminian in theology, there was close to an even split on whether or not salvation could be lost. I









Calvinism’s and Arminianism’s differing views of God’s choices and creature choices permeate many other doctrines too.
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Why do Calvinists and Arminians misrepresent each other’s beliefs?
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The Bible says a great deal about both God’s control and our choices.





You need to see the whole to get the most benefit from each part of this book.
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Ask God to speak to you first and foremost through the Scriptures presented in each chapter.
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Election

Predestination

Grace

Faith

Calvinism

Unconditional: God
chooses whom he will

save and draws them to

himself.

God has determined
from all eternity whatever
will come to pass and
works his sovereign will
in his entire creation,
according to his pre-
determined plan. By
God’s eternal decree,

he foreordained eternal
life for his chosen and
damnation for those who
reject him.

God gives the elect
effectual grace, unilater-
ally regenerating them,
then granting them saving
faith and eternal life.

God gives faith to sinners;
they do not supply it them-
selves. Moderate Calvinists
might call it a choice of the
person which is a guaran-

teed result of God’s
effectual grace.

Arminianism

Conditional: God chooses
whom he will save based
on his foreknowledge of
who will choose to follow

him.

God has predestined
salvation to all who
believe in Jesus and
damnation for those
who don’t. But he doesn’t
predestine anyone to
become and remain a
believer, or to remain an
unbeliever. This is up to
the individual’s free
choice, which God
foreknows but does not
determine.

God gives everyone pre-
venient grace, enabling
all to believe without
assuring it. He regener-
ates those who choose to
believe.

The believer accepts God’s
offer and trusts in God’s
promise. The believer
responds freely to God’s
gracious invitation.





OEBPS/images/Alco_9781601426277_epub_004_r1.jpg
Sovereignty

Foreknowledge

Calvinism

God controls all, includ-
ing the most undesirable
life details; he can influ-
ence or overrule human
desires and decisions to
accomplish his will. As
bad as things look, he has

a purpose and plan.

God determines who he
“knows” in a relational
sense, (i.e., who he plans
to redeem); he foreknows
and chooses them
personally. God knows
the future because he
decrees the future.

Arminianism

God is over all, account-
able to no one, does
whatever he pleases, but
respects free choice; he
rules yet doesn’t overrule.
Much of the present world,
its sin and suffering, is not
what he desires.

Through God’s omni-
science he knows in ad-
vance all that will happen.
This is prescience, or
“simple foreknowledge,”
in which God knows all
future events, including
conversions, but does

not typically determine
them.
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Grace: Saving
and Prevenient

Endurance
and Eternal
Security of
God’s People

Calvinism

4. Irresistible Grace.
God’s saving grace can’t
be ultimately rejected
(though it can be tempo-
rarily resisted). He
unilaterally regenerates the
elect, granting faith and
eternal life. Saving grace is
effectually applied to those

whom he has chosen to

save. In God’s timing,

he overcomes human
resistance to the gospel.
Salvation is entirely in his

hands, not his creatures’.

5. Perseverance of the
Saints. God saves people
and guarantees that those
he has chosen (though not
all who profess) will
continue in saving faith
and go to Heaven. Be-
lievers persevere because
God makes sure none will
be lost. He wrote their
names in the Book of Life;
nothing they do can erase
them. True believers can
and do sin, but do not
continue in long-term
willful sin. Calvinists
prefer “perseverance” to

“eternal security.”

Arminianism

4. The gospel of God’s
grace is an offered invi-
tation, not a coercive
demand. God grants
everyone prevenient grace,
genuinely drawing,
inviting, and enabling each
person to believe without
guaranteeing anyone will.
God’s saving grace is fully
effective for all who believe
(Calvinists agree). God
invites all to be saved but
never over-rules a person’s

decision to reject his grace.

5. Believers may forfeit
salvation. It is a freely
received gift that can later
be freely rejected. One
who’d go to Heaven if he
died today could reject
Christ later, then go to
Hell. Through free will,
believers had a part in their
names appearing in the
Book of Life; if they turn
away, their names are
removed. God never
determines our choice in
salvation. (Some “four-
point” Arminians believe
since God alone regener-

ates, salvation can’t be lost.)
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Choice of
Who Will
Be Saved

2. Unconditional
Election. God chose be-
fore creation, not based on
foreseen faith or human
choices, which sinners he
will grant faith and re-
pentance. The determina-
tive choice is not man’s;
eventually, all whom God
has chosen, by his
empowerment, will desire
salvation and respond to

the gospel in faith.

2. Conditional Election.
God chose in advance to
save those whom he fore-
saw would freely place
their faith in Christ. God
offers salvation to all and
enables any to believe
who will, but people
themselves fully deter-
mine whether or not they
will accept God’s gift and
be saved.

Who Christ
Died For

3. Limited atonement.
Christ died only for the
elect. He paid the redemp-

tive price for specific
chosen people. The gospel
should be preached to all,
since God uses human
means to draw his elect,
who are unknown to men.
This is also called definite
atonement or particular
redemption. Some
Calvinists (sometimes
called four-pointers or
“moderate Calvinists”)
take issue with this point,
believing Christ died for
the sins of all people.

3. Christ died for all
people. Christ’s death
provided full payment for
all sins of all humans, and
his atonement is enough
for every person to be
saved, should each
individual accept his gift.
His offer of blood-bought
salvation is for all. But its
efficacy is limited to or
realized only by personal
faith, which is a free-will
response. Christ’s death
can save all but is effective
only for those who believe
and say yes to Christ and
the gospel.
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Calvinism

Arminianism

Human
Nature and

Freedom

1. Total Depravity. People

are free to follow their
desires, but because of
their natures are dead in
sin; they do not and
cannot desire to repent
and turn to God. They
have a complete inabiliry
to respond to God and
accept his gift of eternal
life, apart from his infu-
sion of saving grace. God
is the one and only agent
in regeneration, who pro-
vides not only the offer
of justification in Christ
but also the ability to
believe the gospel.

1. Total Depravity was
affirmed by both Armin-
ius and Wesley. All are
sinners, in need of salva-
tion. God has given each
person the assisted ability,
through divine enable-
ment, to repent and turn
to him. This is only as
enabled by God’s preve-
nient grace in which he
allows but does not cause
free-will faith in Christ.
There are two agents co-
operating in conversion,
God and people, but only
one agent—God’s
Spirit—in the resulting

regeneration.
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Salvation

Security

Sin Nature

Free Will

Monergism: God alone
works to bring about new
birth and faith within his
chosen children, so there
can be no doubt who gets
the credit.

Since God does the work
of saving, he will assure
that those saved will per-
severe; what can’t be
earned can’t be lost.

All are totally depraved,
inheriting a sin nature
from Adam. We are not
only slaves to sin but dead
in sin. We lack the ability
to choose the grace God
offers us; our wills must
first be made alive by
God.

Our free choices are deter-
mined by our desires but
not coerced by external
authorities. The unsaved
are dead in sin, their wills
in bondage. By God’s
common grace, they can
make some good choices
but cannot in themselves
choose to believe in Jesus.
Only God can produce
saving faith in human
hearts.

Synergism: God invites
and humans respond
with faith, resulting in
God’s unilateral work
of new birth.

Since God never overrides
human choice in matters
of salvation, a believer
may choose to turn away
and forfeit salvation.

All are totally depraved,
inheriting a sin nature
from Adam. We are in
bondage to sin and can’t
exercise good will toward
God apart from super-
natural grace, but he gives
us all the freedom to
choose or reject Him.

We have contrary choice;
no decision is forced; we
are always free to choose
within the limits of our
sin-damaged wills. The
unsaved have wills in
bondage until God’s
prevenient grace enables
them to believe in him if
they so choose, but God
never causes them to
believe; that is their

choice, not his.





