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Regeneration 
 
 


What is regeneration? 
Regeneration is the work of the Holy Spirit imparting spiritual life to those who are “dead in 
trespasses and sins” (Eph. 2:1). While the Greek word palingenesia appears only twice in the 
New Testament (Matt. 19:28 and Titus 3:5), the doctrine of the “new birth” is clearly taught in 
Scripture: 


• God’s message of hope to the Jews through the prophet Ezekiel points to the day when He 
will give them a new heart and put a new spirit within them, taking away their heart of 
stone and giving them a heart of flesh (Ezek. 36:26). “I will place My Spirit within you,” 
He tells them (v. 27). 


• In Titus 3:5, Paul uses palingenesia to denote the change of heart spoken of elsewhere in 
Scripture as passing from death to life (1 John 3:14); becoming a new creation in Christ (2 
Cor. 5:17); being born again or born from above (John 3:3, 7); and being made alive with 
the Messiah  (Eph. 2:5). 


• The new birth is ascribed to the Holy Spirit and originates with God (John 1:12-13, 6:63; 1 
John 2:29, 5:1, 4). 


• Scripture affirms the necessity of regeneration (John 3:3, 5; Rom. 8:9). 
• Peter writes that God the Father mercifully has granted us “a new birth into a living hope 


through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead” (1 Peter 1:3). 
• He emphasizes that the basis of our regeneration is “the living and enduring word of God” 


(1 Peter 1:23). 
• And he likens the regenerated to “newborn infants” (1 Peter 2:2). 


 
In Matt. 19:28, Jesus uses the term palingenesia to refer to the future Messianic age, when the 
fallen creation is restored and “all things (are put) in subjection under his feet” (1 Cor. 15:27 
NASB; see also Acts 3:21; Rom. 8:18-23; Rev. 21:1). Likewise, the apostle Peter uses the terms 
“seasons of refreshing” (Acts 3:19) and “restoration of all things” (Acts 3:21) to describe the 
completion of God’s plan for the whole creation (see also 2 Peter 3:13).  
 
Is regeneration a prerequisite for salvation? 
But for individuals, is regeneration a prerequisite for justification? That is, must God regenerate 
the elect so they will believe and repent, resulting in justification? Or are belief and repentance 
the conditions upon which God grants regeneration? Let’s explore this issue more closely. The 
chart on the next page shows the logical order of events in salvation from the Reformed and 
Arminian points of view. Note that for Calvinists, regeneration precedes faith and repentance, 
while Arminians see the order of events reversed. 
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Most Calvinists understand Scripture to say that since lost sinners are dead in their sins (Eph. 
2:1), blinded and bound by Satan (2 Cor. 4:4; 2 Tim. 2:26), and unable to please God (Rom. 8:6-
8), their wills are in bondage to their sin nature. Therefore, God must open their spiritual eyes, 
liberate them from Satan’s snare, and breathe spiritual life into them before they can respond in 
belief and repentance to the gospel message. In other words, unbelievers must be born again in 
order to trust in Christ for salvation. Calvinists point to passages such as John 1:11-13 and 1 John 
5:1 to support their position: 
 
John 1:11-13 - He came to His own, and His own people did not receive Him. But to all 
who did receive Him, He gave them the right to be children of God, to those who believe 
in His name, who were born, not of blood, or of the will of the flesh, or of the will of man, but of 
God.  


• Calvinists argue that “all who did receive Him” and “those who believe on His name” 
received Christ because they were “born … of God.” Regeneration, they say, results in 
saving faith. 


 
1 John 5:1 – Everyone who believes that Jesus is the Messiah has been born of God …. 


• Just as being born of God is a prerequisite for doing what is right (1 John 2:29), being 
born again is a prerequisite for believing in Christ, say Calvinists. 


 
Arminians counter that these passages simply teach regeneration as an accomplished fact for 
believers, not as a precursor to salvation. Further, they “believe that at the time of the hearing of 
the general gospel call, every sinner has the free will either to accept or reject it. This is in 
essence a denial of the Calvinist doctrine of total depravity. Some Arminians believe that no 
sinner is ever totally depraved; others believe that all people are initially afflicted with total 
depravity but that God through universal preparatory grace mitigates the depravity and restores a 
measure of freedom. Either way the result is the same: when the moment of choice comes, 
sinners have a freedom of the will to meet or not to meet the conditions for salvation” (Jack W. 
Cottrell, Perspectives on Election, pp 120-121). Put another way, while unbelievers are  
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spiritually dead, they are alive in body and in soul, where the will resides. Though depraved, the 
sinner can, with the help of the Holy Spirit, repent and believe in Christ. 
 
Arminians further understand Scripture to teach that regeneration is an inseparable part of God’s 
work of salvation – along with justification, sanctification, and glorification – and cannot be 
considered a prerequisite for salvation. They challenge the Calvinist view with such questions as: 


• How long must a person be regenerated before he or she can believe? 
• Is there an example in Scripture of a regenerated person who is not justified? 
• Can the regenerated person successfully resist the Holy Spirit? If so, for how long? 
• Is the regenerated-but-not-yet justified person saved? 
• If regeneration precedes faith and irresistibly draws unbelievers to Christ, hasn’t God 


taken away that person’s moral responsibility? 
 
Calvinists have ready answers for these questions, but both sides agree that the real issue is what 
the Bible teaches about regeneration. This much seems clear: 


• Regeneration is the work of God imparting spiritual life to unbelievers; people do not 
regenerate themselves any more than they justify, sanctify or glorify themselves. 


• Faith and repentance are gifts from God and must be exercised freely and willingly by 
sinners to receive eternal life. 


• All regenerated people are saved; there is no Scriptural evidence that any regenerated 
person fails to enter the kingdom of heaven. 


• Apart from Reformed inferences from passages such as John 1:11-13 and 1 John 5:1, 
Scripture does not say that regeneration produces saving faith, or that regeneration is a 
prerequisite for justification. 


• Paul describes salvation as including regeneration, justification and adoption, saying God 
“saved us … through the washing of regeneration and renewal by the Holy Spirit … so 
that having been justified by His grace, we may become heirs with the hope of eternal 
life” (Titus 3:5-7). 


• Further, Paul describes unbelievers as “dead in trespasses and sins” (Eph. 2:1). Therefore, 
salvation necessarily involves God’s work of making us spiritually alive (regeneration) 
and freeing us (through justification) from the cause of our spiritual death – trespasses 
and sins. Again, there is no reason to separate – logically or chronologically – 
regeneration and justification. 


 
Consider also: 


• The Old Testament concept of washing/cleansing implies the removal of sin along with 
the new heart God gives His people. Peter alludes to the flood as a type of saving through 
water (1 Peter 3:20-21) as God purged the human race of sin. In regard to Israel, Isaiah, 
Jeremiah and Ezekiel speak of God removing sins while giving His people hearts that 
desire Him (see, for example, Ezek. 36:25-27). Even John the Baptist’s proclamation that 
Jesus would baptize with the Holy Spirit and fire brings into focus the Old Testament 
foreshadowing of God’s new work of regeneration and purging (Matt. 3:11; Luke 3:16;  
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John 1:33). Separating regeneration from justification, or making one contingent upon the 
other, seems inconsistent with Old Testament teaching about the Spirit’s ministry. 


• Finally, Jesus teaches that when the Holy Spirit comes, He will “convict the world about 
sin, righteousness, and judgment” (John 16:8). He describes the work of the Spirit in 
confronting unbelievers with the stark reality of their lost state but does not distinguish 
between the Spirit’s work in the hearts of the elect and non-elect. The same convicting 
work applies to all sinners equally.  


 
Conclusion 
In regard to the individual, regeneration is the work of the Holy Spirit bringing sinners from 
spiritual death into spiritual life. Scripture seems to teach plainly that regeneration occurs at the 
same time as justification as sinners, under the conviction of the Holy Spirit, willingly exercise 
their God-given gifts of faith and repentance. 
 
 
 
Next week:  Atonement – did Christ die only for the elect? 
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Calvinism and Arminianism Compared* 
 


 Calvinism Arminianism 


 


T 
 


Total Inability / Total Depravity: 
 
Because of the fall, man is unable of himself 
to savingly believe the gospel. The sinner is 
dead, blind, and deaf to the things of God; his 
heart is deceitful and desperately corrupt. His 
will is not free, it is in bondage to his evil 
nature, therefore, he will not - indeed he 
cannot - choose good over evil in the spiritual 
realm. Consequently, it takes much more than 
the Spirit's assistance to bring a sinner to 
Christ - it takes regeneration by which the 
Spirit makes the sinner alive and gives him a 
new nature. Faith is not something man 
contributes to salvation but is itself a part of 
God's gift of salvation - it is God's gift to the 
sinner, not the sinner's gift to God. 


 
 
Free Will / Human Ability: 
 
Although human nature was seriously affected 
by the fall, man has not been left in a state of 
total spiritual helplessness. God graciously 
enables every sinner to repent and believe, but 
He does not interfere with man's freedom. Each 
sinner possesses a free will, and his eternal 
destiny depends on how he uses it. Man's 
freedom consists of his ability to choose good 
over evil in spiritual matters; his will is not 
enslaved to his sinful nature. The sinner has the 
power to either cooperate with God's Spirit and 
be regenerated or resist God's grace and perish. 
The lost sinner needs the Spirit's assistance, but 
he does not have to be regenerated by the Spirit 
before he can believe, for faith is man's act and 
precedes the new birth. Faith is the sinner's gift 
to God; it is man's contribution to salvation.  
 


 


U 
 
Unconditional Election: 
 
God's choice of certain individuals unto 
salvation before the foundation of the world 
rested solely in His own sovereign will. His 
choice of particular sinners was not based on 
any foreseen response of obedience on their 
part, such as faith, repentance, etc. On the 
contrary, God gives faith and repentance to 
each individual whom He selected. These acts 
are the result, not the cause of God's choice. 
Election therefore was not determined by or 
conditioned upon any virtuous quality or act 
foreseen in man. Those whom God 
sovereignly elected He brings through the 
power of the Spirit to a willing acceptance of 
Christ. Thus God's choice of the sinner, not 
the sinner's choice of Christ, is the ultimate 
cause of salvation. 
 


 
Conditional Election: 
 
God's choice of certain individuals unto 
salvation before the foundation of the world 
was based upon His foreseeing that they would 
respond to His call. He selected only those 
whom He knew would of themselves freely 
believe the gospel. Election therefore was 
determined by or conditioned upon what man 
would do. The faith which God foresaw and 
upon which He based His choice was not given 
to the sinner by God (it was not created by the 
regenerating power of the Holy Spirit) but 
resulted solely from man's will. It was left 
entirely up to man as to who would believe and 
therefore as to who would be elected unto 
salvation. God chose those whom He knew 
would, of their own free will, choose Christ. 
Thus the sinner's choice of Christ, not God's 
choice of the sinner, is the ultimate cause of 
salvation.  
 


(Over) 
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 Calvinism Arminianism 


 


L 
 
 


Limited Atonement / Particular 
Redemption: 
 
Christ's redeeming work was intended to save 
the elect only and actually secured salvation 
for them. His death was substitutionary 
endurance of the penalty of sin in the place of 
certain specified sinners. In addition to putting 
away the sins of His people, Christ's 
redemption secured everything necessary for 
their salvation, including faith which unites 
them to Him. The gift of faith is infallibly 
applied by the Spirit to all for whom Christ 
died, therefore guaranteeing their salvation. 


 
 


Universal Redemption / General 
Atonement: 
 
Christ's redeeming work made it possible for 
everyone to be saved but did not actually 
secure the salvation of anyone. Although Christ 
died for all men and for every man, only those 
who believe on Him are saved. His death 
enabled God to pardon sinners on the condition 
that they believe, but it did not actually put 
away anyone's sins. Christ's redemption 
becomes effective only if man chooses to 
accept it. 


 


I 
 
 


Irresistible Grace / Efficacious Call of 
the Spirit: 
 
In addition to the outward general call to 
salvation which is made to everyone who 
hears the gospel, the Holy Spirit extends to 
the elect a special inward call that inevitably 
brings them to salvation. The internal call 
(which is made only to the elect) cannot be 
rejected; it always results in conversion. By 
means of this special call the Spirit irresistibly 
draws sinners to Christ. He is not limited in 
His work of applying salvation by man's will, 
nor is He dependent upon man's cooperation 
for success. The Spirit graciously causes the 
elect sinner to cooperate, to believe, to repent, 
to come freely and willingly to Christ. God's 
grace, therefore, is invincible; it never fails to 
result in the salvation of those to whom it is 
extended.  
 


 
 


The Holy Spirit Can be Effectually 
Resisted: 
 
The Spirit calls inwardly all those who are 
called outwardly by the gospel invitation; He 
does all that He can to bring every sinner to 
salvation. But inasmuch as man is free, he can 
successfully resist the Spirit's call. The Spirit 
cannot regenerate the sinner until he believes; 
faith (which is man's contribution) proceeds 
and makes possible the new birth. Thus, man's 
free will limits the Spirit in the application of 
Christ's saving work. The Holy Spirit can only 
draw to Christ those who allow Him to have 
His way with them. Until the sinner responds, 
the Spirit cannot give life. God's grace, 
therefore, is not invincible; it can be, and often 
is, resisted and thwarted by man. 


 


P 
 
 


Perseverance of the Saints: 
 
All who are chosen by God, redeemed by 
Christ, and given faith by the Spirit are 
eternally saved. They are kept in faith by the 
power of Almighty God and thus persevere to 
the end. 
 


 
 


Falling from Grace: 
Those who believe and are truly saved can lose 
their salvation by failing to keep up their faith, 
etc. All Arminians have not been agreed on this 
point; some have held that believers are 
eternally secure in Christ - that once a sinner is 
regenerated, he can never be lost.  
 


* From The Five Points of CALVINISM  - Defined, Defended, Documented by David N. Steele and Curtis 
Thomas. 
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Going to Extremes 
 
It appears that most evangelical Christians fall somewhere between five-point Calvinism and 
Arminianism in their theology. But is it possible to go beyond these two theological bookends 
into extreme forms of belief and practice? Yes, and both extremes are fraught with doctrinal 
danger. In this study we will look at two extremes – hyper-Calvinism and open theism – and see 
why they drift into perilous theological waters. 
 
Hyper-Calvinism 
Simply stated, hyper-Calvinism is a doctrine that emphasizes divine sovereignty to the exclusion 
of human responsibility, according to Phillip R. Johnson, executive director of Grace to You, a 
Christian radio and tape ministry featuring the preaching of Reformed pastor and teacher John 
MacArthur. “To call it ‘hyper-Calvinism’ is something of a misnomer,” says Johnston. “It is 
actually a rejection of historic Calvinism. Hyper-Calvinism entails a denial of what is taught in 
both Scripture and the major Calvinistic creeds, substituting instead an imbalanced and 
unbiblical notion of divine sovereignty.” 
 
The New Dictionary of Theology says hyper-Calvinism “so stresses the sovereignty of God by 
over-emphasizing the secret over the revealed will of God and eternity over time, that it 
minimizes the responsibility of sinners, notably with respect to the denial of the use of the word 
‘offer’ in relation to the preaching of the gospel; thus it undermines the universal duty of sinners 
to believe savingly in the Lord Jesus with the assurance that Christ actually died for them; and it 
encourages introspection in the search to know whether or not one is elect.” 
 
Some key points: 


• Hyper-Calvinists tend to stress the secret (or decretive) will of God over His revealed (or 
perceptive) will. 


• They deny that the gospel message includes any sincere proposal of divine mercy to 
sinners in general. 


• They emphasize the elusiveness of knowing whether one is truly elect. “Therefore,” says 
Johnson, “hyper-Calvinism soon degenerates into a cold, lifeless dogma. Hyper-
Calvinist churches and denominations tend to become either barren and inert, or militant 
and elitist” (“A Primer on Hyper-Calvinism,” www.spurgeon.org). 


 
Some hyper-Calvinists oppose all forms of evangelism because they believe God will save 
whomever He will apart from human means. Others are fatalistic in their approach to God’s 
work of salvation, depersonalizing God and ascribing to Him a mechanistic determinism. 
Finally, some promote the doctrine of double-predestination, the belief that God chooses the 
non-elect for hell and may even hate them and delight in their damnation because it demonstrates 
His justice and wrath. 
 



http://www.spurgeon.org/
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Grace to You’s Johnson, a five-point Calvinist and a critic of hyper-Calvinism, says a hyper-
Calvinist is one who either: 


• Denies that the gospel call applies to all who hear; or 
• Denies that faith is the duty of every sinner; or 
• Denies that the gospel makes any “offer” of Christ, salvation, or mercy to the non-elect 


(or denies that the offer of divine mercy is free and universal); or 
• Denies that there is such a thing as “common grace;” or 
• Denies that God has any sort of love for the non-elect. 


 
“All five varieties of hyper-Calvinism undermine evangelism or twist the gospel message,” 
writes Johnson. “In practical terms, the hyper-Calvinist ‘gospel’ often reduces to the message 
that God simply and single-mindedly hates those whom He has chosen to damn, and there is 
nothing whatsoever they can do about it.” 
 
In short, hyper-Calvinism is a dangerous doctrine because it: 


• Deviates from sound Biblical interpretation; 
• Suggests a capricious God who favors some people over others for no apparent good 


reason – a God who hates the non-elect and glories in their damnation; 
• Refutes the Great Commission and undermines evangelistic efforts; and 
• Promotes fatalistic thinking and belief in an impersonal, mechanistic God. 


 
Hyper-Calvinist groups today include English hyper-Calvinists (most happen to be Baptists), 
American "Gospel Standard" hypers, Primitive Baptists, and Protestant Reformed Churches. 
 
 
Open Theism 
Open theism, also known as “free will theism,” the “openness of God view,” and “neotheism,” is 
the teaching that God has granted people free will to such an extent that He does not know their 
future free choices. Open theists believe that God could have known every future event had He 
decided to create a fully determined universe. However, God decided instead to create a world in 
which the future is not entirely knowable, even to God. Open theists make a case for a personal 
God who may be influenced through prayer, decisions and human action. While God is able to 
anticipate the future, he remains fluid to respond to decisions and actions made contrary to or 
consistent with His plan. 
 
Some chief characteristics of neotheism are: 


• A libertarian view of free will (which entails the power of contrary choice); 
• A partially open (non-determined) future, namely, one where free acts are involved;  
• The belief that God's nature can change;  
• The belief that God is temporal; 
• The implication that God is not simple (indivisible) in His essence (Norman L. Geisler, 


“Neotheism: Orthodox or Unorthodox? A Theological Response to Greg Boyd,” 
www.ses.edu). 



http://www.ses.edu/
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In open theism, God either knows or does not know the future. For open theists who hold that 
God knows the future, they maintain that God voluntarily limits His foreknowledge of free 
choices so that they can remain truly free. Other open theists say that the future, being non 
existent, is not knowable, even by God. Gregory Boyd, a well-known advocate of open theism, 
says, "Much of it [the future], open theists will concede, is settled ahead of time, either by God's 
predestining will or by existing earthly causes, but it is not exhaustively settled ahead of time. To 
whatever degree the future is yet open to be decided by free agents, it is unsettled (God of the 
Possible, p. 15). 
 
In open theism God can make mistakes because He does not know the future. God also takes 
risks and adapts to the free choices of people. Open theists claim biblical support for their 
position by citing scripture where God changes His mind (Ex. 32:14), is surprised (Isa. 5:3-7), 
and tests people to see what they will do (Gen. 22:12). Finally, open theism tends to portray the 
God of orthodox theism as distant, controlling, and unyielding, while the God of openness is 
involved, adapting, loving, interacting, and caring for humanity.   
 
Neotheists list five characteristics of their position: 


• God not only created this world ex nihilo [out of nothing] but can (and at times does) 
intervene unilaterally in earthly affairs. 


• God chose to create us with incompatibilistic (libertarian) freedom – freedom over which 
He cannot exercise total control. 


• God so values freedom – the moral integrity of free creatures and a world in which such 
integrity is possible – that He does not normally override such freedom, even if He sees 
that it is producing undesirable results. 


• God always desires our highest good, both individually and corporately, and thus is 
affected by what happens in our lives. 


• God does not possess exhaustive knowledge of exactly how we will utilize our freedom, 
although He may very well at times be able to predict with great accuracy the choices we 
will freely make (Clark Pinnock, Openness of God, p. 156). 


 
Norman Geisler responds: 


[T]he traditional Christian view of God held by the early church fathers, expressed in the 
great confessions and creeds of the Christian church and embraced by the Reformers … 
firmly upheld the traditional attributes of God. Among other things, these included that God 
is transcendent (beyond the universe), immanent (within the universe), Creator ex nihilo (out 
of nothing), and can cause supernatural events (miracles). In addition, these attributes include 
that God knows all things (has omniscience), God is before all things (has eternality), God 
never changes (has immutability), and God is in complete control of all things (has 
sovereignty). But it is precisely these attributes of traditional Christian theology (including 
Calvinist and Arminian) that are denied by those extreme Arminians who embrace Neothism 
(Chosen But Free: A Balanced View of Divine Election, p. 107). 
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The primary dangers of open theism are that it: 


• Denies the infallible foreknowledge of God. 
• Rejects the biblical doctrine of God’s immutability (unchangeability). 
• Denies God’s eternality; while acknowledging that God has no beginning, open theists 


deny that he is beyond time or nontemporal. 
• Denies the sovereignty of God. 
• May lead to a wrong view that people in some way control God through their decisions 


and actions. 
 
 
Conclusion 
As we have learned over the past several months, there is at least some common ground between 
Calvinists and Arminians on each of the five points identified by the acrostic TULIP. Calvinists 
and Arminians may consider each other brothers and sisters in Christ, share the same convictions 
about many doctrines of the faith, and cooperate in carrying out the Great Commission. At the 
same time, there is danger at the extreme ends of the Calvinist-Arminian spectrum, where God is 
seen either as mechanical or wishy washy, and man appears to be either a puppet or a self-
determining puppet master. Believers do not have to agree on every detail of biblical 
interpretation, but we would be well advised to take to heart Paul’s challenge to Timothy: “Be 
diligent to present yourself approved to God, a worker who doesn’t need to be ashamed, 
correctly teaching the word of truth” (2 Tim. 2:15). 
 
 
Next week:  Final Exam and Wrap Up 
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Are People Truly Free? 
 
Much of the debate between Calvinists and Arminians concerns what the Bible teaches about 
divine sovereignty and human freedom. Has God strictly determined everything that will happen 
so that people are merely puppets on a divine string – a fatalistic approach that some extreme 
Calvinists embrace? Or did God create people with such libertarian freedom that even He does 
not know the choices they will make tomorrow, as some Arminians believe? How we understand 
the interaction between God’s sovereignty and human freedom says a great deal about where we 
fall along the Calvinist-Arminian scale. In this study, we will look at the twin truths of divine 
sovereignty and human responsibility; examine three views of divine sovereignty and human 
responsibility; and then survey a number of ways Bible commentators view the “freedom” God 
grants to human beings. 
 
The twin truths of divine sovereignty and human responsibility 
The Bible is clear that God is sovereign; that is, He is the source of all creation and all things 
come from and depend on Him. The Bible speaks of God’s sovereignty in many ways, according 
to William Leonard in The Holman Bible Dictionary: 


• Creative sovereignty. God is the Lord of creation, the source of all things. 
• Moral sovereignty. God’s authority is grounded in His essential nature, which is moral. 


He is to be obeyed not simply because He is mighty but because He is righteous. 
• Transcendent sovereignty. God’s sovereignty is beyond our complete comprehension. 
• Purposeful sovereignty. God’s purpose is to bring His whole creation to fullness and 


completion, to fellowship with Him. The kingdom of God is the end toward which God 
moves His creation. 


 
While God is sovereign, Scripture stresses that people are “free” in that they are morally 
responsible for their words and deeds. “God has created a world in which freedom is a real 
possibility,” says Leonard. “The gospel suggests that human beings find genuine freedom, not in 
doing everything they wish, but in submitting themselves to the sovereign will of God, the rule 
and reign of God in their individual and collective lives. The sovereignty of God involves God’s 
self-limitation in order that His creation might also choose freedom in Him.” 


To illustrate the complementary truths of divine sovereignty and human responsibility, let’s look 
at three events in the passion of Christ: 


• The conspiracy. Herod, Pilate, the Gentiles and the Jewish leaders “assembled together 
against Your holy Servant Jesus, whom You anointed,” said Peter. Yet they did 
“whatever Your hand and Your plan had predestined to take place” (Acts 4:27-28). 


• The betrayal. Judas chose to betray Jesus “as it ha[d] been determined” (Luke 22:22). 
• The cross. Christ was “delivered up according to God’s determined plan and 


foreknowledge” (Acts 2:23), yet Jesus freely laid down His life (John 10:17-18). 
 
There are many other examples in Scripture we could cite. But the question is: How do the 
seemingly contradictory truths of divine sovereignty and human responsibility work together? 







Are People Truly Free? 
Page 2 


 
 


Three views of divine sovereignty and human responsibility 
There are three primary views of the connection between divine sovereignty and human 
responsibility, according to Norman Geisler in Chosen But Free: A Balanced View of Divine 
Election: 


• God’s predetermination is independent of His foreknowledge (Strong Calvinist). God 
operates with such unapproachable sovereignty that His choices are made without any 
regard for the choices of human beings. God saves whomever He wishes and gives only 
the elect saving faith while withholding it from the rest. Some who hold to an extreme 
perspective of this view (known as hyper-Calvinists) believe that God not only elects 
some for salvation, but “hates” the non-elect and chooses them for hell.  


• God’s predetermination is based on His foreknowledge (Arminian). God knows in 
advance (by His omniscience) the choices that everyone will make, including whether to 
accept or reject Christ for salvation. As a result, election is conditioned on foreseen faith. 
A variation of this view is that God unconditionally willed that salvation would be 
received on the condition of faith. Therefore, people are free and yet God is in complete 
control. His control is not based on coercion but on the knowledge of what the free agents 
will do under whatever persuasive means God may use on them. 


• God’s predetermination is in accord with His foreknowledge (Moderate Calvinist). 
God’s election is neither based on His foreknowledge of people’s free choices nor 
exercised independently of it. All aspects of the eternal purpose of God are equally 
timeless. God’s foreknowledge and predetermination are simultaneous and eternal acts. 
As Geisler states, “[O]ur moral actions are truly free, and God determined that they 
would be such. God is totally sovereign in the sense of actually determining what occurs, 
and yet man is completely free and responsible for what he chooses” (p. 53). 


 
Is God a divine puppet master? 
Not everyone who holds to the sovereignty of God also believes in human freedom. Those who 
do come to different conclusions about the nature and extent of that freedom. Here are three 
ways Bible commentators view the “freedom” that God has granted to human beings: 


• Hard determinism (no free acts). This is the belief that “every event has a sufficient 
cause and is part of an unbreakable causal chain with a very long (perhaps infinite) 
history…. hard determinism has a distinctive understanding of a free act: namely, a free 
act is one that has no cause and thus no causal history” (Jerry L. Walls and Joseph R. 
Dongell, Why I Am Not a Calvinist, p. 102). Those who hold to hard determinism say 
there are no free acts; therefore, people are not responsible for their actions. This is not to 
deny that all of us have a “subjective sense of freedom;” that is, we feel we are free. But 
in reality, we are to be neither praised nor condemned for our actions since all actions are 
the necessary result of natural law. 


• Libertarian freedom (free acts). This is the view that a free action does not have a 
sufficient cause prior to its occurrence; in other words, some human actions are truly free. 
At the same time, proponents of libertarian freedom believe strongly in moral 
responsibility; for us to be free requires moral responsibility, and moral responsibility  
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implies freedom. Put another way, a person cannot be held morally responsible for an act 
unless he or she is free to perform that act and free not to perform it.  


• Compatibilism/soft determinism (conditionally free acts). This view holds that all 
things are determined. At the same time, people are responsible for their actions, so in 
some sense they are free. Soft determinists affirm both complete determinism and 
freedom. But they define freedom differently than hard determinists and libertarians do. 
Specifically, a free act must meet three conditions: 1) It must not be compelled or caused 
by anything outside of the person – that is, forced against the person’s will; 2) However, 
it is caused by something internal to the person who performs it – a psychological state 
such as a belief, desire, or a combination of the two. 3) The person performing the act 
could have acted differently if he or she had wanted to do so. But the person could not 
have wanted to act differently given his or her background, experience, etc. 


 
Calvinists tend to embrace either hard determinism or compatibilism, while Arminians generally 
hold to some version of libertarian freedom. A look at Article 10.1 of the Westminster 
Confession is helpful in understanding the Calvinist position: 
 


All those whom God hath predestined unto life, and those only, he is pleased, in his 
appointed and accepted time, effectually to call, by his Word and Spirit, out of that state of 
sin and death, in which they are by nature, to grace and salvation by Jesus Christ; 
enlightening their minds spiritually and savingly, to understand the things of God; taking 
away their heart of stone, and giving them an heart of flesh; renewing their wills, and by his 
almighty power determining them to that which is good, and effectually drawing them to 
Jesus Christ, yet so as they come most freely, being made willing by his grace [emphasis 
mine]. 


 
It appears that this statement supports soft determinism, in which God changes the elect sinner’s 
heart so that he or she is “made willing” to trust in Christ and comes “freely” (and irresistibly) to 
Him in belief and repentance. The proponent of libertarian freedom would cry foul, arguing 
either that the sinner was manipulated and given the illusion of freedom (hard determinism) or 
was transformed internally against his or her will (soft determinism) – even though, admittedly, 
the result was a good one (eternal life for the elect).  
 
There are other objections that moderate Calvinists and Arminians raise to a deterministic point 
of view: 


• It denies the love of God for all mankind (omnibenevolence). If God is love and loves all 
mankind, why does He not irresistibly draw all people to Himself in salvation? He 
certainly could, and all people would worship Him for it. The Calvinist response that God 
is most glorified through the full display of His sovereign mercy and wrath does little to 
answer this question and does nothing to comfort those who spend eternity in hell having 
never been given saving grace, which God could have granted. 


• A deterministic point of view denies the biblical teaching of “contrary choice,” the God-
given ability of people to choose one thing when they could have chosen another. Hard 
determinism says people only have the illusion of freedom; soft determinism says free 
choice is doing what we desire, but only the elect will ever desire God. 
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• If determinism and human freedom are compatible, then it is possible that God could 


determine all persons to freely do good at all times. Why doesn’t He? 
• There are large stretches of Scripture that are hard to make sense of if humans are not 


free in the libertarian sense of the word. Jeremiah 7:1-29 is one example where God 
enumerates the sins of His people and reminds them that while they were doing such 
things, He warned them again and again. But instead of repenting, they persisted in 
idolatry and other self-destructive behavior. Therefore, God promises to punish them for 
their sins but again says that He repeatedly sent his prophets to urge them to obey. If the 
Jews are not free in the libertarian sense, why does God strongly imply that they are? 


 
Conclusion 
J.I. Packer, in Evangelism and the Sovereignty of God, has a uniquely simple perspective on the 
whole matter. He writes that divine sovereignty and human responsibility are both clearly taught 
in Scripture, and it’s not necessarily our job to figure it out. “Accept it for what it is, and learn to 
live with it. Refuse to regard the apparent inconsistency as real; put down the semblance of 
contradiction to the deficiency of your own understanding; think of the two principles as, not 
rival alternatives, but, in some way that at present you do not grasp, complementary to each 
other” (p. 21). 
 
Scripture does not expressly define the nature of our freedom or draw philosophical distinctions 
for us. But it is still worth asking what sort of freedom is implied by various texts of Scripture. 
Norman Geisler sums the issue up this way: 
 


God’s predestination and human free choice are a mystery, but not a contradiction. They 
go beyond reason, but not against reason. That is, they are not incongruous, but neither can 
we see exactly how they are complementary. We apprehend each as true, but we do not 
comprehend how both are true…. There is no contradiction in God knowingly 
predetermining and predeterminately knowing from all eternity precisely what we would 
do with our free acts. For God determined that moral creatures would do things freely. He 
did not determine that they would be forced to perform free acts. What is forced is not 
free, and what is free is not forced (Chosen But Free, pp. 54-55). 


 
 
Next week:  Going to Extremes (the dangers of extreme Calvinism and Arminianism) 
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Atonement 
 
What is atonement? 
The English word “atonement” does not appear in modern translations of the New Testament and 
is used only once in the King James Version – in Rom. 5:11, where a better rendering is 
“reconciliation.” But “atonement” is used frequently throughout the Old Testament and means 
“to cover,” “placate,” “appease,” or “effect reconciliation.” As applied to the priestly work of 
offering sacrifices, atonement was the temporary satisfaction of God’s justice and the temporary 
appeasement of His wrath; that’s the reason priests had to offer sacrifices regularly for the sins of 
the people (see, for example, Heb. 9:25). Every spotless animal on the altar, and every drop of 
blood, pointed to the cross where the Lamb of God would shed His blood in full satisfaction of 
God’s justice, resulting in the extension of God’s grace and mercy to sinners. In this regard, 
Jesus did not “atone” for our sins; He “put away sin by the sacrifice of Himself” (Heb. 9:26 
NASB). 
 
Even so, the word “atonement” is used today in a theological sense to describe the finished work 
of Christ in reconciling lost sinners to God. Paul wrote that “in Christ, God was reconciling the 
world to Himself” (2 Cor. 5:19). God the Father is the Initiator of the atonement, and His Son is 
the Author and Finisher of our faith, who joyfully laid down His life for us (Heb. 12:2). Christ’s 
death was substitutionary in that He died in our place (2 Cor. 5:21), and satisfactory in that He 
paid the penalty for our sins, making peace between God and sinners. 
 
Is the atonement limited? 
But did Christ die only for certain people, as Calvinists teach, or for all? If only for the elect, then 
what hope is there for those He has passed by? And if for all, as Arminians contend, wasn’t His 
blood wasted on those who reject Him and consequently die in their sins? Let’s look more 
closely at this issue. 
 
First, it’s important to note that both Calvinists and Arminians limit the atonement in some way. 
Calvinists say the atonement is limited in purpose; that is, Christ’s death was intended to secure 
the salvation of the elect only. Arminians say the atonement is limited in effect; that is, Christ’s 
death paid the sin debt for all people but is effective only for those who believe. In addition, 
Calvinists and Arminians agree that only the elect are actually saved; both reject universalism, 
the false teaching that God ultimately will save all people and bring them into His kingdom. 
Finally, both sides agree that because of Christ’s finished work on the cross, a genuine invitation 
may be made to any person to believe in Him for salvation. 
 
So what’s the problem? John Piper, Reformed pastor, author and speaker, frames the issue this 
way: “We do not deny that all men are the intended beneficiaries of the cross in some sense. 1 
Timothy 4:10 says that Christ is ‘the Savior of all men, especially of those who believe.’ What 
we deny is that all men are intended as the beneficiaries of the death of Christ in the same way. 
All of God’s mercy toward unbelievers – from the rising sun (Matthew 5:45) to the worldwide 
preaching of the gospel (John 3:16) – is made possible because of the cross…. But he is  
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especially the Savior of those who believe. He did not die for all men in the same sense. The 
intention of the death of Christ for the children of God was that it purchase far more than the 
rising sun and the opportunity to be saved. The death of Christ actually saves from ALL evil 
those for whom Christ died ‘especially’” (What We Believe About the Five Points of Calvinism, 
www.desiringgod.org). 
 
Piper cites many Scriptures to support the Reformed view that the death of Christ was designed 
for the salvation of God’s people, not for every individual. Among the passages are: 
 
John 10:15, 26-28 – “… I lay down My life for the sheep…. But you don’t believe because you 
are not My sheep. My sheep hear My voice, I know them, and they follow Me. I give them 
eternal life, and they will never perish—ever! No one will snatch them out of My hand.” 


• The non-elect don’t believe because they are not Christ’s sheep, not the other way around 
– a clear indication that Jesus was going to lay down His life for some, not all, say 
Calvinists. 


 
John 11:51-52 – He [Caiaphas] did not say this on his own, but being high priest that year he 
prophesied that Jesus was going to die for the nation, and not for the nation only, but also to 
unite the scattered children of God. 


• Christ’s death would unite His sheep – and His sheep only – around the world, according 
to the Reformed understanding of this passage. 


  
John 17:6, 9, 19 – Jesus prays, “I have revealed Your name to the men You gave Me from the 
world. They were Yours, You gave them to Me, and they have kept Your word…. I pray 
for them. I am not praying for the world but for those You have given Me, because 
they are Yours…. I sanctify Myself for them, so they also may be sanctified by the truth.” 


• To whom did Jesus reveal the Father’s name? Only to “the men You gave Me,” He says. 
• Further, Jesus prays only for “those You have given Me.” 
• Finally, Jesus says only those who are given to Him “may be sanctified by the truth.” 
• Piper and other Calvinists argue that Jesus’ high priestly prayer is clear evidence of a 


particular atonement. 
 
Rev. 5:9 – And they sang a new song: You are worthy to take the scroll and to open its seals; 
because You were slaughtered, and You redeemed [people] for God by Your blood from every 
tribe and language and people and nation. 


• Christ’s atonement secures the salvation of people [not all people] from every sector of 
the human population. 


 
If the Reformed position is correct, what are we to make of the following passages of Scripture: 
 
John 1:29 – The next day John saw Jesus coming toward him and said, “Here is the Lamb of 
God, who takes away the sin of the world!” 
 
John 3:16 – “For God loved the world in this way: He gave His One and Only Son, so that 
everyone who believes in Him will not perish but have eternal life.” 



http://www.desiringgod.org/
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John 12:47b – “…for I did not come to judge the world but to save the world.” 
 
2 Cor. 5:14-19 – For Christ’s love compels us, since we have reached this conclusion: if One 
died for all, then all died. And He died for all so that those who live should no longer live for 
themselves, but for the One who died for them and was raised…. Now everything is from God, 
who reconciled us to Himself through Christ and gave us the ministry of reconciliation:  
that is, in Christ, God was reconciling the world to Himself, not counting their trespasses against 
them, and He has committed the message of reconciliation to us.  
 
1 Tim. 2:5-6 – For there is one God and one mediator between God and man, a man, Christ 
Jesus, who gave Himself—a ransom for all, a testimony at the proper time.  
 
Heb. 2:9 – But we do see Jesus—made lower than the angels for a short time so that by God’s 
grace He might taste death for everyone—crowned with glory and honor because of the suffering 
of death.  
 
1 John 2:2 – He Himself is the propitiation for our sins, and not only for ours, but also for those 
of the whole world.  
 
2 Peter 2:1 – But there were also false prophets among the people, just as there will be false 
teachers among you. They will secretly bring in destructive heresies, even denying the Master 
who bought them, and will bring swift destruction on themselves.  
 
2 Peter 3:9 – The Lord does not delay His promise, as some understand delay, but is patient with 
you, not wanting any to perish, but all to come to repentance.  
 
Calvinists generally respond to these passages by saying that the words “all,” “everyone,” and 
“world” either are references to “all the elect” or to “all kinds of people,” Jew and Gentile alike. 
Arminians counter by saying that a plain reading of these and other Bible passages in context 
leads inevitably to the conclusion that “all” means all, “everyone” means everyone, and the 
“world” means all of humanity.  
 
Conclusion 
The Scripture passages quoted by Calvinists and Arminians seem convincing, substantial – and 
contradictory. Is there any way to reconcile these Bible verses without imposing upon them a 
meaning the writers, and the Holy Spirit, never intended? Perhaps Norman Geisler, a self-
described “moderate Calvinist” and author of Chosen But Free: A Balanced View of Divine 
Election, sums it up best: “Christ’s atonement was intended to provide salvation for all as well as 
to procure salvation for all who believe” (p. 213). 
 
Reformed theologian Wayne Grudem provides this wise counsel: 


Although Reformed people have sometimes made belief in particular redemption 
[limited atonement] a test of doctrinal orthodoxy, it would be healthy to realize that  
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Scripture itself never singles this out as a doctrine of major importance, nor does it 
once make it the subject of any explicit theological discussion. Our knowledge of the 
issue comes only from incidental references to it in passages whose concern is with 
other doctrinal or practical matters. In fact, this is really a question that probes into 
the inner counsels of the Trinity and does so in an area in which there is very little 
direct scriptural testimony – a fact that should cause us to be cautious. A balanced 
pastoral perspective would seem to be to say that this teaching of particular 
redemption seems to us to be true, that it gives logical consistency to our theological 
system, and that it can be helpful in assuring people of Christ’s love for them 
individually and of the completeness of his redemptive work for them; but that it also 
is a subject that almost inevitably leads to some confusion, some misunderstanding, 
and often some wrongful argumentativeness and divisiveness among God’s people – 
all of which are negative pastoral considerations. Perhaps that is why the apostles 
such as John and Peter and Paul, in their wisdom, placed almost no emphasis on this 
question at all. And perhaps we would do well to ponder their example (Systematic 
Theology, p. 603). 


 
 
 
Next week: God’s grace – is it irresistible? 
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Final Exam 
 
1. The doctrine of election, as taught in Scripture, is best defined as: 


a) God’s determination to save everyone 
b) God’s desire that all people be saved 
c) God’s choice of certain, specified sinners to salvation before the creation of the world 
d) Israel’s faithfulness to God as His chosen people 


 
2. True or false: 


The terms “Calvinism” and “Reformed theology” mean basically the same thing. 
 
3. True or false: 


Jacobus Arminius and John Calvin settled their theological differences in Thunderdome in 
1562 A.D. 


 
4. The flower whose name is used as the acrostic to describe the main points of Calvinism is 
the: 


a) Tulip 
b) Boschniakia strobilacea 
c) Venus flytrap 
d) Stinkweed 


 
5. Which of the following is not a doctrine of Calvinism: 


a) Unconditional election 
b) Perseverance of the saints 
c) Irresistible grace 
d) Unbeatable prices 


 
6. Someone who believes God hates the non-elect and predestines them to hell is a: 


a) Hyper-Calvinist 
b) Super Duper Arminian 
c) Hipster Doofus 
d) Rastafarian 


 
7. Which of the following accurately depicts the Arminian view of atonement: 


a) Limited – Christ died only for the elect 
b) General – Christ died for all people 
c) Special – Christ died only for those He foreknew would freely and willingly receive Him 
by faith 
d) Reluctant – Christ did not intend to leave heaven and die on the cross but had to do so 
after Adam sinned 


 
(Over) 
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8. Which of the following men is not  Reformed in his theology: 


a) John Calvin 
b) John MacArthur 
c) John Piper 
d) Jon Bon Jovi 


 
9. Which two people from early Christianity are credited with setting off the debate 
between what is now known as Calvinism and Arminianism: 


a) Urim and Thummim 
b) Augustine and Pelagius 
c) Jannes and Jambres 
d) The Captain and Tennille 


 
10. Under which of the following conditions can truly saved persons lose their salvation, 
according to Arminianism: 


a) When they stop believing in Jesus 
b) When they commit grievous sins 
c) When they commit apostasy 
d) All of the above 


 
11. True or false:  


From a Calvinist perspective, regeneration necessarily precedes faith. 
 
12. God’s work of salvation will be complete when believers are: 


a) Sanctified 
b) Justified 
c) Glorified 
d) Simonized 


 
13. The dangerous extremes of Calvinism and Arminianism are known as: 


a) Calvin and Hobbs 
b) Hyper-Calvinism and Open Theism 
c) Presbyterianism and Pentecostalism 
d) Dharma and Karma 


 
14.  Calvinists and Arminians agree that sinners must do which of the following to be 
saved: 


a) Join the church and be baptized 
b) Be confirmed and partake of Holy Communion 
c) Repent and believe in Jesus Christ 
d) Tithe and observe Lent 


 
15.  True or False:  
Calvinists and Arminians can find a great deal of common ground in their understanding of what 
the Bible teaches about salvation. 
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Perseverance of the Saints 
 
Perseverance of the saints is the last of the five points of Calvinism. The five points are described 
using the acrostic TULIP:  T- Total inability/depravity; U- Unconditional election; L- Limited 
atonement/particular redemption; I- Irresistible grace/efficacious call of the Spirit; and P- 
Perseverance of the saints. Below is a definition of perseverance of the saints and, beside it, a 
description of the Arminian counterpoint known as falling from grace:* 
 


Calvinism Arminianism 


 


Perseverance of the Saints 
 
All who are chosen by God, redeemed by 
Christ, and given faith by the Spirit are 
eternally saved. They are kept in faith by the 
power of Almighty God and thus persevere 
to the end. 
 


 


Falling from Grace 
 
Those who believe and are truly saved can lose 
their salvation by failing to keep up their faith, 
etc. All Arminians have not been agreed on this 
point; some have held that believers are 
eternally secure in Christ - that once a sinner is 
regenerated, he can never be lost.  
 


 
Key similarities: 


• Both Calvinists and Arminians approach this subject with a view toward individuals who 
are truly saved, not merely those who profess faith in Christ. 


• Calvinists and Arminians agree that Christians do sin, some grievously. 
• They also agree that rebellious children of God are subject to divine discipline, including 


illness and death (1 Cor. 11:27-30), and that all believers will give an account one day at 
the judgment seat of Christ (Rom. 14:10; 1 Cor. 3:11-15; 2 Cor. 5:10). 


 
Key differences: 


• Calvinism emphasizes the power and purpose of God in keeping the elect saved, while 
Arminianism counters that free human beings may, through deliberate sin or willful 
neglect, forfeit the gift of eternal life. 


• Calvinism stresses that the elect were secure before they were born, having been chosen 
and predestined by God in eternity past. Arminianism suggests that the elect are truly 
secure only at death, having completed a faithful Christian life. [While Arminians may 
agree that the elect were secure at the time God chose them, they would say it is because 
God foreknew they would persevere and thus were elected and predestined. In addition, 
many Arminians would argue that believers can know they are secure in their relationship 
with Christ as long as they continue to believe and/or are faithful to the Lord.] 


 
* From The Five Points of CALVINISM  - Defined, Defended, Documented by David N. Steele and Curtis 
Thomas. 
 


(Over) 
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What is perseverance of the saints? 
The Baptist Faith & Message states: “All true believers endure to the end. Those whom God has 
accepted in Christ, and sanctified by His Spirit, will never fall away from the state of grace, but 
shall persevere to the end. Believers may fall into sin through neglect and temptation, whereby 
they grieve the Spirit, impair their graces and comforts, and bring reproach on the cause of Christ 
and temporal judgments on themselves; yet they shall be kept by the power of God through faith 
unto salvation.” 


The Westminster Confession of Faith puts it this way: 
“I. They whom God hath accepted in his Beloved, effectually called and sanctified by his Spirit, 
can neither totally nor finally fall away from the state of grace; but shall certainly persevere 
therein to the end, and be eternally saved. 


“II. This perseverance of the saints depends, not upon their own free-will, but upon the 
immutability of the decree of election, flowing from the free and unchangeable love of God the 
Father; upon the efficacy of the merit and intercession of Jesus Christ; the abiding of the Spirit 
and of the seed of God within them; and the nature of the covenant of grace; from all which 
ariseth also the certainty and infallibility thereof. 


“III. Nevertheless they may, through the temptations of Satan and of the world, the prevalancy of 
corruption remaining in them, and the neglect of the means of their perseverance, fall into 
grievous sins; and for a time continue therein: whereby they incur God's displeasure, and grieve 
his Holy Spirit; come to be deprived of some measure of their graces and comforts; have their 
hearts hardened, and their consciences wounded; hurt … others, and bring temporal judgments 
upon themselves.” 
 


On the one hand, Scripture gives ample assurance that the saved are secure in Christ (see, for 
example, John 10:28-29; Eph. 4:30; 1 Peter 1:3-5; 1 John 5:13). At the same time, believers are 
warned to be steadfast, faithful, and Christlike in word and deed, or risk temporal judgment and 
the loss of rewards in eternity (1 Cor. 3:11-15, 11:27-30; Philippians 2:12-13). While believers 
will continue to sin, and may fall into seasons of grievous sin, God will enable them to persevere. 
In fact, God’s Word declares that the indwelling Holy Spirit will produce change in believers’ 
lives (2 Cor. 5:17). They will keep His commandments (1 John 2:3-5), love other believers (1 
John 2:9-11, 3:14) and do right things (1 John 2:29, 3:9). 
 
But is it possible that the doctrine of eternal security is little more than a license to live like the 
devil? On the other hand, if believers can fall from a state of grace, can they ever be saved 
again? Can believers – whether Arminians or Calvinists – know for sure they are God’s 
children? If so, how can they know? What types of sins, and how many of these sins, put 
believers at risk of losing their salvation? Finally, if salvation can be lost, exactly what is lost – 
regeneration, justification, sanctification, or glorification? We will explore these questions in the 
weeks ahead. 
 
Next Week: The Doctrine of Divine Election (Part 1) 
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Grace 
 
What is grace? 
In the New Testament, the word “grace” is the translation of the Greek charis and appears about 
170 times. While grace is used in several ways – for example, to denote gracefulness or 
loveliness (Luke 4:22) or a generous gift (2 Cor. 8:19, 9:8) – its primary meaning for our 
purposes is unmerited favor, a good deed done for someone with no thought of personal gain. It 
especially describes the attitude of God in providing salvation for sinners. 
 
In classic Greek, grace was something one bestowed only on a friend. But the New Testament 
use of grace turns the entire concept on its head. God loved us and sent His Son to pay our sin 
debt while we were still sinners (Rom. 5:8), enemies of God (Rom. 5:10), and excluded from the 
life of God (Eph. 4:18; Col. 1:21). The New Testament clearly teaches that we are saved by 
God’s grace, apart from any human merit or effort (Acts 15:11; Rom. 3:24, 11:6, Eph. 2:5, 8; 2 
Tim. 1:9; Titus 3:7). 
 
Is grace irresistible? 
But does God apply saving grace irresistibly to the elect, changing their hearts so they freely and 
willingly believe and repent? Or is His grace applied equally to all people so that those who are 
willing are drawn to Him and those who are not may successfully resist Him? And if the non-
elect are incapable of responding to the gospel message – that is, if they are totally depraved, as 
Calvinists argue – is God just in sending them to hell? Let’s look more closely at God’s grace. 
 
To begin, let’s look at different ways Calvinists and Arminians describe grace: 


• Prevenient grace. Arminians use this term to describe divine grace operating on the 
human will prior to conversion. It is understood to be universal in scope and saving in 
intent, meaning that God makes salvation possible for everyone. 


• Common grace. Calvinists use this term to describe divine grace that operates among all 
persons and that allows even the non-elect to enjoy life, create benevolent governments, 
contribute positively to every dimension of culture, and so on. But common grace has no 
saving purpose. 


• Irresistible grace, also known as efficacious grace. This is a special inward call of the 
Holy Spirit to the elect that inevitably brings them to salvation. The Spirit graciously 
causes the elect sinner to repent, believe, and come freely and willingly to Christ. God’s 
irresistible grace, therefore, is invincible; it never fails to result in the salvation of those 
for whom it is intended. 


 
Those of the Reformed tradition are quick to point out that irresistible grace does not mean that 
every influence of the Holy Spirit cannot be resisted. Stephen, for example, told the Jewish 
leaders they were stiff-necked people, resisting the Spirit (Acts 7:51). And Paul wrote about 
grieving and quenching the Holy Spirit (Eph. 4:30; 1 Thess. 5:19). But irresistible grace means 
God is sovereign and can overcome all resistance when He wills. Following is a sampling of  
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Scriptures used to support the doctrine of irresistible grace, with brief Calvinist and Arminian 
comments following each passage: 
 
Dan. 4:35 – All the inhabitants of the earth are counted as nothing, and He does what He wants 
with the army of heaven and the inhabitants of the earth. There is no one who can hold back 
His hand or say to Him, “What have You done?”  


• This is a clear statement of God’s sovereignty, which includes His authority to irresistibly 
draw the elect to Himself (Calvinist). 


• This is Nebuchadnezzar’s acknowledgement of God’s sovereignty after the Lord 
chastened him for his arrogance. While it is a true statement, it says nothing about God’s 
intention to override the will of certain people and draw them irresistibly to salvation 
(Arminian). 


 
John 6:44 – No one can come to Me unless the Father who sent Me draws him, and I will raise 
him up on the last day.  


• The Greek word translated “draws” is elkuo and means “drag” (see Acts 16:19; James 
2:6). Only those irresistibly drawn to Jesus (the elect) are saved (Calvinist). 


• While elkuo can mean “drag,” the context must determine the proper meaning. According 
to the standard Greek lexicon by Arndt & Gingrich, elkuo here is a moral “pull on a 
man’s inner life;” it means to “draw, attract,” not force (p. 251). The drawing by God is 
tied closely to man’s coming and believing (see verses 35, 37, 40, 47). Those who come 
to Jesus are enabled to do so, but not coerced (Arminian). 


 
Acts 16:14 – A woman named Lydia, a dealer in purple cloth from the city of Thyatira, who 
worshiped God, was listening. The Lord opened her heart to pay attention to what was spoken by 
Paul.  


• God opens the heart of the elect and irresistibly draws them to Christ (Calvinist). 
• God indeed opened Lydia’s heart “to pay attention,” not necessarily to repent and believe 


(although evidently she did both). In addition, this verse does not mean the Spirit is 
inactive in the hearts of others, including those who refuse to repent and believe 
(Arminian). 


 
Rom. 9:19-22 – You will say to me, therefore, “Why then does He still find fault? For who can 
resist His will?” But who are you—anyone who talks back to God? Will what is formed say to 
the one who formed it, “Why did you make me like this?” Or has the potter no right over His 
clay, to make from the same lump one piece of pottery for honor and another for dishonor? And 
what if God, desiring to display His wrath and to make His power known, endured with much 
patience objects of wrath ready for destruction?  


• God’s power in salvation is irresistible; further, we are not to question His sovereign 
decision to save some and bypass others (Calvinist). 


• The Hebrew mind would understand Paul’s reference to the parable of the potter in 
Jeremiah 18 and reject a deterministic, or even fatalistic, approach to this passage. In this 
context, the lump of clay either will be built up or torn down by God depending on 
Israel’s moral response to Him. Thus, the unrepentant element of Israel becomes a vessel 
of dishonor and the repentant element a vessel of honor (Arminian). 
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2 Tim. 2:24-25 – The Lord’s slave must not quarrel, but must be gentle to everyone, able to 
teach, and patient, instructing his opponents with gentleness. Perhaps God will grant them 
repentance to know the truth.  


• Repentance is a gift from God to the elect, as is faith; God grants these only to the elect 
as part of His irresistible grace (Calvinist). 


• Repentance and faith are indeed gifts of God that must be exercised freely and willingly 
for salvation. But the context suggests that this repentance is from ignorance of, or 
opposition to, God’s Word, and says nothing about salvation (Arminian). 


 
Are irresistible grace and the new birth the same thing? 
Calvinists equate irresistible grace and the new birth. John Piper comments: “Unless God opens 
our hearts, we will not heed the message of the gospel. This heart-opening is what we mean by 
irresistible grace. Another way to describe it is ‘new birth’ or being born again. We believe that 
new birth is a miraculous creation of God that enables a formerly ‘dead’ person to receive Christ 
and so be saved. We do not think that faith precedes and causes new birth. Faith is the evidence 
that God has begotten us anew” (What We Believe About the Five Points of Calvinism, 
www.desiringgod.org).  
 
Sharing a somewhat different perspective is Norman Geisler, a moderate Calvinist: “Those who 
insist that God’s will cannot be resisted confuse what God wills unconditionally with what He 
wills conditionally. God wills the salvation of all persons conditionally – conditioned on their 
repentance (2 Peter 3:9). Hence, God’s will in this sense can be resisted by an unrepentant heart. 
Of course, God’s will to save those who believe (i.e., the elect) is unconditional…. Election is 
unconditional from the standpoint of the Giver (God), but it is conditional from the standpoint of 
the receiver. And since God foreknows for sure who will receive it, the result is certain. Thus, in 
this sense God’s grace on the elect is irresistible” (Chosen But Free: A Balanced View of Divine 
Election, pp. 96-97). 
 
In The Screwtape Letters C.S. Lewis writes, “The Irresistible and the Indisputable are the two 
weapons which the very nature of His (God’s) scheme forbids Him to use. Merely to override a 
human will … would be for Him useless. He cannot ravish. He can only woo” (p. 128). And in 
The Great Divorce he notes, “There are only two kinds of people in the end: those who say to 
God, ‘Thy will be done,’ and those to whom God says, in the end, ‘Thy will be done.’ All that 
are in Hell, choose it. Without that selfchoice there could be no Hell” (p. 69). 
 
For us the question is: Are irresistible grace and the new birth the same thing? Generally, 
Calvinists say yes; Arminians, no. 
 
Conclusion 
There is no dispute between Calvinists and Arminians that God draws the elect to Himself, and 
that in drawing them He enables them to freely and willingly receive the gift of eternal life. The 
debate hinges on whether God’s grace to the non-elect is prevenient (intended to draw them to 
Christ for salvation) or common (not intended to save). If prevenient, the Calvinist asks, then  
 



http://www.desiringgod.org/





Grace 
Page 4 


 
 
why are so many lost? If common, the Arminian asks, then why does God not love all people the 
same, since He denies the non-elect the ability to repent and believe? Does God exercise 
reprobation, the “election” of the non-elect for hell? 
 
This much we know: 


• God’s revelation of Himself in creation is sufficient reason to hold all people “without 
excuse” for their “godlessness and unrighteousness” (Rom. 1:18-20). 


• The Holy Spirit convicts all unbelievers of their sinful state and need of redemption 
(John 16:7-11). 


• People are responsible for their decisions to receive or reject Christ (John 3:18, 8:24). 
 
As a final note, keep in mind that we are not compelled to adopt a Calvinist or an Arminian view 
of the grace of God – or of any other doctrine in question. The followers of John Calvin, like 
those of Jacobus Arminius, draw conclusions about the doctrine of divine election from their 
understanding of God’s Word. Fine. But it is God’s Word, not anyone’s interpretation of it, 
which is inerrant. And so, we should heed Paul’s urging to “Be diligent to present yourself 
approved to God, a worker who doesn’t need to be ashamed, correctly teaching the word of 
truth” (2 Tim. 2:15).  
 
 
 
Next week: Two views of Romans 9 
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Chosen and Free: 
A Balanced View of Divine Election 


 
 


Election and Reprobation 
 
What is election? 
The Baptist Faith & Message states: “Election is the gracious purpose of God, according to 
which He regenerates, justifies, sanctifies, and glorifies sinners. It is consistent with the free 
agency of man, and comprehends all the means in connection with the end. It is the glorious 
display of God’s sovereign goodness, and is infinitely wise, holy, and unchangeable. It excludes 
boasting and promotes humility.” 
 
This definition accommodates Calvinists and Arminians, but it doesn’t say whether election is 
unconditional, as Calvinists assert, or conditional as Arminians insist. Calvinists say God chose 
certain, specific sinners for Himself before creation based solely on His sovereign will and good 
pleasure. Arminians counter that God chose the elect because He foresaw their faith in Him. Is it 
possible to bridge this doctrinal divide? 
 
The word “election” in Scripture is derived from the Greek word eklegomai, which means “to 
choose something for oneself.” The Bible also uses words such as “choose,” “predestine,” 
“foreordain,” and “call” to indicate that God has entered into a special relationship with certain 
individuals and groups through whom He has decided to fulfill His purpose.  
 
The Bible speaks of election in three ways: 1) the election of individuals to office or to honor and 
privilege, for example, Abraham, David, and the apostles; 2) the election of nations to special 
privileges, particularly the Jews (Deut. 7:6; Rom. 9:4-5); and 3) the election of individuals to 
eternal life (Eph. 1:4; 2 Thess. 2:13; 1 Peter 1:1-2). It is the third usage of election with which we 
are concerned. The Bible teaches that certain people are elected, or chosen, “for salvation” (2 
Thess. 2:13), to receive the “adoption as sons” (Gal. 4:5); and “to be holy and blameless in His 
sight” (Eph. 1:4). The ultimate end of election is the “praise of His glorious grace” (Eph. 1:6).  
 
What does Scripture say? 
Let’s look at several passages on election: 
 
John 6:37, 39 – Everyone the Father gives Me will come to Me, and the one who comes to Me I 
will never cast out…. This is the will of Him who sent Me: that I should lose none of those He 
has given Me but should raise them up on the last day.  


• Jesus declares that God the Father has given certain individuals to Him. This passage, as 
well as others, refutes the idea of “corporate” election (see notes under Eph. 1:4-6). 


• Jesus will keep those given to Him and complete His work of salvation by resurrecting 
and glorifying them. 


 
John 10:16 - But I have other sheep that are not of this fold; I must bring them also, and they 
will listen to My voice. Then there will be one flock, one shepherd.  


• While some already believed in Jesus, He knew there were others who would believe, 
and He considered them as belonging to Him already. 
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Acts 13:48 - When the Gentiles heard this, they rejoiced and glorified the message of the Lord, 
and all who had been appointed to eternal life believed.  


• There are 15 different Greek word forms translated “appointed” in the New Testament. 
The word tasso is used here and means to place in order, arrange, ordain, or assign. The 
word often is used in a military sense. 


• John MacArthur says this verse is “[o]ne of Scripture’s clearest statements on the 
sovereignty of God in salvation. God chooses man for salvation, not the opposite” 
(MacArthur Bible Commentary). 


• However, the construction of the Greek allows the passage to read, “… as many as had 
set themselves unto eternal life [believed]” (Ralph Earle, Word Meanings in the New 
Testament).  


 
Acts 18:9-10 – Then the Lord said to Paul in a night vision, “Don’t be afraid, but keep on 
speaking and don’t be silent. For I am with you, and no one will lay a hand on you to hurt you, 
because I have many people in this city.”  


• Paul stayed in Corinth a year and a half as a result of God’s encouragement (v. 11). 
• God had appointed to salvation many Corinthians who had not yet heard the gospel 


message. Just as God elects people to salvation, He ordains the means of their salvation – 
hearing the gospel, believing, repentance, etc. 


 
Rom. 8:28-30 - We know that all things work together for the good of those who love God: 
those who are called according to His purpose. For those He foreknew He also predestined to be 
conformed to the image of His Son, so that He would be the firstborn among many brothers. And 
those He predestined, He also called; and those He called, He also justified; and those He 
justified, He also glorified.  


• This passage is packed with key salvation terms. Those of the Reformed tradition refer to 
these verses as the “golden chain of redemption” – illustrating the beautiful and 
unbreakable work of God in choosing certain sinners to salvation before creation and 
then ensuring that His work of salvation is carried out into eternity future (see Quick 
Reference Guide for definitions of these key terms). 


• Arminians use this passage to argue that God’s election and predestination are based on 
His foreknowledge of future faith in certain sinners. However, while God is omniscient 
and certainly knows everything that will come to pass – including people’s choices – the 
use of “foreknew” here clearly is a reference to God’s knowing certain people and 
entering into a relationship with them before creation. As a result, He “predestined” the 
elect to be “conformed to the image of His Son,” a reference to believers’ future 
resurrection and glorification.  


• A proper understanding of this passage does not necessarily rule out the Arminian 
position, but it does nothing to advance it. 
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Eph. 1:4-6 - For He chose us in Him, before the foundation of the world, to be holy and 
blameless in His sight. In love He predestined us to be adopted through Jesus Christ for Himself, 
according to His favor and will, to the praise of His glorious grace that He favored us with in the 
Beloved.  


• Some use this passage – specifically the words “He chose us in Him (Christ)” – to argue 
that our election is “in Christ.” That is, Jesus is the “elect One” and the church is an 
“empty set” to be filled by people who freely choose to receive Christ. This is sometimes 
referred to as “corporate election.” But it seems better, in light of other passages, to 
understand this as God’s eternal plan for His Son to be the One through Whom elect 
sinners would be saved. 


• Paul makes it clear that the Father chose believers for the purpose of making them holy 
and blameless in His sight – a work accomplished through His Son. In addition, the 
Father determined that the elect would be adopted into His family, which includes 
resurrection and glorification. Further reading makes the work of God even more 
complete: We have redemption through Christ’s blood (v. 7); were made His inheritance 
(v. 11); and were sealed with the Holy Spirit, Who is our down payment on glorification 
(vv. 13-14). 


• What was the Father’s motivation in choosing us? Paul says it was “His favor and will” 
(v. 5); “to the praise of His glorious grace” (v. 6); “according to the riches of His grace” 
(v. 7); “according to His good pleasure that He planned in Him [Christ]” (v. 9); “to bring 
everything together in the Messiah” (v. 10); “according to the purpose of the One who 
works out everything in agreement with the decision of His will” (v. 11); “so that we … 
might bring praise to His glory” (v. 12); and “to the praise of His glory” (v. 13). 


• There is nothing in these verses that suggests God was motivated by foreseen faith in 
certain sinners. 


 
1 Thess. 1:4-5 - Knowing your election, brothers loved by God. For our gospel did not come to 
you in word only, but also in power, in the Holy Spirit, and with much assurance. You know 
what kind of men we were among you for your benefit.  


• How do Paul, Silvanus and Timothy know these believers are elect? Because of the 
evident work of the Holy Spirit in changing their lives; they “became imitators of us and 
of the Lord” (v. 6), endured “severe persecution” (v. 6) and “became an example to all 
the believers in Macedonia and Achaia” (v. 7). 


• These verses say nothing about whether the election of the Thessalonians was 
unconditional or conditional, but they do make it clear that God enables the elect to 
persevere. 
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2 Thess. 2:13 - But we must always thank God for you, brothers loved by the Lord, because 
from the beginning God has chosen you for salvation through sanctification by the Spirit and 
through belief in the truth.  


• Paul contrasts the elect with the non-elect, who “will be condemned – those who did not 
believe the truth but enjoyed unrighteousness” (v. 12). 


• The means by which God saves the elect include “sanctification by the Spirit” and “belief 
in the truth” (v. 13). In addition, He “called you to this through our gospel, so that you 
might obtain the glory of our Lord Jesus Christ” (v. 14). 


• While this passage clearly states that God has chosen some sinners “for salvation,” it 
does not tell us whether that election is conditional or unconditional. 


 
1 Peter 1:1-2 - Peter, an apostle of Jesus Christ: To the temporary residents of the Dispersion in 
the provinces of Pontus, Galatia, Cappadocia, Asia, and Bithynia, chosen according to the 
foreknowledge of God the Father and set apart by the Spirit for obedience and [for the] 
sprinkling with the blood of Jesus Christ. May grace and peace be multiplied to you.  


• Albert Barnes comments: “The simple fact here affirmed, which no one can deny, is, that 
there was foreknowledge in the case on the part of God. It was not the result of ignorance 
or of blind chance that they were selected. But if foreknown, must it not be certain? How 
could a thing which is foreknown be contingent or doubtful? The essential idea here is, 
that the original choice was on the part of God, and not on their part, and that this choice 
was founded on what he before knew to be best. He undoubtedly saw good and sufficient 
reasons why the choice should fall on them. I do not know that the reasons why he did it 
are revealed, or that they could be fully comprehended by us if they were” (Barnes’ Notes 
on the New Testament). 


 
What is reprobation? 
In his Systematic Theology, Wayne Grudem defines reprobation as “the sovereign decision of 
God before creation to pass over some persons, in sorrow deciding not to save them, and to 
punish them for their sins, thereby to manifest his justice.” Critics of this doctrine refer to it as 
“double predestination” and charge Calvinists with worshiping a God who is capricious, 
arbitrary, and lacking in redeeming love for all mankind. In any case, Scripture speaks of those 
whose eternal separation from God was known, even fixed, before creation, for example: 
 
Rom. 9:21-22 – Or has the potter no right over His clay, to make from the same lump one piece 
of pottery for honor and another for dishonor? And what if God, desiring to display His wrath 
and to make His power known, endured with much patience objects of wrath ready [prepared]  
for destruction?  
 
Rom. 11:7 – What then? Israel did not find what it was looking for, but the elect did find it. The 
rest were hardened.   
 
1 Peter 2:8 – A stone that causes men to stumble, and a rock that trips them up.  They stumble 
by disobeying the message; they were destined for this.  
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Jude 4 – For certain men, who were designated for this judgment long ago, have come in by 
stealth; they are ungodly, turning the grace of our God into promiscuity and denying our only 
Master and Lord, Jesus Christ.  
 
Rev. 13:7-8 – And he was permitted to wage war against the saints and to conquer them. He was 
also given authority over every tribe, people, language, and nation. All those who live on the 
earth will worship him, everyone whose name was not written from the foundation of the world 
in the book of life of the Lamb who was slaughtered.  
 
Rev. 17:8 – The beast that you saw was, and is not, and is about to come up from the abyss and 
go to destruction. Those who live on the earth whose names were not written in the book of life 
from the foundation of the world will be astounded when they see the beast that was, and is not, 
and will be present [again]. 
  
But do these verses mean that God, before creation, chose certain individuals for damnation, and 
therefore they can do nothing about it? The Arminian would shout, “No! People must choose and 
experience the consequences!” Most Calvinists agree, but view the issue from a different 
perspective. They would argue that, of all possible worlds, God decided to create a world in 
which free human beings would rebel against Him and fall into depravity. To manifest His glory, 
God would save some of these sinners, thus showing His grace, and bypass the rest, declaring 
His justice. No one goes to hell unjustly. 
 
But doesn’t God want everyone to be saved? 
Consider the following passages of Scripture: 
 
1 Tim. 2:3-4 – God our Savior … wants everyone to be saved and to come to the knowledge of 
the truth.  
 
2 Peter 3:9 – The Lord does not delay His promise, as some understand delay, but is patient with 
you, not wanting any to perish, but all to come to repentance.  
 
These are strong statements that seem to tell us God desires eternal life for all people. Calvinists 
tend to address these passages in one of two ways: 


• Some say these passages have certain people or certain kinds of people – not all people – 
in mind. For example, Paul’s admonition to pray for “everyone, for kings and all those 
who are in authority” (1 Tim. 2:1-2) is a prelude to his statement that God “wants 
everyone” – namely kings and those in authority – to be saved (v.4). But if God wants all 
rulers to be saved, why not all other people? As for Peter’s statement, some say the 
context (Peter is writing to believers) and his direct reference to his readers (“you”) show 
that God desires the salvation of all the elect, not of all people. This, too, seems to stretch 
the text. 
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• Other Calvinists, like John Piper, do not dispute that these passages refer to all people. 
Rather, they contend that God has two wills – a will for all people to be saved, and a will 
to elect unconditionally those who will actually be saved. These two wills are 
complementary, not contradictory. Through the just punishment of the wicked and the 
gracious salvation of the elect, God demonstrates His sovereignty, justice and grace to all 
mankind.  


 
Conclusion 
In the final analysis, there are many passages of Scripture that speak of God’s election of certain, 
specified sinners to salvation; the Bible verses in this document are but a few examples. God is 
the One who elects, according to His divine will and good pleasure, without any foreseen merit 
in those who trust in Him. There appears to be no clear Biblical support for the belief that God’s 
election is conditional; the passages that speak of foreknowledge speak of people and not of their 
decisions. Yet to say that God’s election was made in a vacuum – without considering all 
possible outcomes in the world He was about to create – reduces God to a capricious deity and 
distorts the Reformed view of unconditional election. 
 
Therefore, it probably is best to reject the Arminian view of conditional election without 
embracing the fatalism of some extreme Calvinists; a moderate Reformed position on this issue 
matches well with Scripture. Perhaps it’s best to state our case this way:  God’s purpose in 
election is beyond our full understanding (Isa. 55:8-9), yet we can rest in the knowledge that God 
is sovereign, just, gracious, and merciful. Our responsibility is to “confirm” our “calling and 
election” (2 Peter 1:10) through faith in Christ, trusting Him to complete the good work He 
began in us (Phil. 1:6), for even the staunchest Calvinist agrees that “everyone who believes in 
Him will not perish but have eternal life” (John 3:16). 
 
 
Next week: Regeneration 
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Chosen and Free: 
A Balanced View of Divine Election 


 
 


Limited Atonement / Particular Redemption 
 
Limited atonement, also known as particular redemption, is the third of the five points of 
Calvinism. The five points are described using the acrostic TULIP:  T- Total inability/depravity; 
U- Unconditional election; L- Limited atonement/particular redemption; I- Irresistible 
grace/efficacious call of the Spirit; and P- Perseverance of the saints. Below is a definition of 
limited atonement and, beside it, a description of the Arminian counterpoint known as universal 
redemption or general atonement:* 
 


Calvinism Arminianism 


 
Limited Atonement / Particular 


Redemption 
 
Christ's redeeming work was intended to 
save the elect only and actually secured 
salvation for them. His death was 
substitutionary endurance of the penalty of 
sin in the place of certain specified sinners. 
In addition to putting away the sins of His 
people, Christ's redemption secured 
everything necessary for their salvation, 
including faith which unites them to Him. 
The gift of faith is infallibly applied by the 
Spirit to all for whom Christ died, therefore 
guaranteeing their salvation. 


 
Universal Redemption / General Atonement 


 
 
Christ's redeeming work made it possible for 
everyone to be saved but did not actually secure 
the salvation of anyone. Although Christ died 
for all men and for every man, only those who 
believe on Him are saved. His death enabled 
God to pardon sinners on the condition that they 
believe, but it did not actually put away 
anyone's sins. Christ's redemption becomes 
effective only if man chooses to accept it. 


 
Key similarities: 


• Both views limit the atonement in some way. Calvinists say the atonement is limited in 
purpose; that is, Christ’s death was intended to secure the salvation only of the elect. 
Arminians say the atonement is limited in effect; that is, Christ’s death paid the sin debt 
for all people but is effective only for those who believe. 


• Only the elect are actually saved. Neither Calvinists nor Arminians believe in 
universalism (the false teaching that God ultimately will save all people and bring them 
into His kingdom). 


• Christ’s death was sacrificial and substitutionary; that is, His death “cancelled the debt of 
our sin, appeased His holy wrath against us and won for us all the benefits of salvation” 
(John Piper, Limited Atonement). 


• Because of the death of Christ, a genuine invitation can be made to any person to believe 
in Him for salvation. 


 
From The Five Points of CALVINISM  - Defined, Defended, Documented by David N. Steele and Curtis 
Thomas. 


 (Over) 
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Key differences: 
• Calvinism teaches that the gifts of faith and repentance were purchased at the cross and 


are given irresistibly to the elect. Arminians do not believe God purchased faith and 
repentance at Calvary; rather, they are the sinner’s gifts to God in exchange for eternal 
life. 


• Calvinism teaches that Christ’s death on the cross intentionally and definitely secured the 
salvation only of the elect, bypassing all others. Arminianism teaches that Jesus’ work at 
Calvary paid the sin debt for all mankind, including those who would reject Him and, as a 
consequence, spend eternity apart from Him. 


• Calvinism stresses that the Holy Spirit applies the gift of faith to all for whom Christ died 
(the elect), guaranteeing their salvation; that is, Christ purchased the gift of faith with His 
blood and the Spirit delivers that gift irresistibly to the elect only. Arminians counter that 
all people have the ability to respond in belief and repentance to God, not just the elect. 


 
What is atonement? 
The English word “atonement” does not appear in modern translations of the New Testament and 
is used only once in the King James Version – in Rom. 5:11, where a better rendering is 
“reconciliation.” But “atonement” is used frequently throughout the Old Testament and means 
“to cover,” “placate,” “appease,” or “effect reconciliation.” As applied to the priestly work of 
offering sacrifices, atonement was a temporary satisfaction of God’s justice and the temporary 
appeasement of His wrath; that’s the reason priests had to offer sacrifices regularly for the sins of 
the people (see, for example, Heb. 9:25). Every spotless animal on the altar, and every drop of 
blood, pointed to the future and to the cross where the Lamb of God would shed His blood in full 
satisfaction of God’s justice, resulting in the extension of God’s grace and mercy to sinners. In 
this regard, Jesus did not “atone” for our sins; He “put away sin by the sacrifice of Himself” 
(Heb. 9:26 NASB). 
 
Even so, the word “atonement” is used today in a theological sense to describe the finished work 
of Christ in reconciling lost sinners to God. Paul wrote that “in Christ, God was reconciling the 
world to Himself” (2 Cor. 5:19). God is the Initiator of the atonement; His Son is the Author and 
Finisher of our faith, who joyfully laid down His life for us (Heb. 12:2). Christ’s death was  
substitutionary in that He died in our place (2 Cor. 5:21), and satisfactory in that He paid the 
penalty for our sins, making peace between God and sinners. 
 
But did Christ die only for certain people, or for all? If only for the elect, then what hope is there 
for the non-elect? And if for all, was His blood not wasted on many who will die in their sins? 
These are key questions we will explore later in this study. 
 
 
 
Next Week: T-U-L-I-P – Irresistible Grace / Efficacious Call of the Spirit 
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Chosen and Free: 
A Balanced View of Divine Election 


 
 


Unconditional Election 
 
Unconditional election is the second of the five points of Calvinism. The five points are 
described using the acrostic TULIP:  T- Total inability/depravity; U- Unconditional election; L- 
Limited atonement/particular redemption; I- Irresistible grace/efficacious call of the Spirit; and 
P- Perseverance of the saints. Below is a definition of unconditional election and, beside it, a 
description of the Arminian counterpoint known as conditional election:* 
 


Calvinism Arminianism 


 
Unconditional Election 


 
God's choice of certain individuals unto 
salvation before the foundation of the world 
rested solely in His own sovereign will. His 
choice of particular sinners was not based on 
any foreseen response of obedience on their 
part, such as faith, repentance, etc. On the 
contrary, God gives faith and repentance to 
each individual whom He selected. These 
acts are the result, not the cause of God's 
choice. Election therefore was not 
determined by or conditioned upon any 
virtuous quality or act foreseen in man. 
Those whom God sovereignly elected He 
brings through the power of the Spirit to a 
willing acceptance of Christ. Thus God's 
choice of the sinner, not the sinner's choice 
of Christ, is the ultimate cause of salvation. 
  


 
Conditional Election 


 
God's choice of certain individuals unto 
salvation before the foundation of the world 
was based upon His foreseeing that they would 
respond to His call. He selected only those 
whom He knew would of themselves freely 
believe the gospel. Election therefore was 
determined by or conditioned upon what man 
would do. The faith which God foresaw and 
upon which He based His choice was not given 
to the sinner by God (it was not created by the 
regenerating power of the Holy Spirit) but 
resulted solely from man's will. It was left 
entirely up to man as to who would believe and 
therefore as to who would be elected unto 
salvation. God chose those whom He knew 
would, of their own free will, choose Christ. 
Thus the sinner's choice of Christ, not God's 
choice of the sinner, is the ultimate cause of 
salvation.  
  


 
Key similarities: 


• God chose the elect before the foundation of the world (Eph. 1:4). 
• The elect, of their free will, repent and believe in Christ (Mark 1:15; John 1:12, 6:69, 


9:35-38, 20:31; Act 13:39, 16:31; Rom. 3:22, 4:5, 10:9-10; Gal. 2:16, 3:22; Eph. 2:8-9). 
• The non-elect die in their sins (John 8:21-24) and stand in judgment before God without 


excuse (Rom. 1:20). 
 
From The Five Points of CALVINISM  - Defined, Defended, Documented by David N. Steele and Curtis 
Thomas. 
 


(Over) 
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Key differences: 


• Calvinism teaches that God’s choice of certain people to salvation before the foundation 
of the world was based solely on His sovereign will (Eph. 1:5, 9, 11). Arminianism 
teaches that God’s choice of the elect was based on His foreseeing that they would 
respond to His call (Rom. 8:29; 1 Peter 1:2). 


• Calvinism teaches that God gives the elect the gifts of faith and repentance; these are the 
result, not the cause, of God’s choice (2 Tim. 2:25). Arminianism teaches that faith and 
repentance are products of the human will. 


• Calvinism teaches that God’s choice of the sinner is the ultimate cause of salvation. 
Arminianism teaches that the sinner’s choice of Christ is the ultimate cause of salvation. 


 
What is election? 
The Baptist Faith & Message states: “Election is the gracious purpose of God, according to 
which He regenerates, justifies, sanctifies, and glorifies sinners. It is consistent with the free 
agency of man, and comprehends all the means in connection with the end. It is the glorious 
display of God’s sovereign goodness, and is infinitely wise, holy, and unchangeable. It excludes 
boasting and promotes humility.” 
 
The word “election” in Scripture is derived from the Greek word eklegomai, which means “to 
choose something for oneself.” This corresponds to the Hebrew word bachar. Election is “God’s 
plan to bring salvation to His people and His world…. election encompasses the entire range of 
divine activity from creation, God’s decision to bring the world into being out of nothing, to the 
end time, the making anew of heaven and earth” (Holman Bible Dictionary). The Bible also uses 
words such as “choose,” “predestinate,” “foreordain,” “determine,” and “call” to indicate that 
God has entered into a special relationship with certain individuals and groups through whom He 
has decided to fulfill His purpose.  
 
The Bible speaks of election in three ways: 1) the election of individuals to office or to honor and 
privilege, for example, Abraham, Jacob, Saul, David, and the apostles; 2) the election of nations 
to special privileges, particularly the Jews (Deut. 7:6; Rom. 9:4-5); and 3) the election of 
individuals to eternal life (Eph. 1:4; 2 Thess. 2:13; 1 Peter 1:1-2). It is the third usage of election 
with which we are concerned. The Bible teaches that people are elected “for salvation” (2 Thess. 
2:13), to receive the “adoption as sons” (Gal. 4:5); and “to be holy and blameless in His sight” 
(Eph. 1:4). The ultimate end of election is the “praise of His glorious grace” (Eph. 1:6).  
 
But is God’s election of sinners conditioned on foreseen faith and repentance, or is His divine 
election the cause of faith and repentance in the hearts of those He chose out of His good 
pleasure and sovereign will? We will explore this question in a future session. 
 
 
 
Next Week: T-U-L-I-P – Limited Atonement / Particular Redemption 








Chosen and Free: 
A Balanced View of Divine Election 
 
 
 


The Calvinist – Arminian Debate: 
A Brief History 


 
 


Pelagius and Augustine 
 
The Calvinist – Arminian debate goes back at least as far as the 5th century to Pelagius, a British 
monk, and Augustine. Pelagius preached a gospel that began with justification through faith 
alone but finished through human effort and morality. His followers went farther than Pelagius 
and removed justification through faith, setting up a morality- and works-based salvation now 
known as Pelagianism. In response, Augustine adopted a theological system that embraced 
double predestination, limited atonement and irresistible grace. He reasoned that man cannot 
even accept the offer of salvation – it must be God who chooses for himself individuals for 
everlasting life. 
 
 
Luther, Calvin and Arminius 
 
Martin Luther was an Augustinian monk who rebelled against the Catholic Church’s doctrines of 
indulgences and salvation through works. He based his arguments, at least in part, on the 
Augustinian doctrines of predestination, irresistible grace, limited atonement and perseverance of 
the saints.  
 
John Calvin (1509 – 1564) redefined and clarified the theological system that began with 
Augustine. His work has been called “Systematic Augustinianism.” Calvin was a French 
Christian theologian whose Institutes of the Christian Religion is still read today. He also 
produced many volumes of commentaries on most of the books of the Bible. He taught that the 
Bible alone – not church leadership – is the final authority in matters of faith and morals, and 
that salvation comes by grace without any contribution of good works from the believer. He also 
was well known for his teaching on predestination. 
 
Jacobus Arminius (1559 – 1609) was a Dutch pastor who studied under Calvin’s hand-picked 
successor, Theodore Beza. Arminius was only five years old when Calvin died, so the debate 
between the two is about their teachings but did not involve them in face-to-face discussions. 
Arminius wrote and spoke highly of Calvin’s commentaries and his Institutes. Nevertheless, he 
did not agree with Calvin on some points of his teaching. Specifically, Arminius taught that 
Calvinist predestination and unconditional election made God the author of evil. Instead, he 
insisted, God’s election was an election of believers and therefore was conditioned on faith. 
Further, he said God’s exhaustive foreknowledge did not require a doctrine of determinism. 
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Arminius and his followers called for a national synod to win tolerance of their views. His 
opponents maintained the authority of the local synods and denied the necessity of a national 
convention. When the Dutch State General finally called together both parties, the opponents of 
Arminius accused him of errors on the authority of Scripture, the Trinity, original sin, and works 
salvation – charges he denied profusely. He was acquitted of doctrinal error but was greatly 
weakened by the ordeal. 
 
 
The Remonstrants & Calvinist Reaction 
 
After the death of Arminius, his followers submitted a petition to the State General, called a 
Remonstrance, which highlighted five aspects of their theology: 1) election was conditional on 
faith; 2) Christ’s atonement was unlimited in extent; 3) total depravity; 4) prevenient and 
resistible grace; and 5) the possibility of apostasy. Behind the scenes was a political battle that 
turned the tide against the Arminians. When the State General called for a synod in 1618, its 
outcome was predetermined. The Synod of Dort included Calvinist representatives from Great 
Britain, Switzerland, Germany and France; Arminians were denied acceptance. The synod ruled 
that Arminius’ teachings were heretical. One of the results of the synod was the formation of the 
five points of Calvinism in direct response to the five article of Remonstrance. Further, all 
Arminian pastors – 200 of them – were deprived of office; any who would not agree to be silent 
were banished from the country. Spies were paid to hunt down those suspected of returning to 
their homeland. Some were imprisoned; one was beheaded. 
 
 
Post-Reformation Debates 
 
Debates continued between the followers of Calvin and Arminius. The heated discussions 
between friends and fellow Methodist ministers John Wesley and George Whitefield were 
characteristic. Wesley championed the teachings of Arminius. He defended Arminius against 
charges of semi-Pelagianism, holding strongly to beliefs in original sin and total depravity. At 
the same time, he attacked the determinism that he claimed characterized unconditional election 
and maintained a belief in the ability to lose salvation. Whitefield challenged Wesley on every 
point except total depravity. 
 
To this day, Methodism and its offshoots – Pentecostals, the Holiness denominations, 
Charismatics and Third Wave Charismatics – along with General Baptists usually subscribe to 
Arminianism, while Presbyterians, Reformed churches, Primitive Baptists, Particular Baptists, 
and others subscribe to Calvinism. Lutheranism was uninvolved in the dispute and official 
Lutheran doctrine does not fully support either group but teaches a view in between. 
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Total Inability / Total Depravity 
 
Total inability, also known as total depravity, is the first of the five points of Calvinism. The five 
points are described using the acrostic TULIP:  T- Total inability/depravity; U- Unconditional 
election; L- Limited atonement/particular redemption; I- Irresistible grace/efficacious call of the 
Spirit; and P- Perseverance of the saints. Below is a definition of total inability and, beside it, a 
description of the Arminian counterpoint known as free will/human ability:* 
 


Calvinism Arminianism 


 
Total Inability / Total Depravity 


 
Because of the fall, man is unable of himself 
to savingly believe the gospel. The sinner is 
dead, blind, and deaf to the things of God; 
his heart is deceitful and desperately corrupt. 
His will is not free, it is in bondage to his evil 
nature, therefore, he will not - indeed he 
cannot - choose good over evil in the 
spiritual realm. Consequently, it takes much 
more than the Spirit's assistance to bring a 
sinner to Christ - it takes regeneration by 
which the Spirit makes the sinner alive and 
gives him a new nature. Faith is not 
something man contributes to salvation but is 
itself a part of God's gift of salvation - it is 
God's gift to the sinner, not the sinner's gift 
to God. 


 
Free Will / Human Ability 


 
Although human nature was seriously affected 
by the fall, man has not been left in a state of 
total spiritual helplessness. God graciously 
enables every sinner to repent and believe, but 
He does not interfere with man's freedom. Each 
sinner possesses a free will, and his eternal 
destiny depends on how he uses it. Man's 
freedom consists of his ability to choose good 
over evil in spiritual matters; his will is not 
enslaved to his sinful nature. The sinner has the 
power to either cooperate with God's Spirit and 
be regenerated or resist God's grace and perish. 
The lost sinner needs the Spirit's assistance, but 
he does not have to be regenerated by the Spirit 
before he can believe, for faith is man's act and 
precedes the new birth. Faith is the sinner's gift 
to God; it is man's contribution to salvation.  
 


 
Key similarities: 


• All people are sinners (Ps. 143:2; Rom. 3:10, 23; 1 John 1:8). 
• All unbelievers are spiritually dead (Eph. 2:1); “natural” men and women devoid of the 


Spirit (1 Cor. 2:14); blinded by Satan to the light of the gospel (2 Cor. 4:3-4); in captivity 
to Satan (2 Tim. 2:26); alienated from God (Eph. 4:18); enemies of God (Rom. 5:10; Col. 
1:21); in spiritual darkness (Col. 1:13-14; 1 Peter 2:9); and condemned (John 3:18). 


• Apart from the finished work of Christ and the initiative of the Father and Holy Spirit in 
drawing unbelievers to the Jesus, no one could be saved (John 6:44, 16:7-11). 


 
 
 
* From The Five Points of CALVINISM  - Defined, Defended, Documented by David N. Steele and Curtis 
Thomas. 
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Key differences: 


• Calvinism teaches that regeneration precedes justification – in fact, regeneration is the 
work of God that results in saving faith. Arminianism teaches that regeneration and 
justification happen at the same time as a result of man’s faith in Jesus Christ. 


• Calvinism teaches that the Holy Spirit regenerates the elect, leading them irresistibly to 
faith in Christ. Arminianism teaches that the Holy Spirit regenerates the elect in response 
to their free choice to receive Christ. 


• Calvinism teaches that unbelievers do not (and cannot) have the desire or the faith to 
receive Christ unless they are first regenerated; their will is in bondage to their sin nature.  
Arminianism teaches that unbelievers do possess the ability to receive Christ but may 
resist the convicting power of the Holy Spirit; their will is not enslaved to their sin nature. 


• Calvinism stresses the work of God apart from human cooperation in salvation. 
Arminianism stresses the cooperation of people with God in salvation. 


 
What is regeneration? 
Regeneration is the work of the Holy Spirit imparting spiritual life to those who are “dead in 
trespasses and sins” (Eph. 2:1). While the Greek word palingenesia appears only twice in the 
New Testament (Matt. 19:28 and Titus 3:5), the doctrine of the “new birth” is clearly taught in 
Scripture. In Matt. 19:28, Jesus uses the term to refer to the future Messianic age, when the fallen 
creation is restored and “all things (are put) in subjection under his feet” (1 Cor. 15:27 NASB; 
see also Acts 3:21; Rom. 8:18-23; Rev. 21:1). In Titus 3:5, Paul uses palingenesia in the 
individual sense to denote the change of heart spoken of elsewhere in Scripture as passing from 
death to life (1 John 3:14); becoming a new creature in Christ Jesus (2 Cor. 5:17); being born 
again or born from above (John 3:3); and being made alive together with Christ  (Eph. 2:5). This 
change is ascribed to the Holy Spirit and originates with God (John 1:12-13; 1 John 2:29, 5:1,4). 
Scripture affirms the necessity of regeneration (John 3:3, 6:63; Rom. 8:9). 
 
The apostle Peter uses the terms “times of refreshing” (Acts 3:19) and “restoration of all things” 
(Acts 3:21) to describe the completion of God’s plan for the whole creation (see also 2 Peter 
3:13). Still, he refers plainly to the regeneration of individuals (1 Peter 1:3), calling the 
regenerated “newborn babies” (1 Peter 2:2) and emphasizing the basis of their regeneration – 
“the living and enduring word of God” (1 Peter 1:23). Finally, Peter compares the purifying 
work of regeneration to the cleansing by water God performed on the human race in the flood of 
Noah (1 Peter 3:20-21). 
 
But is regeneration a prerequisite for justification? That is, must God regenerate the elect so that 
they will believe and repent, resulting in justification? If so, then the human will must truly be in 
bondage to the sin nature, as many (not all) Calvinists maintain. But in no place does the Bible 
clearly state this. Rather, the scriptures seem to support the view that regeneration – as well as 
justification, sanctification and glorification – is the gracious work of God in the life of the 
unbeliever who responds in faith to the gospel message and the convicting power of the Holy 
Spirit. We will explore this issue in more detail later in this study. 
Next Week: T-U-L-I-P – Unconditional Election 
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Chosen and Free: 
A Balanced View of Divine Election 
 
 


Are you a Calvinist, an Arminian, or a hybrid? 
 
Which of the following statements* best describe your understanding of Scriptural teachings 
concerning salvation? Circle A or B for each of the following five points. 
 


1. T – Total Inability or Total Depravity 
 


A. “The sinner is dead, blind, and deaf to the things of God; his heart is deceitful and 
desperately corrupt. His will is not free, it is in bondage to his evil nature, therefore, he 
will not – indeed he cannot – choose good over evil in the spiritual realm. 
Consequently, it takes much more than the Spirit’s assistance to bring a sinner to Christ 
– it takes regeneration by which the Spirit makes the sinner alive and gives him a new 
nature.”  
  


B. “God graciously enables every sinner to repent and believe, but He does not interfere 
with man’s freedom. Each sinner possesses a free will, and his eternal destiny depends 
on how he uses it. Man’s freedom consists of his ability to choose good over evil in 
spiritual matters; his will is not enslaved to his sinful nature. The sinner has the power 
to either cooperate with God’s Spirit and be regenerated or resist God’s grace and 
perish. The lost sinner needs the Spirit’s assistance, but he does not have to be 
regenerated by the Spirit before he can believe, for faith is man’s act and precedes the 
new birth.” 


  
2. U – Unconditional Election 


 
A. “God’s choice of certain individuals unto salvation before the foundation of the world 


was based upon His foreseeing that they would respond to His call.” 
 


B. “God’s choice of certain individuals unto salvation before the foundation of the world 
rested solely in His own sovereign will.” 


  
3. L – Limited Atonement or Particular Redemption 


 
A. “Christ’s redeeming work was intended to save the elect only and actually secured 


salvation for them. His death was a substitutionary endurance of the penalty of sin in 
the place of certain specified sinners.” 
 


B. “Christ’s redeeming work made it possible for everyone to be saved but did not 
actually secure the salvation of anyone. Although Christ died for all men and for every 
man, only those who believe on Him are saved.” 


 
* Excerpted from Romans: An Interpretative Outline by David N. Steele and Curtis C. Thomas. 
 


(Over) 
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4. I – Irresistible Grace 
 


A. “The Spirit calls inwardly all those who are called outwardly by the gospel invitation; 
He does all that He can to bring every sinner to salvation. But inasmuch as man is free, 
he can successfully resist the Spirit’s call. The Spirit cannot regenerate the sinner until 
he believes.” 
 


B. “In addition to the outward general call to salvation which is made to everyone who 
hears the gospel, the Holy Spirit extends to the elect a special inward call that 
inevitably brings them to salvation.” 


  
5. P – Perseverance of the Saints 


 
A. “All who are chosen by God, redeemed by Christ, and given faith by the Spirit are 


eternally saved. They are kept in faith by the power of Almighty God and thus 
persevere to the end.” 
 


B. “Those who believe and are truly saved can lose their salvation by failing to keep up 
their faith, etc.” 


 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
If you answered A, B, A, B, A … you are a five-point Calvinist. 
If you answered B, A, B, A, B … you are a five-point Arminian. 
If you fell somewhere in between … you are a hybrid – and possibly a Southern Baptist. 
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Quick Reference Guide: 
Key Terms about Salvation 


 
Election 
God's choice of certain individuals to salvation before the foundation of the world. The 
Reformed position on election is that it is unconditional; that is, God selected specific persons 
based solely on His divine will and good pleasure, not upon any foreseen faith, repentance, or 
merit in the elect. The Arminian position is that God’s election is conditional; that is, God 
selected specific persons based upon foreseeing that they would respond in belief and repentance 
to the gospel message. Key Scriptures include Eph. 1:4; 2 Thess. 2:13; 1 Peter 1:1-2, 2:9. 
 
Predestination / Foreordination 
The work of God in determining beforehand the full and final salvation of the elect. While 
election refers to God’s choice of people, predestination refers to the promises God has made to 
these people – to conform them to the image of His Son (Rom. 8:29), to adopt them as sons 
(Eph. 1:5), and to give them an inheritance (Eph. 1:11). In a broader sense, those of the 
Reformed tradition would say that God has predestined, or foreordained, every event throughout 
eternity; this does not, however, make God the Author of evil. 
 
Foreknowledge 
God’s knowledge, from eternity past, of all future events, and especially of people whom He 
elected to salvation. Scripture indicates that God’s foreknowledge of believers was more than an 
advanced awareness of their faith in Christ; it also involved His knowing and loving them 
personally. Believers are elect according to – or in harmony with – the foreknowledge of God the 
Father (1 Peter 1:1-2). In addition, those whom God foreknew, He predestined to be conformed 
to the image of His Son (Rom. 8:29). 
 
Grace 
God’s favor toward mankind in providing salvation. This favor is unmerited on the sinner’s 
part. In classic Greek, grace was something one bestowed only on a friend. But the New 
Testament use of grace turns the entire concept on its head. God loved us and sent His Son to pay 
our sin debt while we were still sinners (Rom. 5:8), enemies of God (Rom. 5:10), and excluded 
from the life of God (Eph. 4:18; Col. 1:21). The New Testament teaches that we are saved by 
God’s grace, apart from any human merit or effort (Acts 15:11; Rom. 3:24, 11:6, Eph. 2:5, 8; 2 
Tim. 1:9; Titus 3:7). Calvinists distinguish between general (common) grace and irresistible 
(efficacious) grace. Common grace is extended to all people and has no saving purpose, while 
irresistible grace is granted only to the elect, supplying them with faith, which they inevitably 
exercise by trusting in Christ for salvation. Arminians prefer to see grace as prevenient, meaning 
God supplies it to all people with the purpose of wooing them to faith in Christ. This grace may 
be received or rejected; it is not irresistible. 
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Calling 
An inner urge or strong impulse God places in the heart of people, drawing them to salvation 
or to service. Regarding salvation, Calvinists distinguish between a general outward call, which 
is given to all who hear the gospel, and a special inward call to the elect that inevitably brings 
them to salvation. Arminians say the Spirit calls inwardly all those who are called outwardly by 
the gospel invitation. The Spirit does all that He can to bring every sinner to salvation. But 
inasmuch as man is free, he can successfully resist the Spirit's call. Regarding service, God’s 
calls all believers to some manner of Christian service and endows them with spiritual gifts (1 
Cor. 12:7). In addition, He calls some believers to special service – like Old Testament prophets 
and New Testament apostles – including those set apart in their mothers’ wombs (Jer. 1:5; Gal. 
1:15-16). Other key passages include Matt. 10:1, Mark 6:7, and Luke 6:13 (the apostles); Acts 
13:2 (Paul and Barnabus); and Rom. 1:6-7, 8:28-30, Gal. 1:6, 1 Thess. 2:12, and 2 Tim. 1:9 
(believers). 
 
Regeneration 
The work of the Holy Spirit imparting spiritual life to those who are “dead in trespasses and 
sins” (Eph. 2:1).  It denotes the change in heart spoken of elsewhere in Scripture as passing from 
death to life (1 John 3:14); becoming a new creation in Christ (2 Cor. 5:17); being born again or 
born from above (John 3:3); and being made alive with the Messiah (Eph. 2:5). Scripture affirms 
the necessity of regeneration (John 3:3; Rom. 8:9). In Matt. 19:28, Jesus uses the term to refer to 
the future Messianic age, when the fallen creation is restored and “all things (are put) in 
subjection under his feet” (1 Cor. 15:27 NASB; see also Acts 3:21; Rom. 8:18-23; Rev. 21:1). In 
regard to salvation, those who hold to a Reformed view argue that regeneration precedes faith 
and repentance; in fact, faith and repentance are given irresistibly by God to the elect. Arminians 
counter that faith and repentance are man’s contribution to salvation and result in regeneration. 
 
Justification 
God’s gracious and full acquittal of believers’ sins, accomplished through Christ’s 
substitionary and satisfactory death at Calvary. Justification is a legal transaction that takes 
place in heaven. Like a judge declaring a defendant “not guilty,” God the Father declares 
believing sinners innocent and in right standing before Him because His Son has paid their sin 
debt in full. Justification frees believers from the penalty of sin – everlasting separation from 
God – and places them in a position of peace and favor with God. Key passages on justification 
include Acts 13:39; Rom. 3-5; Gal. 2:16, 3:11. 
 
Sanctification 
The work of God in setting apart believers for Himself. There are two facets of sanctification:  
positional, in which believers are sealed by the Spirit, baptized by the Spirit and placed into the 
Body of Christ, and set apart forever as children of God; and practical, in which believers over 
time are conformed to the image of Christ. Positional sanctification occurs at the same time as 
justification, while practical sanctification is a life-long process requiring obedience and 
faithfulness. Key passages include John 17:14-21; Rom. 6:1-14, 15:16; 1 Cor. 6:9-11. 
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Adoption 
God’s placement of believers into His family. The Greek word huiothesia “signifies the place 
and condition of a son given to one to whom it does not naturally belong” (Vine’s Expository 
Diction of New Testament Words). Adoption speaks of the special relationship believers have 
with God – that of “sonship” but distinct from Jesus, who is the uncreated, unique Son of God 
and therefore does not need to be adopted. Adoption was God’s plan from ages past (Eph. 1:5) 
Through Christ’s finished work at Calvary, the Father buys His elect out of the slave market of 
sin and brings them into His family with full rights and privileges, and as co-heirs with Jesus 
(Rom. 8:17). The Holy Spirit is given to believers as a permanent witness to their adoption and 
as a down payment on their future resurrection and glorification (Rom. 8:15, 23). In the Roman 
world, adoption meant three things: 1) the adopted persons lost all rights in their old family and 
gained all the rights of adult children in their new family; 2) they became heirs of their new 
father’s estate; and 3) their old life was completely erased so that the adoption was irrevocable. 
In a similar way, believers are removed from under the authority of Satan and given a new 
Father. Their sins are forgiven, their slate is wiped clean, and they have a fresh start, a new 
Father and a sure inheritance in heaven.  
 
Glorification 
The full conformity of believers to the likeness of Jesus Christ (Rom. 8:29). Glorification will 
occur when Christ raises believers from the dead and gives them immortal, perfected bodies 
similar to the body Christ had when He rose from the dead (1 Cor. 15:50-55; 1 Thess. 4:13-17). 
These “glorified” bodies will be fit for everlasting worship and service unto God. Glorification is 
the complete removal of the effects of the Fall. It is the restoration of sinless perfection in God’s 
redeemed people – not that we become gods, but that we see Jesus as He is and are like Him.  
This is His ultimate goal for all who receive Him by faith. Additional passages include 2 Thess. 
2:13-14; Heb. 9:27-28; Rev. 21:1-22:5). 
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Two Views of Romans 9 
 
Chapters 9-11 of Romans form a cohesive argument that brings the first 11 chapters to a climax. 
Calvinists consider Romans 9 to be the bedrock upon which the doctrine of unconditional 
election firmly stands. While there are many passages of Scripture that address divine election 
(see Election and Reprobation), none speaks as forcefully as Romans 9. But does this chapter 
speak of election to salvation or to service? And does it address individuals or nations? 
Calvinists and Arminians come to different conclusions based on their understanding of one of 
the most magnificent chapters in the Bible. 
 
There is widespread agreement that Romans 9 is addressing the righteousness of God as stated in 
Paul’s question in verse 14: “What should we say then? Is there injustice with God? Absolutely 
not!” In other words, has God been unjust in His dealings with Israel? This question arises 
because of three facts, according to Jack W. Cottrell: 


• God has chosen Israel to be His special people and has showered them with unparalleled 
blessings (Rom. 9:4-5). 


• The Jews assume that their special relationship with God carries with it an implicit 
promise of salvation for practically every Israelite. 


• Most Jews are in fact lost (Rom. 1-8). 
Paul knows that in view of these three facts, the question of God’s righteousness in His dealings 
with the Jews will arise. Says Cottrell, “Though most agree that everything Paul is doing in 
Romans 9-11 is designed to establish this point [that the word of God has not failed], there is 
strong disagreement concerning how these chapters show that God’s promises to Israel have not 
failed. All agree that the theme of divine election is the main point, but the disagreement is over 
the nature of this election. Specifically, is Paul talking about election to salvation or election to 
service?” (Perspectives on Election: 5 Views, pp. 122-23) 
 
The Reformed View 
Calvinists argue that in Romans 9 Paul is teaching the unconditional election of some people to 
salvation – and for some Calvinists, the unconditional reprobation of all others to hell. Why are 
some Jews saved and others lost? The answer is that it is simply a matter of God’s sovereign 
choice. As John Piper explains it, “Does election in Rom. 9:1-23 concern nations or individuals? 
And does it concern historical roles or eternal destinies? . . . The evidence is overwhelmingly in 
favor of the view that Paul’s concern is for the eternal destinies of those within the nation of 
Israel who are saved and who are accursed” (The Justification of God: An Exegetical and 
Theological Study of Romans 9:1-23, pp. 15, 71). 
 
The Arminian View 
Arminians view this chapter differently. They argue that Paul is not distinguishing between two 
groups within Israel, the saved and the lost. Rather, he is speaking of two Israels – ethnic Israel 
and spiritual Israel. Despite what the Jews commonly thought, ethnic Israel was chosen for  
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service, while spiritual Israel, a subset of the Jewish race, was chosen for salvation. God’s 
covenant promises to these two groups are not the same. As Cottrell explains, “The terms of the 
covenant God made with Abraham and later with Israel as a whole did not include a promise to 
save anyone simply because he or she was a member of the covenant people. The key promise 
God made to Abraham and his seed was this: ‘In you all the families of the earth will be blessed’ 
(Gen. 12:3 NASB), a promise that was fulfilled when ‘the Christ according to the flesh’ 
ultimately came from Israel (Rom. 9:5 NASB)” (Cottrell, p. 126). 
 
 
A Closer Look at Romans 9:1-24 
Verses 1-5: Israel’s rejection of Christ 
1 I speak the truth in Christ—I am not lying; my conscience is testifying to me with the Holy 
Spirit—2 that I have intense sorrow and continual anguish in my heart. 3 For I could wish that I 
myself were cursed and cut off from the Messiah for the benefit of my brothers, my countrymen 
by physical descent. 4 They are Israelites, and to them belong the adoption, the glory, the 
covenants, the giving of the law, the temple service, and the promises. 5 The forefathers are 
theirs, and from them, by physical descent, came the Messiah, who is God over all, blessed 
forever. Amen.  


• Calvinists generally conclude that the benefits listed in verses 4-5 have saving 
implications for Israel, but God has chosen unconditionally to apply these saving benefits 
to some, not all, Jews. 


• Arminians respond that none of these blessings involves a promise of eternal life for 
individual members of the Jewish race. Rather, these benefits involve God’s election of 
ethnic Israel for service in proclaiming to the world the truth of the one true and living 
God and to be the people through whom the Messiah would come (Gen. 12:3; Rom. 9:5). 


 
Verses 6-13: God’s gracious election of Israel 
6 But it is not as though the word of God has failed. For not all who are descended from Israel are 
Israel. 7 Neither are they all children because they are Abraham’s descendants. On the contrary, 
in Isaac your seed will be called. 8 That is, it is not the children by physical descent who are 
God’s children, but the children of the promise are considered seed. 9 For this is the statement of 
the promise: At this time I will come, and Sarah will have a son. 10 And not only that, but also 
when Rebekah became pregnant by Isaac our forefather 11 (for though they had not been born yet 
or done anything good or bad, so that God’s purpose according to election might stand, 12 not 
from works but from the One who calls) she was told: The older will serve the younger. 13 As it 
is written: Jacob I have loved, but Esau I have hated. 


• Calvinists understand these verses to show how God unconditionally chose to save some 
Israelites but not others. Just as God distinguished between Isaac and Ishmael, and 
between Jacob and Esau, He unconditionally elected some Jews for salvation and 
bypassed the rest. Hyper-Calvinists appeal to verse 13 to posit that God hates the non-
elect and chooses them for hell. 


• Arminians respond that these verses are not speaking of salvation, but of ethnic Israel and 
how it came into being in the first place. For example, in verse 10, Paul is not referring to 
Jacob the individual, but to the nation that later bore his name. Paul’s quotation in verse 
12 of Gen. 25:23 makes this clear: “Two nations are in your womb; two people will  
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[come] from you and be separated. One people will be stronger than the other, and the 
older will serve the younger.” Even more telling is verse 13, in which God’s love of 
Jacob and hatred of Esau is not before these men were born but long after they died. Paul 
cites Mal. 1:2-3, written about 1,600 years after Jacob and Esau lived; the purpose is to 
show that God hated the Edomites as a nation because they mistreated the Jews (see 
Numbers 20:14-21). Even so, there are individual Edomites and neighboring Moabites 
counted among believers (Ruth 1; Amos 9:12; Rev. 7:9), so Paul cannot be addressing 
salvation in these verses in Romans 9.  


 
Verses 14-24: God’s election is just 
14 What should we say then? Is there injustice with God? Absolutely not! 15 For He tells Moses: I 
will show mercy to whom I show mercy, and I will have compassion on whom 
I have compassion. 16 So then it does not depend on human will or effort, but on God who 
shows mercy. 17 For the Scripture tells Pharaoh: For this reason I raised you up: so that I may 
display My power in you, and that My name may be proclaimed in all the earth. 18 So then, 
He shows mercy to whom He wills, and He hardens whom He wills. 19 You will say to me, 
therefore, “Why then does He still find fault? For who can resist His will?” 20 But who are you—
anyone who talks back to God? Will what is formed say to the one who formed it, “Why did you 
make me like this?” 21 Or has the potter no right over His clay, to make from the same lump one 
piece of pottery for honor and another for dishonor? 22 And what if God, desiring to display His 
wrath and to make His power known, endured with much patience objects of wrath ready for 
destruction? 23 And [what if] He did this to make known the riches of His glory on objects of 
mercy that He prepared beforehand for glory—24 on us whom He also called, not only from the 
Jews but also from the Gentiles? 


• Calvinists point to verses 15-18 as clear statements of God’s sovereign right to choose 
whom He will for salvation and to harden the hearts of whom He will for His purposes. 
Hyper-Calvinists argue that Pharoah had no real choice in the matter. Paul quotes Ex. 
33:19 (in verse 15) and  Ex. 9:16 (in verse 17) to show that our salvation “does not 
depend on human will or effort, but on God who shows mercy” (verse 16). As for verses 
19-22, Calvinists say Paul clearly communicates God’s irresistible power in salvation, 
choosing whom He will for heaven and whom He will for hell. Who are we – anyone – to 
question God’s sovereign purpose in election? Hyper-Calvinists point to verse 21 as an 
illustration of God’s deterministic – even fatalistic – will in election and reprobation. 
Verses 22-24 show, at least in part, that God’s purpose in election is to display the full 
range of His glory, from wrath to mercy. As such, His election to salvation and 
reprobation is both unconditional and just. 


• Regarding verses 15-18, Arminians respond that God did not harden Pharoah’s heart 
contrary to Pharoah’s own free choice (see for example Ex. 7:13-14; 8:15; 8:32); even 
strong Calvinists like R.C. Sproul agree that God did not harden Pharoah’s heart actively, 
but only passively in the sense of giving him up to his own sinful desires (Chosen by 
God, pp. 144-46). Further, the Hebrew word for “hardened” (chazaq) often means 
“strengthen” (Judges 3:12, 16:28 NASB) or even “encourage” (Deut. 1:38, 3:28 NASB) 
in Scripture; taken in this sense, God in His mercy allowed Pharoah to continue in his 
stubborn rebellion until the fullness of God’s wrath was displayed in the tenth plague.  
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Concerning verses 19-22, Arminians point out that the phrase, “For who can resist His 
will?” is not an affirmation by Paul but a question from an objector. Paul’s response 
(“But who are you – anyone who talks back to God?”) implies that the objector is 
resisting God by his very question. More importantly, the direct implication is that if 
God’s will truly is irresistible, then no one should be blamed. Finally, as Norman Geisler 
points out, “even if one could show that God is working here (1) irresistibly, (2) on 
individuals, (3) for eternal salvation – all of which are doubtful – it would not follow 
necessarily that He works irresistibly on the unwilling. Indeed … God does not force free 
creatures to love Him. Forced love is both morally and logically absurd” (Chosen But 
Free: A Balanced View of Divine Election, p. 92). In verses 21-22, the Hebrew mind 
would not see the parable of the potter from Jeremiah 18 as being deterministic, for in 
this context the lump of clay will either be built up or torn down by God depending on 
Israel’s moral response to Him (see Jer. 18:8). The image here is national, not individual; 
a repentant Israel is a beautiful vessel of honor, while an unrepentant nation is a vessel of 
His wrath. Finally, in verses 23-24, Paul shows that Gentile believers share a common 
election with spiritual Israel – a glorious display of God’s loving kindness toward those 
who believe. In summary, God’s sovereignty in election includes the prerogative of 
choosing and using the nation of Israel without saving all Jews. 


 
Conclusion: 
In Romans 9 Paul deals with the question of why all Jews are not saved. A careful reading of this 
chapter in context seems to support the view that Paul’s answer has less to do with unconditional 
election to salvation than with the fact that the promise of salvation was never made to the nation 
of Israel in the first place. Therefore, no one may accuse God of unrighteousness if many Jews 
are lost, even though this fact grieves Paul (Rom. 9:1-3). 
 
At the same time, God has sovereignly elected certain Jews – “spiritual Israel” – to salvation, as 
well as certain Gentiles, as other passages of Scripture make clear. Romans 9, like the rest of this 
great letter, exalts the power and wisdom of God in carrying out His purpose to redeem lost 
sinners through the election of ethnic Israel to service and spiritual Israel to salvation. Spiritual 
Israel is saved the same way all others are – by faith (Rom. 10:9-10, 13). 
 
 
Next week: Are people truly free? 
 








Chosen and Free: 
A Balanced View of Divine Election 


 
 


Irresistible Grace / Efficacious Call of the Spirit 
 
Irresistible grace, also known as the efficacious call of the Spirit, is the fourth of the five points 
of Calvinism. The five points are described using the acrostic TULIP:  T- Total inability/ 
depravity; U- Unconditional election; L- Limited atonement/particular redemption; I- Irresistible 
grace/efficacious call of the Spirit; and P- Perseverance of the saints. Below is a definition of 
irresistible grace and, beside it, a description of the Arminian counterpoint we will call resistible 
grace:* 
 


Calvinism Arminianism 


 
Irresistible Grace / Efficacious Call 


of the Spirit 
 
In addition to the outward general call to 
salvation which is made to everyone who 
hears the gospel, the Holy Spirit extends to 
the elect a special inward call that inevitably 
brings them to salvation. The internal call 
(which is made only to the elect) cannot be 
rejected; it always results in conversion. By 
means of this special call the Spirit 
irresistibly draws sinners to Christ. He is not 
limited in His work of applying salvation by 
man's will, nor is He dependent upon man's 
cooperation for success. The Spirit 
graciously causes the elect sinner to 
cooperate, to believe, to repent, to come 
freely and willingly to Christ. God's grace, 
therefore, is invincible; it never fails to result 
in the salvation of those to whom it is 
extended.  
 


 
Resistible Grace 


 
 
The Spirit calls inwardly all those who are 
called outwardly by the gospel invitation; He 
does all that He can to bring every sinner to 
salvation. But inasmuch as man is free, he can 
successfully resist the Spirit's call. The Spirit 
cannot regenerate the sinner until he believes; 
faith (which is man's contribution) proceeds and 
makes possible the new birth. Thus, man's free 
will limits the Spirit in the application of 
Christ's saving work. The Holy Spirit can only 
draw to Christ those who allow Him to have 
His way with them. Until the sinner responds, 
the Spirit cannot give life. God's grace, 
therefore, is not invincible; it can be, and often 
is, resisted and thwarted by man.  
 


 
Key similarities:  


• There is a general call to salvation to all who hear the gospel (Acts 17:30). 
• All unbelievers can resist the Holy Spirit; the non-elect successfully resist Him their 


entire lives (Acts 7:51). 
• The elect freely and willingly receive Christ as Savior, while the non-elect freely and 


willingly die in their sins (John 1:12, 3:16, 8:24; Rom. 10:13). 
 
 
* From The Five Points of CALVINISM  - Defined, Defended, Documented by David N. Steele and Curtis 
Thomas. 
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Key differences: 


• Calvinism teaches that the Holy Spirit extends a special inward call to the elect that 
inevitably brings them to salvation. Arminianism counters that the Spirit’s call to the 
elect is no different than His call to the non-elect and may be resisted by both. 


• Calvinism says God is not dependent upon sinners’ cooperation for salvation. 
Arminianism says God cannot save sinners without their cooperation through belief and 
repentance. 


• Calvinism teaches that the Spirit graciously causes the elect sinner to freely and willingly 
believe, repent, and receive Christ. Arminianism teaches that the Holy Spirit can only 
“effectually” draw to Christ those who allow Him to do so. 


 
 


What is grace? 
In the New Testament, the word “grace” is the translation of the Greek charis and appears about 
170 times. While grace is used in several ways – for example, to denote gracefulness or 
loveliness (Luke 4:22), or a generous gift (2 Cor. 8:19, 9:8) – its primary meaning for our 
purposes is unmerited favor, a good deed done for someone with no thought of personal gain. It 
especially describes the attitude of God in providing salvation for sinners. In classic Greek, grace 
was something one bestowed only on a friend. But the New Testament use of grace turns the 
entire concept on its head. God loved us and sent His Son to pay our sin debt while we were still 
sinners (Rom. 5:8), enemies of God (Rom. 5:10), and excluded from the life of God (Eph. 4:18; 
Col. 1:21). 
 
The New Testament clearly teaches that we are saved by God’s grace, apart from any human 
merit or effort (Acts 15:11; Rom. 3:24, 11:6, Eph. 2:5, 8; 2 Tim. 1:9; Titus 3:7). But does God 
apply saving grace irresistibly to the elect, changing their minds and making them spiritually 
alive so they freely and willingly believe and repent? Or is His grace applied equally to all 
people so that those who are willing are drawn to Him and those who are not may successfully 
resist Him? And if the non-elect are incapable of responding to the gospel message (total 
inability/depravity), is God just in sending them to hell? These are questions we will explore in 
future lessons. 
 
 
Next Week: T-U-L-I-P – Perseverance of the Saints 
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