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SECTION I 

 

Basic Foundations for Discussion 

 
{History}     {What it Is and Is Not}     {Defining Terms}      

 

 

  

 

 

 The purpose of this book is two-fold: Firstly, and 

most importantly, we want to present a biblical picture 

of God. In order to bring Him the most glory, and to 

display His power, holiness, righteousness, mercy, and 

grace to the fullest extent humanly possible, we must 

utilize the only tool on earth that has the capacity to 

reveal God in a fitting and proper way- the Scriptures. 

Secondly, we desire to explain and defend historical 

Reformed Theology, and remove many of the wrong 

arguments and negative bias that has been laid upon it 

in error. As a Reformed believer, I have more often than 

not had conversations with people that have strongly 

opposed “Calvinism” without having a proper 

understanding of its position regarding God’s sovereign 

grace, election, foreknowledge, predestination, and so-

forth, while simultaneously holding a vast number of 

doctrinal beliefs that were rooted in ignorance rather 

than in the truth of God’s Word.  
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 Although there are many inaccurate beliefs 

concerning Calvinism, the first and greatest error is the 

idea that it actually began with John Calvin. Though 

history proclaims Calvin as one of the “fathers of the 

Reformation”, it must be understood that, along with 

Martin Luther and Huldrych Zwingli, Calvin’s doctrines 

and writings were not new ideas, and the concepts and 

teachings that make up the Reformed position are not 

evolutionary in nature. Reformed Theology is, by design, 

a return to Scripture, firmly rooted in Biblical truth. The 

Reformation itself was brought forth of necessity, that 

God’s promise of preserving His Word would stand true 

(Isa. 40:8, Matthew 24:25). The Roman Catholic Church 

had taken the Bible prisoner, withholding it from the 

laypeople and thus keeping them in bondage to church 

councils, bishops, schoolmen, canonists, and allegorists 

for interpretation. As Malcolm Watts writes: 

 

 The Church of Rome degraded the Holy Scriptures 

by alloying the purity of the Canon with her apocryphal 

additions, by supplementing the inspired records with an 

enormous mass of spurious traditions, by admitting only 

that interpretation which is according to “the unanimous 

consent of the Fathers” and “the Holy Mother Church,” 

and, particularly by diminishing the role of preaching as 

their “priests” busied themselves with miraculous stories 

about Mary, the saints and the images, and magnified 

the importance of the Mass, with its elaborate and 

multiplied ceremonies and rituals. It was thus that 

preaching deteriorated and, in fact, almost disappeared. 

The Reformers vigorously protested against this and 
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contended with all their might for the recovery of God’s 

Holy Word.1 

 Therefore, although Calvinists have long accepted 

the title, Reformed Protestants do not find their origins 

in the doctrines of Calvin. Calvin himself opposed the 

term, not wishing to have a movement recognized in his 

name. Instead, Calvinism proclaims to hold to a 

theological system derived in Scripture alone (or Sola 

Scriptura). This belief in the final infallible authority of 

Scripture is where Reformed Theology begins and ends, 

and it was ultimately this view that brought about the 

beginnings of the Protestant Reformation. From that 

foundation, four other “pillars” were erected through the 

understanding that God has uniquely revealed Himself 

through His Word so as to make man aware of the 

means and ends of salvation: Sola Fide (by faith alone), 

Sola Gratia (by grace alone), Solus Christus (through 

Christ alone), and Soli Deo Gloria (to the glory of God 

alone). These tenants made up the core truths that 

distinguished the faith of the Reformers from that of the 

Roman Catholic Church, and was the starting line from 

which Calvin and others based a more systematic 

approach to their biblical studies.  

 In this book, our goal is to provide the reader with 

a clear, yet simple foundation for understanding the 

history and key truths that make up Reformed Theology 

(also known as “Calvinism”). In the process, we hope to 

expose some of the misconceptions that have caused 

many evangelicals to have negative thoughts and 

                                                 
1
 Malcolm Watts, “What is a Reformed Church?” Banner of Sovereign Grace 

Truth, 16, no. 3 (March 2008): 73 
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feelings toward some of our doctrines. We also want to 

encourage the reader to see that if one were to simply 

allow God’s Word to speak for itself, and to take all of 

Scripture into consideration, the conclusion would lead 

them into the same direction: that God alone is 

sovereign, and that He alone saves His people through 

Jesus Christ according to His purpose and for His 

eternal glory.  
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I- A Brief History of  

Reformed Theology 

 
The story of Christian reformation, revival, and 

renaissance underscores that the darkest hour is often 

just before the dawn, so we should always be people of 

hope and prayer, not gloom and defeatism. God the Holy 

Spirit can turn the situation around in five minutes. 

       

       -Os Guinness 

 

 The richness of history seems to be an acquired 

taste these days. Here in the United States, few speak 

out in defense of our heritage to those that seek to 

break from the vision and declaration of our founding 

fathers. Slowly but surely our Constitution, the 

document that was carefully and purposefully written to 

preserve and protect the freedoms of those for whom it 

was penned, is being overturned and redefined. Sadly, 

although many point the accusing finger at those in 

power, this is only accomplished because of the vast 

ignorance of the populous that allows them to do so. We 

slip away and lose sight of who we are because we do 

not really know where we came from.  

 

 Just as many today have no particular conviction 

regarding their political position because they are 

unaware of the issues or the history of the party to 

which they declare, a great number of Christians could 
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not tell you why they are Baptists- or Lutheran, 

Presbyterian, Wesleyan, Methodist, or any denomination 

worth mentioning. Most people simply attend the 

church that they were raised in, or they choose a 

church that matches their personal style or preference. 

For the majority of church-goers today, they affirm their 

faith out of tradition, rather than conviction.  

 

 Do you know where you came from? Do you 

understand and appreciate your spiritual heritage? Why 

do you believe what you believe? Hopefully, you’ve asked 

these questions at some point in time in your own walk 

with the Lord. The harsh reality, however, is that many 

Christians have never given the first thought as to how 

we got to where we are or what defines us as 

Protestants. We couldn’t tell you what defines us, or 

why we believe what we do regarding grace, baptism, 

and the atonement of Christ. And as a result of not 

knowing our roots, we wouldn’t have much conviction in 

the event of opposition or change.  

 

 The purpose of this book as a whole is to explain 

Reformed Theology- what it is, where it came from, and 

what it professes to be true and sound in its doctrine. 

We want to present the reader with a firm 

understanding of the historical Protestant faith, so that 

those who make a confession within such churches 

might do so with a firm understanding of what they 

believe and why they believe it. Naturally, though, 

before we can dive into the what of our faith, we must 

first learn something of the where, or the background 

and cause of the Reformation itself.  
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ROOTS OF THE FAITH-  

 

 Most history books and documentaries that follow 

the historical narrative of the Protestant Reformation 

usually start with the nailing of Martin Luther’s Ninety-

Five Theses to the door of Wittenberg’s Church in 1517. 

A German monk and professor, Luther had come to the 

conclusion that many of the beliefs and practices 

common to the Roman Catholic Church were unbiblical, 

and his work sought to expose some of the erroneous 

teachings of the church in light of Scripture. Some of 

the key arguments were in regards to the selling of 

indulgences, the means of justification, and papal abuse 

and authority. The popularity of this revolutionary work 

spread, and as a result many faithful Christians 

discovered the truth of God’s revelation of salvation “by 

grace alone through faith alone”- Sola Gratia, Sola Fide.  

 

 But what took place across Europe in the 1600’s 

was more like a bud sprouting out of the dry ground. 

The roots of the Reformation had long been planted 

throughout the centuries beforehand. Some one 

hundred years earlier, John Hus ignited a spark that led 

many to question the Catholic views of papal authority, 

holy relics, and indulgences. And it was through the yet 

earlier writings of John Wycliffe that influenced his 

theological views. We can continue to walk back in time 

to such men as Thomas Bradwardine (1300-1349), 

Gregory of Rimini (1300-1358), and Peter Waldo (1140-

1217) to discover a steady stream of forerunners to what 

became a definitive argument for Luther’s Reformation- 
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a return to the sole infallible authority of God’s Word 

(Sola Scriptura).   

 

 This, then, is the heart and breath of Reformed 

Theology- the belief in God’s Word as the only 

inspiration and revelation given to man by which he 

may know Him and discover the gospel. It is what 

Scripture says about itself, and it is what history has 

shown the earliest church fathers to proclaim.2 From 

the day of Pentecost until now, God’s truth and Christ’s 

church has existed and its doctrines have been 

preserved, yet due to fallen man’s perversion and pride 

as well as the influence of corrupt government and 

society, the teachings of the church gradually became 

distorted. Not long after Christianity was legalized in 

Rome by Constantine in 313 A.D., and became the 

official religion of the state by Theodosius in 380, 

countless heresies began to creep into the theology of 

the church. The high authority and supremacy of the 

papacy and the Church, devotion to Mary, merits of the 

saints, beliefs in transubstantiation (the presence of the 

literal blood and body of Christ) at the Eucharist, 

penance, and purgatory were all doctrines that 

eventually developed over the course of a millennia 

leading up to Luther’s theses. These doctrines were 

canonized by the church, as they were written and 

taught by men who were seen to stand in the place of 

Christ on the earth, and hence were as infallible and 

authoritative as Scripture itself.  

                                                 
2
 One of our primary arguments throughout this work is to illustrate that Reformed 

Theology is historical in nature, and cannot be separated from the earliest beliefs 

of the church. At certain points we will provide citations and explanations to 

support this claim. 
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A RETURN TO SCRIPTURE-  

 

 Recognizing the abandonment of many of the 

Bible’s primary teachings and the dogmatic practice of 

foreign doctrine, Luther challenged church leaders to 

examine themselves against Scripture. And as time went 

on and the arguments progressed, so did the effects of 

Luther’s work. His vision and position began to become 

more clear, and the results were what are now 

commonly known as the Five Solae of the Reformation- 

the four pillars of Faith Alone, Grace Alone, through 

Christ Alone, to the glory of God Alone, all standing 

upon the foundation of Scripture Alone. More 

importantly, Luther’s greatest contribution to the 

growth of the Reformation came in 1522, when he 

produced his first translation of the New Testament in 

German. Later, in 1534 he completed the Bible into 

common German language, taking the power of 

interpretation away from Rome and giving God’s Word 

to the people. While it was not the first attempt at a 

German translation, with the help of the newly-invented 

printing press and his efforts to present Scripture in a 

way that was easy to understand made it far superior to 

its predecessors. And unlike previous translations, 

Luther utilized the earliest available Greek and Hebrew 

manuscripts instead of the popular Latin Vulgate, which 

was the official version of the Catholic Church, to render 

his translation of the Bible for widespread use.  

 

 Though this was seen as a severe act of heresy by 

the Church (because it was thought that Scripture was 

too hard for lay people to interpret and should only be 
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handled by ordained persons), Luther’s gift to the public 

was the most significant move of the Protestant 

Reformation. What followed was a flood of expansion in 

Reformed thought, and his translation led to the 

inspiration of the Bible in other languages, as the 

movement progressed into other parts of Europe. In 

1525, shortly after Luther completed the German New 

Testament, William Tyndale took to the task of providing 

the English population with a Bible in their language. 

The result of this finished work became the Great Bible, 

and was the first “authorized version” issued by the 

Church of England by King Henry VIII. After his death, 

however, Queen Mary I brought the Church of England 

back into communion with the Roman Catholic Church, 

and many of England’s reformed Christians fled the 

country. Due to the extensive persecution against 

Protestants, some settled and established a small colony 

in Geneva, Switzerland, one of whom was a man whose 

works continue to create much debate and controversy 

today- John Calvin.  

 

 Shortly after arriving in Geneva, Calvin and others 

began work on a revised English translation based upon 

the original languages. The Geneva Bible was first 

published in 1560, and was dedicated to Queen 

Elizabeth I, who took the throne after the death of 

Queen Mary two years earlier. Under Queen Elizabeth, 

the persecution of Protestants stopped, and she began 

leading England back toward Protestantism. This led to 

later editions of the Geneva Bible being published in 

England beginning in 1576. In all, over 150 editions 

were published, with the 1644 version being the last. 
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 The Geneva Bible, though widely popular, drew 

the ire of many pro-government and Church of England 

supporters. Strongly influenced by Puritan and 

Calvinistic character, and also viewed to be a threat to 

the Roman Catholic Church because of some of the 

clear anti-Catholic content in some of the notations, 

King James I commissioned a new authorized version to 

be produced. The result, of course, is the King James 

Version of 1611. After forty years, this translation 

became the most popular of all English versions 

available to the public.  

 

 As instrumental as the Geneva Bible was to the 

Protestant movement, it was Calvin’s extensive writing 

and the massive publication of Reformed Protestant 

education material that proved to be most influential. 

Among his many works produced was the famous 

Institutes of the Christian Religion, which provided a 

clear and systematic foundation for all that would 

become Reformed theology. 

 

 

THE BLOOM-  

 

 Within a century of Geneva, Reformed faith had 

virtually spread across the known world. Presbyterians, 

Episcopalians, and Congregationalists were all 

doctrinally Calvinistic. The American Puritans were 

Calvinists. The Dutch, Irish, and French settlers into 

America were mostly Calvinists. They had all come to 

believe in the Reformed position of the authority of 

Scripture, the sovereignty of God, and the Doctrines of 

Grace that defined Calvin’s theology. As men became 
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more free, as countries broke themselves loose from 

political and religious tyranny, and as Scripture became 

more accessible to those who had a desire to know and 

understand God’s Word, our faith began to return 

slowly but surely back to that which was first revealed 

by Christ and the apostles. The veil was lifted and the 

clutch of traditionalism and man-made systems were 

replaced with truth. And the rest, as they say, is history. 

 

 

CALVINISM TODAY- 

 

 Just as it was with Luther’s controversy, as well 

as that of Calvin’s teaching in his own day and time, 

there is a strong opposition to the message of Calvinism. 

The title itself- Calvinism, is often perceived as a 

negative term, because it has been defined by many as a 

view in which God is unloving, men are stripped of their 

ability to determine their destiny, and Scripture is 

twisted in order to fit our philosophy. But I want to 

challenge the reader to consider the possibility that, 

regardless of what you may have believed before, the 

doctrines that define Calvinism (or Reformed Theology), 

are historical and biblical in origin, and God-glorifying 

and Christ-exalting in nature. Throughout this book, my 

hope is that you will examine the various issues and 

arguments with me, and test each claim against the 

Word of God, and allow His Word to speak for itself. 

Allow yourself to be challenged, and continue to ask 

yourself, as suggested at the beginning of this chapter, 

why you believe what you believe. And more 

importantly, will you let God’s Word to define your 

doctrine?  
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II- What Reformed Theology Is  

(and What it Is Not) 
 

 When you hear the term Calvinism, for most 

people there comes an almost immediate feeling of 

apprehension, resistance, and sometimes even anger or 

resentment. Truth be told, Calvinistic teaching has been 

given quite the reputation of being divisive, unbiblical, 

cold, and outright heretical in our day and time. I have 

personally known many people that have lost ministry 

positions and fellowship with their congregations 

because of their belief and support of Calvinism- also 

known as “Reformed Theology” or the “Doctrines of 

Grace”.  

 But if you are reading this book, my hope is that 

you have chosen not to allow yourself to ignorantly 

dismiss Calvinism because of what you have heard or 

have been taught by those who, because of their 

traditions or prejudice, have given you a misunderstood 

view of our position. My hope is that you would read 

and ponder the presentations in this work and consider 

whether it is reasonable to accept or reject the teachings 

of the Reformation on the basis of biblical support. Does 

Scripture testify to the validity of Calvinism, or does it 

not? Can we find truth in God’s Word to uphold the Five 

Solae and the Five Points, or do Calvinists preach 

falsehood and blasphemy? These are some of the 

questions that should be considered when engaging this 
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book, and my prayer is that you the reader would be 

honest and sincere enough to approach the following 

chapters with a willingness to be challenged in your 

long-held beliefs about theology, church history, and the 

gospel, and reach a conclusion about Reformed 

Theology on the basis of God’s Word rather than man’s.  

 The following statements provide a basic defense 

of what Calvinist’s believe and claim regarding the 

Doctrines of Grace- what Calvinism is and, of equal 

importance, what it is not.  

 

IT IS HISTORICAL-  

 The title of Calvinist, one that popularly identifies 

those who embrace Reformed Theology, stems from the 

teachings of John Calvin, who provided a thoroughly 

systematic approach to the doctrines that sprung out of 

the works of Martin Luther before him. From Luther to 

Zwingli, and on through Calvin beyond the centuries, a 

tightly wound and concise theology has emerged which 

exalts Scripture above the Church, God’s sovereignty 

over man’s will, and an eschatology that finds its 

fulfillment in accordance with God’s decree and 

purposes instead of the unknown. This doctrine begins 

with the Five Solae of the Reformation: Sola Scriptura, 

Sola Fide, Sola Gratia, Solus Christus, and Soli Deo 

Gloria; and continues on in development with the Five 

Points of Calvinism (also explained by the acronym 

TULIP): Total Depravity, Unconditional Election, Limited 

Atonement, Irresistible Grace, and Perseverance of the 

Saints. Although there is certainly a great deal more 
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that can be addressed, this provides a baseline for 

offering an introductory explanation of what Reformed 

Christians believe.  

 

IT IS NOT “NEW”-  

 But to suggest, however, that our theology began 

in the 16th century with Martin Luther would be a 

terrible error. Neither Luther nor any of his Protestant 

successors ever believed or taught as if their teachings 

were somehow a “fresh” revelation from God, or a 

breakaway from what had been passed down through 

the faithful fathers of early Christendom. In fact, they 

believed that what they were offering was less of a 

rebellion from the church and more of a return to the 

basic beliefs and doctrines of the true church of Jesus 

Christ. Sola Scripture, the first tenant of the 

Reformation, demands that Scripture alone serves as 

the one infallible authority of the church, because 

Scripture alone finds its source in the inspiration of 

God. Many, if not all, of the great confessions of the 

Protestants demand that every belief and doctrine be 

rooted and supported by biblical revelation.  

 We also find that the views of John Calvin 

regarding election, predestination, and the overarching 

sovereignty of God’s decree preceded him and were 

central points of the writings of many of the early 

church fathers. This gives us a better understanding of 

the fact that what we hear from a large portion of our 

pulpits today- that man is fallen yet not totally 

depraved; that Christ’s death made salvation possible 
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rather than fully accomplishing the work in which it 

was intended; that God knows all things but only 

controls some things; and that human free will is the 

right of all people, and although He is powerful to 

circumvent our choices, He will never do that which 

would remove the very thing that makes us human- 

these teachings are not the historical, and biblical 

position of the early church or the Reformers. As we 

proceed in the coming chapters, we will examine some 

of these early works, as well as the Confessions, that 

will demonstrate this claim.  

 

IT IS LOGICAL-  

 In providing a systematic approach to theology as 

a whole, the goal is to build a solid basis by which we 

can both understand and explain the faith that we 

claim. A Christian worldview needs to be a consistent 

worldview, because we believe in a God that is 

unchanging and a Bible that is infallible and without 

contradiction. To stand in defense of the Christian faith 

without a consistent and reliable foundation is to do a 

disservice to all those who have proclaimed to be 

possessors and stewards of the Truth.  Reformed 

Theology that is rooted in the basic understanding that 

God has spoken and has revealed to us His will in His 

Word, provides that ever-important consistency in such 

a way that we are able to give an answer to the most 

difficult and pressing questions in life. The problem of 

sin, the realities of unanswered prayer, the fairness of 

God’s judgment, and the assurance of salvation are just 

a few of the challenges that can only be settled when we 
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have a theology that allows for God to reveal Himself 

and for us to take Him at His Word.  

 

IT IS NOT PHILOSOPHICAL-  

 When we say that Reformed Theology is logical, 

we are not saying that our ability to rationalize biblical 

revelation brings us to our doctrinal position; we are 

saying that the revelation of Scripture, through the 

illumination of God’s Holy Spirit, brings us to an 

understanding of doctrines that are irrefutable by any 

human reasoning. Calvinists intentionally and humbly 

limit themselves to only that which is provided in 

Scripture, and avoids making dogma out of that which 

they cannot possibly know. The error in doing so would 

be to go beyond the scope of God-given revelation, and 

into the fallible realm of human imagination. This is the 

realm of philosophical, hypothetical argumentation 

abounds and where inconsistency is always found, and 

historically Reformed believers do not take a positive 

position on any claims made outside of the bounds of 

what is offered in Scripture.  

 Calvinists are often criticized for being staunch 

rationalists and academically-minded, making us cold 

and unspiritual. But what is more “spiritual” than to 

believe that the Holy Spirit Himself provides us with our 

theological foundations, through the illumination of 

God’s Word? To refuse the wisdom of our own reasoning 

in submission to the belief that God reasonably reveals 

Himself so that we might walk in truth is essentially the 

most spiritual thing that a believer can do. And for a 
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Christian that holds God’s Word in the highest place of 

honor and value, this is the only thing that we can do if 

we truly want to know and follow Him.  

 

IT ESTABLISHES GOD’S SOVEREIGNTY- 

 Apart from the consistent position found in 

Reformed Theology, God’s absolute control cannot be 

truly seen or defended. In classical Arminianism, one is 

hard-pressed to explain how God’s sovereignty can exist 

or function alongside the total and autonomous freedom 

of man. In fact, in opposition to the belief that God has 

a definite decree that will not be thwarted, opponents of 

Calvinism demand that creaturely free-will be promoted 

alongside God’s sovereignty. This, however, cannot 

measure up with either logic or Scripture.  

 First, let us think about it for a moment. If God 

has not decreed all things that should happen (as is the 

testimony of Psa. 115:3, Dan. 4:35, Eph. 1:11), what are 

we to say when bad things happen? Can we honestly tell 

a person who has suffered great loss or tragedy, “God 

works all things out for good”? Unless we view God as 

sovereign, then we cannot honestly claim that He is in 

control and we cannot explain why bad things happen. 

Fortunately, Scripture does tell us that all things are not 

only within the foreknowledge of God, but are in fact 

ordered and governed by God.  

 Of the many examples in the Bible that reveals 

God’s purpose in the human experience, let us simply 

cite a few. In the life of Joseph in Genesis, we see the 
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inhumane treatment of a younger brother by his jealous 

siblings. For many years he endures the kinds of 

hardships and heartaches that would turn most 

believers into atheists. But at the end of the story, we 

find an amazing revelation that can only be appreciated 

by those who believe in a God who works all things 

according to the council of His will:  

 But Joseph said to them, “Do not fear, for am I in 

the place of God? As for you, you meant evil against me, 

but God meant it for good, to bring it about that many 

people should be kept alive, as they are today. 

       - Genesis 50:19-20 

 Joseph recognized divine providence in the 

circumstances of his life, that God was working and 

orchestrating the events in order to bring about His plan 

to keep His covenant with His people. A second and 

greater example of this amazing truth can be found in 

the preaching of the apostles in the book of Acts: 

 “Men of Israel, hear these words: Jesus of 

Nazareth, a man attested to you by God with mighty 

works and wonders and signs that God did through him 

in your midst, as you yourselves know— this Jesus, 

delivered up according to the definite plan and 

foreknowledge of God, you crucified and killed by the 

hands of lawless men. God raised him up, loosing the 

pangs of death, because it was not possible for him to be 

held by it. 

      - Acts 2:22-24 

 Here we see Peter boldly proclaiming the gospel of 

Christ to the people of Jerusalem, many who had likely 
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witnessed the crucifixion of Jesus just a few months 

earlier. Though it was seen as a horrific injustice from 

the human perspective, Peter demands that the death of 

the Messiah was all a part of the divine decree of God. 

Not just predicted, but produced, through the sovereign 

plan of God to bring about the glory of His Name and 

the redemption of His people, keeping His covenant for 

all generations.  

 

IT DOES NOT DIMINISH HUMAN RESPONSIBILITY-  

 It is often said by opponents that Calvinists 

believe that human free-will is an illusion or that it 

doesn’t exist. This is not our position. We do not deny 

the existence of man’s will, but we do demand that it is 

the testimony of Scripture that fallen man possesses a 

limited will. I do not want to jump too far into this 

category at this time, as we will devote many more pages 

to it later on- but let it be clear that we do not promote 

man as being an automaton, or completely incapable of 

making any decisions.  

 What we do say, however, is that all of humanity, 

as sons and daughters of Adam, have become enslaved 

to the sin nature as a result of the free choice of the 

First Man, who through the exercise of his will (being 

made in the image of God and possessing a kind of 

freedom that has not been known to his descendents), 

violated God’s command and experienced spiritual 

death. Calvinists support what is taught by both John’s 

gospel and Paul’s letter to the Romans and Ephesians 

when they say that fallen man is a “slave to sin” (John 
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8:34, Romans 6:20), “dead in sin” (Eph. 2:1, 5), and 

incapable of obedience to Christ (Rom. 8:7).  

 Human responsibility is evident from the First 

Man that, even before the Fall, the will has an 

inclination toward independence although he was 

created to be dependent upon God for life and peace. He 

was not forced to rebel, but he chose to break God’s law 

in accordance with his own desire. In the same way, 

fallen man willfully sins not only because of the 

disfigurement of God’s image in us, but because of the 

nature of the will. Adam willfully sinned in his freedom, 

and as slaves to sin we disobey God out of the nature 

that is within us. So in a sense we are doubly 

accountable- we are cursed with the sin nature through 

Adam’s transgression, and we are responsible for the 

acts committed as a result of our will to disobey. Adam 

mistook his freedom to believe that he could be more 

free from God rather than in God, and fallen man in his 

slavery ignorantly demands that they are still free.  

 

IT PROCLAIMS THE GOSPEL- 

 The power and beauty of the work of Christ in the 

salvation of sinners is the demonstration of God’s 

boundless love and his amazing grace extended toward 

us. But even greater still is the finality and the 

completion of the work of Christ, doing more than just 

providing a way to God, but perfecting forever those who 

would come to God through faith. The gospel of the 

Reformed is one that presents a finished work, a 

completed task, and a perfect Savior. Those who 
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demand that Christ sacrificed Himself for those who 

would go on to eternal destruction in rejection of His 

ultimate gift suggest that God makes salvation only a 

potential reality for everyone while possibly saving no 

one.  

 The portrait painted in the New Testament never 

gives us an image of a gospel whose effectiveness hangs 

upon the acceptance or rejection of those to whom it is 

presented. Instead, we see a God with a plan, whose 

purposes cannot be thwarted by man; and we see a 

Christ crucified as Great High Priest offering a pleasing 

sacrifice on behalf of His people, a Good Shepherd 

laying down His life for His sheep; we see an 

accomplished, finished work that has paid (past tense) 

the price for sin. It is a perfect work for a particular 

people, and this makes for an effective and powerful 

gospel.  

 

IT DOES NOT DISMISS THE PURPOSE OF PREACHING-  

 Calvinism is frequently condemned by critics 

because of its defense of the doctrines of predestination 

and limited atonement. “If you believe that God has 

already chosen who will be saved, then what’s the point 

of proclaiming the gospel?” This is a common question, 

yet the question itself acknowledges a misunderstanding 

of the gospel in relation to God’s sovereignty.  

 Let me say it straight-out: We do not believe that, 

in light of Scripture’s clear teaching regarding God’s 

election, that the work of proclaiming the gospel is 
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pointless rhetoric. On the contrary, we find just as 

much biblical support that it is this very tool that He 

has chosen to utilize in order to deliver His message 

that will bring His elect to saving faith and repentance 

(see Mat. 28:18-20; Rom. 10:8-17; Gal. 3:2-6). And 

since that is the case, we believe it to be our duty- as 

well as our joy and privilege- to go out and declare the 

message of the cross to both the elect and the non-elect 

alike. Because it is this very message that condemns 

one and frees the other: 

 “For the word of the cross is folly to those who are 

perishing, but to us who are being saved it is the power 

of God... but we preach Christ crucified, a stumbling 

block to Jews and folly to Gentiles, but to those who are 

called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ the power of God 

and the wisdom of God.” 

                                      - 1 Corinthians 1:18, 23-24 

 You must understand that, although the Calvinist 

emphasizes the biblical truth of election- and that as a 

necessary attribute of God’s divine sovereignty and 

eternal decree- we do not suggest that He has revealed 

to us who the elect are. Because of this, we proclaim 

Christ to all men and call everyone to faith and 

repentance, just like our Arminian brothers and sisters. 

The difference, however, is not in our obedience to the 

command, but in our confidence in the response.  

 If we reason that God has no elect, and that 

everyone has an equal ability to exercise their free-will 

and faith to receive the gospel, then we will have a 

tendency to try and move people to a response. Our 

efforts will be affected by this belief, and we will plead 
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and prod the audience to do something that, quite 

frankly, only God can do. Only God can save, and this 

gives us comfort and confidence in our preaching. We 

know that God is sovereign and that He has chosen for 

Himself a people, and therefore whether a person comes 

to faith is not dependent upon the eloquence or dynamic 

factor of our presentation. God will save His people, and 

we have the honor of being the vessel by which He 

accomplishes His purpose.  

 While understandably there are many more 

questions and confusions about the Doctrines of Grace, 

this chapter has hopefully clarified a few areas of 

misunderstanding that will allow us to move forward in 

our study. As we continue, we will return to some of the 

points just mentioned for further explanation, as well as 

respond to other important topics.  
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III- Defining Terms 

 

 When dealing with Christian theology, one is 

bound to encounter a variety of words and phrases that 

are foreign to the common daily conversation. Not 

everyone grapples with biblical truths in the same 

manner as those who are serious and sincere in 

understanding concepts such as the sovereign eternal 

decree of God, the nature of substitutionary atonement, 

and predestination, to name a few. And for those of us 

who do, we are often guilty of neglecting the fact that we 

can be ignorant of the meanings because of the 

infrequency of use in everyday matters.  

 Along with this, there has been an unfortunately 

large amount of misuse and improper interpretations of 

biblical terms by those who have not handled God’s 

Word with proper reverence, and have applied 

inaccurate definitions and explanations of difficult texts 

without ever giving consideration to the context and 

background in which the original writings existed.  

 

SCRIPTURE INTERPRETS SCRIPTURE 

 The art of hermeneutics is surely a lost art. The 

science, or method, by which we come to understand 

the meaning of Scripture (which is the definition of 
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hermeneutics), is oftentimes viewed as an arduous and 

unnecessary task, and so causal readers of the Bible 

dismiss it in favor of simply “letting God’s Word speak” 

to them- as if the whole process of learning and 

interpreting the Bible is dependent upon the 

supernatural.  

 But would we approach any other pre-modern 

text or medium that way? Surely not! When we look at a 

movie or hear a song from, say, the ‘60’s, and hear a 

phrase like “groovy” or “let’s boogie down”, we 

immediately recognize that this is something that had a 

particular meaning in a specific time. The same goes 

with the Bible. The words, phrases, and metaphors that 

were utilized by the writers of Scripture had a different 

culture and context that we need to consider if we 

intend to understand their intended meaning.  

 “In other words, people understand their world on 

the basis of what they already know or have 

experienced. Does this mean that because we live in an 

age and location far removed from people of the Bible we 

are doomed to misunderstand its message? No, we 

simply need approaches and tools that will guide us to 

interpret it as accurately as possible- that is, to become 

better readers- and we need to take into account the 

presuppositions and preunderstandings we bring to the 

task of interpretation.”3 

 The task of accurately understanding and treating 

God’s Word with the honor it deserves is sometimes 

                                                 
3
 Introduction to Biblical Interpretation, Revised and Expanded;  Dr. William W. 

Klein, Dr. Craig L. Blomberg, and Dr. Robert L. Hubbard, Jr., (2004), p. 7 
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difficult, but always rewarding. And it is not a work that 

cannot be done- for the Bible is God’s revelation to us, 

meaning that He wants to “reveal” Himself and His will 

to His people, not hide it. He intends for us to read and 

understand His message, and He provides a way for us 

to do so. But first, we must recognize our natural 

hindrances and remove them, and then allow God’s 

Word to speak for itself.  

 After we have considered the context and culture 

through which Scripture derived, we must then take 

into account the entirety of biblical revelation (also 

referred to as Tota Scriptura). There are times when a 

particular word or phrase is used only briefly, and it 

appears to be vague and almost out-of-place. We might 

not have very much to work with contextually so as to 

build a proper definition or interpretation. It is at times 

like these where we need a strong grasp upon the whole 

of Scripture, so that we might better understand what is 

being proclaimed in one place because of what has 

already been taught in another.  

 We need never to attempt to build an entire 

doctrine from a proof text. Scripture is to be understood 

and interpreted within the full scope of its own 

revelation. Christians could not conceivably provide a 

defense of the doctrine of the Trinity from a single 

passage, because it wasn’t revealed in a single passage. 

In the same way, many of the issues that will be 

addressed in this book are things which must be dealt 

with by the use of multiple texts in order to get the full 

view.  
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THE TERMS- 

 

I- Sovereignty 

 "What do we mean by [the sovereignty of God]? We 

mean the supremacy of God, the kingship of God, the 

god-hood of God. To say that God is Sovereign is to 

declare that God is God. To say that God is Sovereign is 

to declare that He is the Most High, doing according to 

His will in the army of Heaven, and among the 

inhabitants of the earth, so that none can stay His hand 

or say unto Him what doest Thou? (Dan. 4:35). To say 

that God is Sovereign is to declare that He is the 

Almighty, the Possessor of all power in Heaven and 

earth, so that none can defeat His counsels, thwart His 

purpose, or resist His will (Psa. 115:3). To say that God is 

Sovereign is to declare that He is "The Governor among 

the nations" (Psa. 22:28), setting up kingdoms, 

overthrowing empires, and determining the course of 

dynasties as pleaseth Him best. To say that God is 

Sovereign is to declare that He is the "Only Potentate, the 

King of kings, and Lord of lords" (1 Tim. 6:15). Such is the 

God of the Bible."4 

 When Christians speak of God’s sovereignty, all 

would likely say unanimously, “Yes! God is sovereign!” 

And this is where we all must begin when building our 

theology- that our perception of our Creator is one of an 

Almighty King, Ruler of all things. But as we begin to 

                                                 
4
 The Sovereignty of God, A. W. Pink, 2008 Walter Publications, p. 15 
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examine the rest of our belief system, does it fall in line 

with our initial proclamation of the sovereignty of God? 

 Do you believe that God is all-powerful, that He 

not only knows everything but that He rules and reigns 

over all things? Once we begin to challenge ourselves to 

consider the scope of God’s authority, we might find 

ourselves somewhat uncomfortable. But if we truly 

desire to allow Scripture to speak for itself and allow 

God to determine His own attributes, there is little room 

for argument.  

 “Who has measured the Spirit of the Lord, or what 

man shows him his counsel? Whom did he consult, and 

who made him understand? Who taught him the path of 

justice, and taught him knowledge, and showed him the 

way of understanding? Behold, the nations are like a 

drop from a bucket, and are accounted as the dust on the 

scales; behold, he takes up the coastlands like fine dust. 

Lebanon would not suffice for fuel, nor are its beasts 

enough for a burnt offering. All the nations are as nothing 

before him, they are accounted by him as less than 

nothing and emptiness.” 

         - Isaiah 40:13-17 

 All throughout Scripture, we see that God reveals 

Himself as the Author, Creator, Sustainer and Ruler 

over all things. He works independently from any of His 

creatures regarding the way in which He establishes or 

accomplishes His plans on the earth. Nowhere can we 

find a reasonable example of God’s requiring assistance 

or permission to do what He has deemed necessary, and 

nowhere can we read of an instance when God’s powers 

were usurped by any created being.  
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II- Eternal Decree-  

 In the natural world, it is difficult for us to 

comprehend a system or institution that is preexistent, 

such as the Godhead. We, being time-bound creatures, 

experience everything in our lives within a realm that is 

measurable by its beginning and ending. But God, being 

eternal in substance and nature, does not exist in a way 

that can be measured by anything in our human 

experience. He is timeless, and although He has stepped 

into time and has interacted with us in human history, 

the Bible states that God is not limited by or governed 

by time.  

 “declaring the end from the beginning and from 

ancient times things not yet done, saying, ‘My counsel 

shall stand, and I will accomplish all my purpose, calling 

a bird of prey from the east, the man of my counsel from 

a far country. I have spoken, and I will bring it to pass; I 

have purposed, and I will do it. 

         - Isaiah 46:10-11 

 “In him we have obtained an inheritance, having 

been predestined according to the purpose of him who 

works all things according to the counsel of his will.” 

          - Ephesians 1:11 

 In His sovereignty, God has in the divine counsel 

of His will determined all that should happen. He did 

this before the foundations of the world, before anything 

came into existence- before time began. Although this is 

a mysterious concept, just look at some of the 

commentary of Scripture and notice how the writers 

observed certain events that occurred in a specific place 
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in time, but spoke as if they had always been. God said 

to Jeremiah that he “knew” him and “appointed” him a 

prophet before he was born (Jer. 1:5); Jesus Christ was 

slain “before the foundations of the world” (Rev. 13:8); 

the elect were chosen before time began (Eph. 1:4; 2 

Tim. 1:9). You see, while we might perceive events as 

happening sequentially in order, God has the capacity of 

seeing what has happened and is yet to come as if it 

already were (There are a number of additional 

instances which indicate that, contrary to what many 

would like to suggest, it is not God operating in reaction 

to what happens in time, but history unfolding in 

accordance with the eternal decree of God). This claim is 

upheld and reiterated by the previous passage in Isaiah 

and is worth stating again, “My counsel shall stand, and 

I will accomplish all my purpose.”  

 To embrace this reality is a marvelous assurance 

for the believer. It makes Paul’s declaration in Romans 

8:28 all the more beautiful: “And we know that for those 

who love God all things work together for good, for those 

who are called according to his purpose.” But those who 

reject the thought of a decree find it impossible to assert 

that everything happens for a reason. In fact, if God has 

not decreed all that should happen, then one could 

possibly argue that there are things that He might want 

and cannot have, and things that he does not want and 

cannot resist. Thankfully, Scripture eliminates that 

problem for us.  

 

III- Foreknowledge and Predestination-  
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 I want to present these two distinct terms at the 

same time because they are often linked together 

naturally in Scripture, and also because they are 

frequently misunderstood to be the same thing when 

they are very different. Specifically, it is a difference 

between the omniscience (complete and perfect 

knowledge) of God and the omnipotence (complete and 

perfect power) of God. The similarity is that both 

foreknowledge and predestination are encompassed 

within and demanded by His sovereignty.  

 “For those whom he foreknew he also predestined 

to be conformed to the image of his Son, in order that he 

might be the firstborn among many brothers. And those 

whom he predestined he also called, and those whom he 

called he also justified, and those whom he justified he 

also glorified.”  

                                                     - Romans 8:29-30 

 This passage, known by many Calvinists as the 

“Golden Chain of Redemption”, provides an outline of 

the process by which God in His eternal decree brings 

about the salvation of His children. When read within 

the context of the previous verses, we see that Paul is 

mentioning this chain of God’s working as the reason 

for which the saints can know that all things will work 

together for good. We can be confident because, as the 

texts says, those of us who are now in Christ were 

predestined to eternal glory by the foreknowledge of 

God. Just as He knew beforehand that Jeremiah would 

be ordained a prophet so much so that it was a present-

tense reality in the mind of God, through perfect 

knowledge of the course of every human life, God has 
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eternally decreed the election of His saints 

(predestination), giving confidence to those who by faith 

recognize that His plan does not fail.  

 So let us for a moment address specifically a few 

things about foreknowledge and predestination. First, it 

is important to realize that, in light of the absolute 

sovereignty of God, He does not passively predestinate 

the future as a response to His foreknowledge. It is not 

as if he chooses whom He will save based upon what He 

knows will happen. Rather, He knows what will happen 

because of His eternal decree. The word “predestination” 

itself is a translation of the Greek word proorizo, which 

literally means to decide beforehand. It is incorrect and 

contradictory to the revelation of God’s sovereignty to 

suggest that He plans the future according to what He 

knows will take place in time. The biblical 

understanding of the relationship between 

foreknowledge and predestination is this: History 

unfolds according to the predetermination of God’s 

eternal decree. Everything that happens is directly 

related to the ultimate purpose of God. Foreknowledge, 

then, can be defined as that which God sees must 

happen, not simply that which will happen. And 

predestination, as a specific part of the foreknowledge of 

God, is the understanding that God has in eternity past 

chosen a people for Himself, and that this relationship 

will be revealed and manifested by their eventual calling 

and justification in time.  

 In summary, then, God’s foreknowledge is directly 

related to His eternal decree, and as such the 

predestination of the elect is also determined by the 
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same. A sovereign God is not bound by what His ability 

to foresee the future tells Him he must do in order to 

insure that His glory be revealed. Instead, He is only 

self-limited by that which He has in eternity declared 

should take place, and He orchestrates all things in 

such a way that they come to pass to the glory of His 

Name.  

 

IV- Election- 

 Again, like foreknowledge and predestination, the 

term “election” is directly related to the sovereignty of 

God, and refers to the act of God’s choosing those to 

whom He makes Himself known and acts towards in 

saving grace. Let us note that this section merely seeks 

to provide a basic definition of the term- what election 

is- and not to present a case for why God elects certain 

persons for Himself. We will wrestle with that issue in a 

later chapter.  

 Occurring some twenty-five times in the New 

Testament, “election” comes from the Greek word 

eklectos, and simply means “to choose for one’s self, or 

to select one out of many”.5 And if we were to examine 

each of the instance in which the term is utilized in the 

context of salvation, we find a unanimous agreement 

that the choosing is God’s.  

 “even as he chose us in him before the foundation 

of the world, that we should be holy and blameless 

                                                 
5
 Strong, J., Strong's Exhaustive Concordance of the Bible, electronic ed., Ontario: 

Woodside Bible Fellowship, 1996  
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before him. In love he predestined us for adoption as 

sons through Jesus Christ, according to the purpose of 

his will” 

         - Ephesians 1:4-5 

 Here we see the relationship between God’s 

choosing (election), predestination, and His sovereign 

purpose. Election and predestination of those who 

would be adopted occurred prior to the foundation of 

the world and was a direct result of God’s divine 

intention and will. This indicates that before anyone 

came into existence, before sin corrupted creation, God 

had already envisioned who He would glorify Himself 

through in redemption and so elected them to be in 

Christ.  

 

A FEW BASIC TERMS- 

 The last few terms here are more commonly 

recognized, but are still frequently misinterpreted by 

many. Therefore, for clarification purposes and not 

taking anything for granted, let us address the following 

before moving on: 

 

Grace-  

 The free act of God by which He chooses to act in 

opposition to His justice, grace is defined throughout 

Scripture as undeserved favor. Contrary to Catholic 

teaching, grace is not that which is earned or merited by 

the good deeds or faithfulness of the recipient. Instead, 
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the Bible reveals that God’s grace is a free gift that is 

granted only on the basis of His pleasure (see Rom. 

11:6; Eph. 2:8-9).  

 What is interesting, though, about grace is that 

although the definition is straightforward and simple, 

the application varies regarding those who benefit from 

it. We can rightly argue that while every living person 

benefits from God’s grace (since all are sinners 

deserving of immediate wrath), not every person benefits 

from the particular grace that comes through Jesus 

Christ. So in a sense, there are different measures of the 

same gift, and all dependent upon the will and purpose 

of the Giver.  

 

Faith-  

 I’m sure many of us can quote what is often 

considered the biblical definition of faith: “Now faith is 

the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of 

things not seen” (Heb. 11:1). Faith is understood both 

within and without the religious realm as the belief and 

trust in someone or something. For Christians, that 

trust and confidence is in the Person and work of Jesus 

Christ. It is this faith that brings about justification 

(Rom. 5:1), and through faith do we both work (James 

2:17) and persevere (Rom. 12:12).  

 Faith, however, like grace, is also seen in 

Scripture as a gift from God that is given in differing 

measures (Rom. 12:3). It can be observed that while 

many possess the capacity to exercise belief in Christ, 
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only some demonstrate saving faith (see the Parable of 

the Sower in Mat. 13). This reality points to God’s 

election, and His work of bringing spiritually dead 

persons to life results in faith unto salvation.  

 Granted, the list of terms provided here in this 

chapter are but a few, and our responses have likely 

introduced more questions than you had when you 

began, understand that as we move forward things will 

become increasingly clear and more concise. This book 

was designed to gradually build upon itself and to 

provide a broad-brush introduction to Reformed belief 

rather than an exhaustive commentary of the doctrine. 

However, what has just been read will benefit you by 

now having a base knowledge of what is supposed by 

these key terms as we press forward.  
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SECTION II 

 

The Five ‘Solae’ of the Reformation 

 
{Sola Scriptura}     {Sola Fide}     {Sola Gratia}      

{Solus Christus}     {Soli Deo Gloria} 

 

 

 As Martin Luther’s theological concepts began to 

develop during the early years of the Reformation, 

foundational principles began to emerge. Not that these 

pillars didn’t already exist within the text of Scripture 

itself, but once again the Holy walls, as it were in the 

days of Nehemiah, began to be rebuilt. Once 

established, the Five Solae represented the basic, yet 

distinct, beliefs that defined the Christian system and 

stood in contrast to that of Roman Catholic dogma.  

  

 The Five Solae (Latin for “alone” or “only”) were 

not formally articulated and formulated until the 

twentieth century, but each one separately arose within 

the writings of the Reformers in rejection to the 

unbiblical traditions and practices of Rome. The first of 

these was “sola fide”, or “by faith alone”. Sometime 

between 1510 and 1520, Luther began to question the 

Church’s teaching on the doctrine of justification in 

light of biblical testimony- primarily key passages in 

Romans 4 and Galatians 3. Citing the stark contrast 
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between the Catholic practice of penance and the Word 

of God Luther stated, “This one and firm rock, which we 

call the doctrine of justification is the chief article of the 

whole Christian doctrine, which comprehends the 

understanding of all godliness.” 6 Justification, 

according to Scripture, is solely the work of God in 

declaring a person righteous- and, as Luther so 

adequately reasoned- this righteousness is by faith 

alone (Sola Fide) through grace alone (Sola Gratia) in 

Christ alone (Solus Christus). These three comprised 

the Material Principle of the gospel, which finds its 

source and norm from the formal principle, “Sola 

Scriptura” (Scripture Alone). Sola Scriptura demands 

that the sole authority for Christian belief and practice 

is the inerrant, divinely-inspired Word of God, and that 

the Bible’s authority is inherent since it was bestowed 

by God and therefore requires no outside affirmation 

from the Church that it governs.  

  

 “Soli Deo Gloria” (Glory to God Alone) summarizes 

the previous four pillars of the Reformation, and 

signifies the belief that all things- in the creation of the 

heavens and the earth, and the redemption of His 

people through the work of His Son- is for the specific 

and sole purpose of bringing glory to Himself, for He 

alone is worthy.  

  

 As we approach this section we will expound on 

each of the five solae in an effort to demonstrate that 

their origin is not found merely in the various 

                                                 
6
 Martin Luther, "Commentary on Galatians (1538)" as translated in Herbert J. A. 

Bouman, "The Doctrine of Justification in the Lutheran Confessions," Concordia 

Theological Monthly 26 (November 1955) No. 11:801 
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arguments against the Catholic Church, but in the text 

of Scripture itself. And naturally, we must begin our 

study with a clear and concise examination of Sola 

Scriptura, as it is that the great claim of the Reformation 

is that God’s inspired Word is our one and highest 

authority, and that all of Christian doctrine is learned 

from our interpretation of its revelation.  
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I- Sola Scriptura 

 
 

"The whole counsel of God concerning all things 

necessary for His own glory, man's salvation, faith and 

life, is either expressly set down in Scripture, or by good 

and necessary consequence may be deduced from 

Scripture: unto which nothing at any time is to be added, 

whether by new revelations of the Spirit, or traditions of 

men. Nevertheless, we acknowledge the inward 

illumination of the Spirit of God to be necessary for the 

saving understanding of such things as are revealed in 

the Word: and that there are some circumstances 

concerning the worship of God, and government of the 

Church, common to human actions and societies, which 

are to be ordered by the light of nature, and Christian 

prudence, according to the general rules of the Word, 

which are always to be observed." 

 

-Westminster Confession of Faith, Chapter I, Article VI 

 

 What prompted the Reformation? What is that 

“line in the sand” which separates most Protestants 

from the Catholic Church? Even more than that, we can 

go on to address in this chapter the major problems 

with cultic groups such as the Latter-Day Saints 

(Mormons) and the Watchtower Bible and Tract Society 

as we define and defend Sola Scriptura- “Scripture 

Alone.” Even today amongst evangelicals there exists a 
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diminishing faith in the supremacy and sufficiency of 

the established Word of God, seeking for fresh revelation 

to move the church forward into “greater things”, as if 

the proclamation of the gospel isn’t great enough.  

 

 

HATH GOD SPOKEN? DOTH HE STILL SPEAK? 

 

 The thesis of this book is not to convince the 

skeptic of the inspiration of the Bible, but rather to 

demonstrate the biblical basis for Reformed Protestant 

theology. Therefore, we will forego the lengthy discourse 

over whether the sixty-six books of the canonized text 

are in fact God-breathed, and we will assume that the 

reader believes that they are. If you would like to 

examine some scholarly works on the issue of biblical 

inspiration, I will gladly point you in the direction of 

those that have laid out the foundation for us7. At this 

juncture, we will simply begin with an understanding of 

the doctrine itself and begin to fan outward and cover 

the other important, relevant issues.  

 

 “Sola Scriptura” was the rallying cry of the 

Protestant Reformation. For centuries, the Roman 

Catholic Church held captive the Scriptures. The local 

bishops and priests would proclaim God’s message, 

along with the words of the Pope, to a predominately 

illiterate crowd. Of course, the teachings that the 

townspeople received was a polluted perversion of the 

beautiful truths of the gospel, interwoven with the 

                                                 
7
 For more information and study on the inspiration of Scripture, refer to such 

books as Biblical Inspiration by I. Howard Marshall and When Critics Ask by 

Norman Geisler 
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traditional practices and dogmas developed by Rome. 

These people were being taught that if they could pay 

penance, then a beloved friend or family member might 

be purchased out of purgatory and into glory. This 

heretical belief and practice, along with so many others 

such as Mary’s Perpetual Virginity, the Immaculate 

Conception, and Papal Authority, was the final straw for 

Martin Luther and those who, like him, could no longer 

embrace a system that blatantly rejects the authority of 

Scripture in favor of outright unbiblical- even anti-

biblical, practices.  

  

 History goes on to say that Luther boldly called 

out the Church and demanded a cease of all practices 

that were in contention with the authority of Scripture. 

At the Imperial Diet of Worms in 1521, the Church then 

threatened Luther with excommunication, and possibly 

death, if he didn’t recant on the matter. Facing a 

possible execution, Martin Luther replied in pure 

Reformer fashion: “Unless therefore I am convinced by 

the testimony of Scripture, or by the clearest reasoning, 

unless I am persuaded by means of the passages I have 

quoted, and unless they thus render my conscience 

bound by the Word of God, I cannot and will not retract, 

for it is unsafe for a Christian to speak against his 

conscience. Here I stand, I can do no other; may God help 

me! Amen!” 

 

 Reformed theology presents Scripture alone as the 

sole and final authority regarding Christian belief and 

practice. It does not stand against tradition altogether, 

but it does demand that tradition submit to the 

infallible and inerrant Word of God in all matters. We 
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believe that God has spoken, and that His Word came 

through the mouths of prophets and apostles, being 

recorded and preserved for the purpose of providing a 

standard by which all things pertaining to theology and 

church polity might be measured. As Paul said to 

Timothy regarding the nature and purpose of Scripture:  

 

 “All Scripture is breathed out by God and profitable 

for teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for training in 

righteousness, that the man of God may be complete, 

equipped for every good work.”   

  -2 Timothy 3:16-17 

  

 Obviously, this is not the position of all religious 

systems that consider the Bible to be the divinely 

inspired Word of God. For the Roman Catholic, as well 

as many in the charismatic circle, they contend that 

although the Bible does contain some of God’s Word, He 

has not ceased to speak, and it is believed that He 

continues to reveal things to the Church. In other 

words, “the heavens are not closed”, and neither is the 

canon. The Bible is God’s Word, but not all of it. To the 

Catholic, God is revealing new doctrine and dogma 

through the Pope, the “Vicarius Christi”- Latin for, 

“Christ’s earthly representative”. To the Mormon, God 

provides fresh revelation through the teachings of the 

“prophet” Joseph Smith, and each successive prophet 

through the generations. And for many- and this 

includes a great number of well-meaning Protestants 

and evangelicals- new insights and extra-biblical 

revelation is an evidence of the present workings of the 

Holy Spirit, as He continues to speak and to teach 

modern truths to the modern church.  
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 The problems and potential pitfalls of this line of 

thought are many. Some are obvious, and some require 

a bit of critical thinking and explanation. For Luther, 

the indictment against the Catholic Church was its 

tradition, held as dogma that stood in stark contrast to 

plain biblical teaching. Certain key issues in Luther’s 

theses included the selling of indulgences, and the 

matter of justification, which we will discuss further in 

the chapter on Sola Fide. The conflict, as many others, 

stemmed from one’s adding to the biblical standard, and 

treating such additions as equal to Scripture.  

 

 The above passage provides an insight into how 

the early church viewed Scripture and, more 

specifically, what the writers of the New Testament 

thought of the authoritative value of the Word of God.  

“All Scripture is God-breathed (θεόπνευστος- pronounced 

‘theo-neu-stos’)”- 

  

 The apostle Paul viewed the entirety of the Old 

Testament writings as something that finds its origin in 

the mind and from the mouth of God. To him, there was 

nothing else that could compare with or match the 

wealth and wisdom of the teaching of Scripture. From it 

the Jewish people understood the holiness and 

righteousness of God. They found their identity as a 

chosen nation, and the requirements of worship and 

civil and moral law from the words recorded in the 

sacred text. And here Paul addresses the issue of the 

supremacy of Scripture with his young apprentice. In 

this passage, we find a strong basis for the argument of 
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not only the inspiration of Scripture, but also for the 

authority of Scripture alone. Let us read in context: 

 

 “Indeed, all who desire to live a godly life in Christ 

Jesus will be persecuted, while evil people and impostors 

will go on from bad to worse, deceiving and being 

deceived. But as for you, continue in what you have 

learned and have firmly believed, knowing from whom 

you learned it and how from childhood you have been 

acquainted with the sacred writings, which are able to 

make you wise for salvation through faith in Christ 

Jesus. All Scripture is breathed out by God and profitable 

for teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for training in 

righteousness, that the man of God may be complete, 

equipped for every good work.” 

-2 Timothy 3:12-17 

  

 Let us glean a few insights from the passage: 

First, Paul was addressing the godlessness and their 

impending demise of those who have rejected the truth 

of the gospel in favor of their own desires, and he used 

their example to contrast his life of consistency and 

faith, demonstrating that his suffering and persecution 

was evidence of following Christ. He challenges Timothy 

to examine the apostle’s message and everything that he 

has witnessed, and to prove the authenticity of both his 

faith and the gospel.  

 

 Secondly, along with warning young Timothy that 

all who follow Christ faithfully will suffer hardship, he 

instructs his apprentice to “continue in” what he has 

learned and believed, and it is here that Paul points 

toward the authority of the Scriptures: 
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 “All Scripture is breathed out by God (θεόπνευστος- 

pronounced ‘theo-neu-stos’)” Here is the only time that 

this passage appears in the entirety of the Bible, and it 

is a term that carries significant meaning. The word 

“theopnestos” is a word that is formed by the combining 

of “theos” (God) and (pneo) “to breathe out”. In Paul’s 

view, the text of Scripture finds its origin in the very 

mind and mouth of God, and its authority is inherent 

due to its divine source. To reaffirm the conviction of 

Peter in his epistle: “For no prophecy was ever produced 

by the will of man, but men spoke from God as they were 

carried along by the Holy Spirit” (2 Pet. 1:21, ESV) It is 

not up to the individual desiring to “live a godly life”, as 

he put it, to consider certain portions as authoritative 

while laying aside others. In this passage, in light of 

abounding wickedness and the certainty of persecution, 

Paul chooses to refer Timothy to the sure foundation of 

the unchanging and infallible standard: the Scriptures.  

 

 In writing the letter to Timothy, and the majority 

of the New Testament yet to be composed, Paul is 

reminding Timothy of the words of the prophets and the 

law that had governed and guided the Jewish people 

through the centuries. It was this Word that identity to 

the nation, and offered the only glimpse into the Person 

and nature of God. It taught people how to worship, 

rule, and offered great and glorious promises to those 

that put their trust in Yahweh. The Law and the 

Prophets were therefore the “sacred writings” that Paul 

reminded his student to utilize in giving instruction, 

reproof, correction, and training in righteousness. 

 



MY GOD IS GREATER 

50 

 

 At this point, a very important question arises 

that demands a response: Since it is clear that it is the 

Old Testament that Paul considers “God-breathed”, what 

are we to make of the New Testament? Did Paul, Peter, 

or John believe that they were writing inspired letters, or 

that God was “breathing” through them in such a way 

that their words were ultimately God’s Word to 

believers, also profitable for teaching, correcting, and so 

on? Good question.  

 

 In fact, there is slight, yet strong, evidence in our 

above passage that would suggest that Paul believed 

that the Old Testament, complete with all the prophetic 

writings concerning the Messiah, when paired with his 

message (that being the gospel) provides the full-

spectrum revelation that is able to “make you wise for 

salvation through faith in Christ Jesus”. After all, it is 

obvious that the Old Testament alone could not bring a 

person to saving faith, since the Law only served to 

show God’s unreachable standard, and the prophets 

served to leave us looking forward to the promised 

Redeemer. That Redeemer is revealed in the Person of 

Jesus Christ, and salvation comes through the 

proclamation of the gospel of grace- this is Paul’s 

message that he exhorts Timothy to rely upon, along 

with the sacred writings. But we’ll venture further out.  

 

 To find an answer, let us not travel too far but 

remain within the thoughts and words of Paul and 

Timothy, whom we’ve already cited in support of Old 

Testament inspiration. Uniquely enough, while reading 

through the passages of each of these early church 

leaders one could easily detect a bit of tension between 
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the two. First, Paul recollects a time when, much like in 

the fashion of Luther, publicly rebuked Peter for 

mistreating a group of Gentile believers at a dinner (Gal. 

2:11-21) When reading Peter’s remarks concerning 

Paul… well, here you go: 

 

“Bear in mind that our Lord’s patience means salvation, 

just as our dear brother Paul also wrote you with the 

wisdom that God gave him. He writes the same way in 

all his letters, speaking in them of these matters. His 

letters contain some things that are hard to understand, 

which ignorant and unstable men distort, as they do the 

other Scriptures, to their own destruction.”  

-2 Pet. 3:15-16 

  

 It is obvious that Peter was addressing issues 

within his fellowship, some of his brethren were trying 

to make sense of the writings of Paul, and they found 

his teachings a bit difficult to understand. Let us read 

Peter’s response:  

 

 “His letters contain some things that are hard to 

understand, which ignorant and unstable men distort, as 

they do the other Scriptures, to their own destruction.”  

  

 In this verse we see that Peter regards Paul’s letter 

as a part of the “other” Scriptures, the same that by 

holding fast to its teachings, will keep us from falling. 

And the warning mentioned in Peter’s letter concerning 

the distortion or misuse of Paul’s words, is virtually 

identical to what Paul had already said to Timothy 

about those who reject the “sacred writings” of the Old 

Testament. So in Peter’s eyes, it would seem then that 
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He held the letters of Paul to be of equal inspiration, 

hence equally authoritative, to the Old Testament 

writings.  

  

 Paul, too, had something significant to say about 

the inspiration of what was being produced during the 

times of the early church establishment. In his first 

letter to Timothy, Paul writes: “For the Scripture says, 

‘Do not muzzle the ox while it is treading out the grain,’ 

and ‘the worker deserves his wages.’” (1 Tim. 5:18) The 

apostle is making two separate references of “Scripture” 

here. The first reference about muzzling the ox is found 

in Deuteronomy 25:4, while the second one about a 

worker’s wages can be read in the New Testament gospel 

of Luke (10:7). So first we had Peter declaring Paul’s 

writings to be inspired, sacred Scripture, and second we 

have Paul declaring Luke’s gospel account to be in the 

same category.  

 

 It would appear that there is no question as to 

whether the writings of both the Old and New Testament 

are to be considered inspired, inerrant, and 

authoritative. The apostles surely held the writings of 

Moses and the Prophets in the highest esteem, and 

revered them as the supreme rule for instruction in 

righteousness. And from what we can glean from the 

few passages just examined, it would also seem fair to 

say that their letters served a similar purpose within the 

churches. They were held in high regard, and believers 

followed the teachings and warnings of the apostles as if 

they were following Christ, structuring and governing 

the assembly in accordance with what was written. This 

belief in the authority of the early epistle writings is 
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evident in the words of some of the earliest church 

fathers as well: 

 

In the two testaments every word that pertaineth unto 

God may be sought and discussed, and out of them all 

knowledge of things may be understood. And if anything 

remains which Holy Scripture does not determine, no 

other third scripture ought to be received to authorize any 

knowledge, but we must “commit to the fire” what 

remains, that is, reserve it unto God. 

-Origen c. 185-c.254, Hom. in Lev. 

 

The holy and divinely inspired writings are sufficient of 

themselves alone to 

make known the truth. 

                                         -St. Athanasius 296-373 

 

The source of error is that when men are hindered by 

some obscurity in knowing the truth, they run not to 

prophets, or apostles, or evangelists, but to themselves. 

-St. Leo, Ep. xxviii to Flavian 13 June 449 

 

 It is clearly evident from our examination of the 

various texts as well as the testimony of the earliest 

church witnesses that Scripture (both Old and New 

Testament) is infallible and authoritative and the sole 

source of Christian faith and practice. What Paul said to 

Timothy continued to be said and practiced by believers 

for the next several centuries.  

  

 But does God continue to speak? Is Scripture still, 

in a sense, being written? This is the most important 

question asked in regards to the Sola Scriptura debate, 
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for it is the dividing line between Protestantism and 

those that hold the words of a Pope or a modern-day 

prophet as something of parallel authority. Is the Bible 

alone sufficient to guide and govern the Church? Was 

this ever the intention? Or does God, through the Holy 

Spirit, continue to inspire certain individuals with fresh 

and new insight for leading His people?  

  

 Let me take a moment to reiterate a point that 

should be clearly understood about the Reformed 

position concerning Sola Scriptura: We do not suggest 

that the Bible is the only authority of the church. 

Scripture itself does not make such a claim. From the 

beginning, God has given governing powers to men in a 

variety of spheres under heaven. In fact it was Paul, the 

same apostle who wrote to Timothy about the 

authoritative purpose of Scripture also said that “he 

gave the apostles, the prophets, the evangelists, the 

shepherds and teachers, to equip the saints for the work 

of ministry, for building up the body of Christ” (Eph. 

4:11-12, ESV). Along with this passage, Paul went into 

great detail to address the leadership roles and 

responsibilities within the church, as well as the 

expectation of submission from the congregation itself. 

Therefore, it is plain that God intended the church to 

function under men. The claim of Sola Scriptura, then, 

does not serve to dismiss any and all authority outside 

of the Word of God, but demands that all authority 

submit to the final authority of the Word of God. 

Furthermore, it demands that God’s Word alone is 

inerrant, infallible, and inspired.  
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THE TESTIMONY OF A MORMON MISSIONARY- 

 

 As I studied over this chapter I recall a 

conversation I had with two young men about the 

inspiration and authority of Scripture. They were 

Mormon missionaries, and had come to share with me 

the “fullness of the gospel of Jesus Christ”, according to 

the teachings of Joseph Smith, the LDS “prophet”. We 

had been engaging in dialogue for several months, and 

had gone back-and-forth over many issues and 

doctrines central to the Mormon faith, such as the 

Priesthood Authority, temple ceremony, and eternal 

marriage. They had graciously given me a number of 

their materials and what they considered “inspired” 

writings, including the Book of Mormon and a copy of 

Gospel Principles, a key manual for missionary study.  

 

 Throughout the time I spent with these genuinely 

wonderful young men, I tried tirelessly to explain to 

them the necessity of a standard, an infallible source by 

which to test the claims of alleged prophecy and divine 

inspiration. I showed them the errors that littered the 

pages of the Book of Mormon, the Pearl of Great Price, 

and the Doctrines and Covenants. I spent hours trying 

to reason with them that the “gospel” presented by the 

Mormon church was not a “deeper revelation”, but a 

corruption- one that diminishes the finished work of the 

cross of Christ and elevates the works of man. I showed 

them how the words of their prophets conflict one with 

the other, and that there is no consistency once one 

begins to drift from the plain truths of Scripture in an 
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effort to expound upon teachings that God’s Word never 

mentions.  

 

 Unfortunately, no matter what I showed them and 

no matter how obvious the contradictions were, the 

missionaries simply would not denounce Joseph 

Smith’s teachings in favor of the Bible. Although God’s 

person and nature are clearly and consistently taught in 

the Bible and only become blurred when compared with 

LDS material, and even though the words and works of 

Jesus Christ are surely known in the canonical gospels 

but are difficult to discern within the texts of Mormon 

writings, these young men refused to deny their 

traditional beliefs and submit to the final authority of 

Scripture.  

 

“Let me ask you a question,” I finally posed to the 

missionaries, “Even if I could show you a hundred 

examples where Joseph Smith taught doctrine that stood 

in clear contrast to the message of Jesus Christ, would 

you ever reject him as a prophet and lay down his 

writings in support of the Bible alone?”  

 

“No, we wouldn’t.”  

 

 Paul’s words never rang more true. In the same 

passage of 2 Timothy where he speaks of the solid 

foundation of “God-breathed” Scripture, he utters these 

profound words just a few verses earlier: 

 

“…always learning and never able to arrive at a 

knowledge of the truth. Just as Jannes and Jambres 

opposed Moses, so these men also oppose the truth, men 
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corrupted in mind and disqualified regarding the faith.  

But they will not get very far, for their folly will be plain to 

all, as was that of those two men.”  

-2 Timothy 3:7-9 

 

 Even though it is unquestionably clear that God 

has spoken, and that He has given His Word to us as an 

unshakable, faithful, trustworthy guide to reveal 

Himself and His will to His people, men fall into the trap 

of tradition. Fallen humanity has a knack for erecting 

idols, seeking to create a god and religion that they can 

modify and manipulate to suit their sinful pleasures. 

The same battle that was waged by Luther in 

Wittenburg goes on today; it simply changes its name. 

The books simply change their covers. Whether it is the 

writings of Rome or the “golden plates” of Mormonism, 

or whether it is the countless publications of the 

Watchtower Bible and Tract Society, it all ultimately can 

be summed up into one message- a denial of the 

sufficiency and inerrancy of God’s inspired Word.  

 

 But as we continue to argue the Reformed 

position in this book, my prayer is that you will come to 

discover the wonderful consistency and completeness of 

God’s Word. My goal is to show you that, although 

Scripture is always subject to private interpretation, and 

although Scripture never claims to be an exhaustive 

resource for all that can be known, Scripture is efficient 

in revealing God’s glorious purposes for humanity and 

for proclaiming the gospel of salvation. The Bible is 

enough. If it were not, then these words of Christ that I 

will use to close this chapter would not be well 

understood:  
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“I have manifested your name to the people whom you 

gave me out of the world. Yours they were, and you gave 

them to me, and they have kept your word.  Now they 

know that everything that you have given me is from you. 

For I have given them the words that you gave me, and 

they have received them and have come to know in truth 

that I came from you; and they have believed that you 

sent me. I am praying for them. I am not praying for the 

world but for those whom you have given me, for they are 

yours. All mine are yours, and yours are mine, and I am 

glorified in them. And I am no longer in the world, but 

they are in the world, and I am coming to you. Holy 

Father, keep them in your name, which you have given 

me, that they may be one, even as we are one. While I 

was with them, I kept them in your name, which you 

have given me. I have guarded them, and not one of them 

has been lost except the son of destruction, that the 

Scripture might be fulfilled. But now I am coming to you, 

and these things I speak in the world, that they may 

have my joy fulfilled in themselves. I have given them 

your word, and the world has hated them because they 

are not of the world, just as I am not of the world. I do not 

ask that you take them out of the world, but that you 

keep them from the evil one. They are not of the world, 

just as I am not of the world. Sanctify them in the truth; 

your word is truth.” 

-John 17:6-17 
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II- Sola Fide 

 
 For in it the righteousness of God is revealed from faith 

for faith, as it is written, “The righteous shall live by 

faith.”  (Romans 1:17) 

 

 

 I remember the first time hearing about the way 

Filipino Catholics celebrated Easter. To be honest, I 

more than heard about it, I saw it. Not in person, but 

through a documentary I witnessed the utter brutality 

these deeply devoted people inflicted upon themselves 

as they sought to honor- and participate- in the 

sufferings of Christ.  

 

 For centuries, ceremonies such as the ones in 

Manila, are demonstrations intended to display the 

sincere faith and repentance of those hoping to atone for 

their sins through self-sacrifice and penance. I watched 

in disbelief as men walked along the streets barefooted 

and bleeding, their backs lacerated by the beaded whips 

in their own hands. By the dozens they marched along, 

swinging the whips back and forth across their 

shoulders, as a sign of dedication to their faith- or in my 

eyes- a sign of the uncertainty of their own forgiveness. 

 

 

THE REFORMATION’S IGNITING SPARK-  
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 Martin Luther’s journey to the biblical 

understanding of justification by faith alone began with 

a struggle over the above verse. He had been a monk 

since 1505, learning and following the teachings of the 

Roman Catholic Church, and even became a teacher of 

the Bible himself. Yet there was no peace between 

himself and God. He had been taught to understand 

this “righteousness” as the supreme power and justice 

of God that stands to judge all the vile sinners guilty 

before Him. Luther stood alone, painfully seeking a 

means through which he could obtain righteousness for 

himself, so that he could experience peace with God.  

 

 Martin Luther would sleep on hard rocks in order 

to demonstrate his humility. He climbed the stairs into 

the house of worship on his knees, in the posture of 

prayer. He fasted, he made many confessions, but he 

never felt as if he had obtained the “righteousness”, or 

whether he was justified in His sight. Luther had always 

seen the “righteousness of God” as an attribute of the 

Sovereign Lord by which He judged sinners- not an 

attribute sinners could ever possess. And for this reason 

it is said that Luther “hated God”. Unable to get beyond 

the first half of the verse, “the righteousness of God”, 

and the great weight and unattainable nature of such a 

righteousness. And suddenly, a personal breakthrough: 

 

 “as it is written, ‘The righteous shall live by faith.’” 

 

 Here is an excerpt from Luther’s own writing on 

the experience: 
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 “Though I lived as a monk without reproach, I felt 

that I was a sinner before God with an extremely 

disturbed conscience. I could know believe that he was 

placated by my satisfaction. I did not love, yes, I hated 

the righteous God who punishes sinners, and secretly, if 

not blasphemously, certainly murmuring greatly, I was 

angry with God, and said, “As if, indeed, it is not enough, 

that miserable sinners, eternally lost through original sin, 

are crushed by every kind of calamity by the law of the 

Decalogue, without having God add pain to pain by the 

gospel and also by the gospel threatening us with his 

righteousness and wrath!” Thus I raged with a fierce and 

troubled conscience. Nevertheless, I beat importunately 

upon Paul at that place, most ardently desiring to know 

what St. Paul wanted. 

 

 “At last, by the mercy of God, meditating day and 

night, I gave heed to the context of the words, namely, “In 

the righteousness of God is revealed, as it is written, ‘He 

who through faith is righteous shall live.’” There I began 

to understand that the righteousness of God is that by 

which the righteous live by a gift of God, namely by faith. 

And this is the meaning: the righteousness of God is 

revealed by the gospel, namely, the passive 

righteousness with which merciful God justifies us by 

faith, as it is written: “He who through faith is righteous 

shall live.” Here I felt that I was altogether born again 

and had entered paradise itself through open gates. 

There a totally other face of the entire Scripture showed 

itself to me. Thereupon I ran through the Scriptures from 

memory. I also found other terms an analogy, as, the 

work of God, that is, what God does in us, the power of 

God, with which he makes us strong, the wisdom of God, 
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with which he makes us wise, the strength of God, the 

salvation of God, the glory of God.8  

 

 Light had finally dawned on Luther, and 

subsequently, brought an end to what has oftentimes 

been described as the “theological ‘dark ages’”. He saw 

for the first time that this righteousness that Paul spoke 

so much about in his epistle to the Romans was not just 

an attribute ascribed only to the justice of God that is 

revealed in the punishment of wicked men- it is also a 

perfect righteousness that is freely granted to sinners on 

the basis of God’s merits, a righteousness that is 

received by faith alone (sola fide).  

 

 It was this enlightenment, this awareness of the 

reality of the gospel that changed everything for Luther. 

It was this new understanding of justification that 

moved the great Reformer to return to his own studies 

and rewrite much of what he’d learned and taught 

through his years as a professor. In 1519 he revised his 

work on the Psalms in light of his new convictions, and 

his theological perspective continued to expand until 

culminating in his great and thorough commentary of 

Galatians in 1531.  

 

 These revelations, however, have not resulted in a 

universal agreement of Sola Fide within the realm of 

Christendom. As I mentioned at the opening of this 

chapter, there are many millions today that continue to 

work tirelessly in hopes to find the same peace and 

freedom from fear that Luther knew in his “Tower 

                                                 
8
 Luther’s Works, Vol. 34, P336-337 
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Experience” through self-denial, prayers and penance, 

and sometimes self-inflicting pain and suffering. The 

debate continues today, with scholars and proponents 

arguing on both sides of the table attempting to refute 

one another’s positions concerning the basis upon 

which a man is justified before God. Robert Sungenis, a 

Catholic apologist, has written extensively in his 700+ 

page book, “Not By Faith Alone: A Biblical Study of the 

Catholic Doctrine of Justification” about why Scripture 

denies the Reformed interpretation that man is declared 

righteous apart from works. He devotes much time in 

presenting argumentation for an infused, not imparted, 

righteousness that can only be gained by those who 

persevere through human will and can never be assured 

on this side of eternity.9 

 

 Sungenis is not operating as a lone ranger in his 

teaching on the doctrine of justification in this book. 

The Catholic Church has long held a synergistic (a 

cooperative effort between God and man in the salvation 

process) view of man’s being made righteous. As 

recorded in the Council of Trent, Canon 9 gives one of 

the 33 anathemas: 

 

“If anyone shall say that by faith alone the sinner is 

justified, so as to understand that nothing else is 

required to cooperate in the attainment of the grace of 

justification, and that it is in no way necessary that he be 

                                                 
9
 Robert A. Sungenis, Not by Faith Alone: The Biblical Evidence for the  

Catholic Doctrine of Justification (Goleta, CA: Queenship Publishing Company,  

1997). 
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prepared and disposed by the action of his own will: let 

him be anathema.”10 

 

 Here then is the argument, and the major 

theological difference between Rome and the Reformers 

concerning justification- this is the question that must 

be answered: 

 

 - Are we justified by faith alone, apart from works; 

or are good works a necessity of justification? 

 

 There are a number of other outlying questions 

that stem from this single question: Is justification an 

event or a process? Is justification imputed or imparted? 

The Council of Trent, as well as countless theologians 

before and after Robert Sungenis have grappled with 

these and many other issues; but I believe that in order 

to eliminate the surrounding difficulties regarding the 

biblical doctrine of justification, one must deal with the 

doctrine itself head-on.  

 

 

JUSTIFICATION BY FAITH EXAMINED 

 

 First, let us remind the reader of how the term 

“justification” is biblically defined according to 

Scripture, as stated in an earlier chapter:  

 

                                                 
10

 The Roman Catholic church convened the Council of Trent in November of 

1544 in an attempt to counter the doctrines raised and supported by the Reformers.  

The official opening of the council was on Dec. 13, 1545 and was closed on Dec. 

14, 1563.  The council delivered many statements on various subjects.  These 

Canons have never been denied by the Roman Catholic Church. 
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  “Justification is the doctrine that God pardons, 

accepts, and declares a sinner to be "just" on the basis of 

Christ's righteousness (Rom 3:24-26; 4:25; 5:15-21) 

which results in God's peace (Rom 5:1), His Spirit (Rom 

8:4), and salvation.  

 

 Now that the term has been defined by Scripture 

itself, we can know exactly what the author intends to 

say when he utilizes the word “justification”. We can see 

that it is an event when God in His Sovereign freedom 

chooses to make someone righteous in His sight, He 

frees them from their sin-debt by declaring them 

justified “freely, by His grace, through the redemption 

that is in Christ Jesus.” (Rom. 3:24) Let us move 

forward into the focus of the chapter and discover if 

Luther discovered a wonderful, liberating truth, or 

whether justification is not obtained by faith alone. Does 

God justify freely “by faith” alone, or is there a required 

duty, effort, or contribution on part of the sinner to 

secure justification?  

 

 To lay out this discussion, let us understand that 

there are only two paths to justification offered: either 

the sinner seeking to be made righteous must work in 

order to merit his justification before God, or he is 

justified by faith apart from works. Both of these paths 

have been argued and contested, believed and followed 

for many centuries and in many schools of theology- but 

only one can be true. So let us walk these paths to 

determine which is based in the Word of God, and 

which finds its roots in the whims of man.  
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  “For what does the Scripture say? “Abraham 

believed God, and it was counted to him as 

righteousness.” 

-Romans 4:3 

 

 To study the justification (the attainment of 

righteousness) of Abraham is the key to understanding 

how justification works. It is the crux of the doctrine- for 

it is this quotation above that is cited by Paul both in 

Romans 4 and Galatians 3, and it is the very teaching 

that brought Martin Luther to a reformed 

understanding of Sola Fide.  

 

 Let us take a look at the bulk of these critical 

texts in their context so that we might answer some 

questions: 

 

 What then shall we say was gained by Abraham, 

our forefather according to the flesh? For if Abraham was 

justified by works, he has something to boast about, but 

not before God. For what does the Scripture say? 

“Abraham believed God, and it was counted to him as 

righteousness.” Now to the one who works, his wages 

are not counted as a gift but as his due. And to the one 

who does not work but believes in him who justifies the 

ungodly, his faith is counted as righteousness, just as 

David also speaks of the blessing of the one to whom God 

counts righteousness apart from works: 

 

“Blessed are those whose lawless deeds are forgiven, 

    and whose sins are covered; blessed is the man 

against whom the Lord will not count his sin.” 
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  Is this blessing then only for the circumcised, or 

also for the uncircumcised? For we say that faith was 

counted to Abraham as righteousness. How then was it 

counted to him? Was it before or after he had been 

circumcised? It was not after, but before he was 

circumcised. He received the sign of circumcision as a 

seal of the righteousness that he had by faith while he 

was still uncircumcised. The purpose was to make him 

the father of all who believe without being circumcised, so 

that righteousness would be counted to them as well, 

and to make him the father of the circumcised who are 

not merely circumcised but who also walk in the 

footsteps of the faith that our father Abraham had before 

he was circumcised.” 

-Romans 4:1-12 

 

O foolish Galatians! Who has bewitched you? It was 

before your eyes that Jesus Christ was publicly 

portrayed as crucified. Let me ask you only this: Did you 

receive the Spirit by works of the law or by hearing with 

faith? Are you so foolish? Having begun by the Spirit, are 

you now being perfected by the flesh?  Did you suffer so 

many things in vain—if indeed it was in vain? Does he 

who supplies the Spirit to you and works miracles among 

you do so by works of the law, or by hearing with faith-  

just as Abraham “believed God, and it was counted to 

him as righteousness”? 

 

 Know then that it is those of faith who are the sons 

of Abraham.  And the Scripture, foreseeing that God 

would justify the Gentiles by faith, preached the gospel 

beforehand to Abraham, saying, “In you shall all the 



MY GOD IS GREATER 

68 

 

nations be blessed.” So then, those who are of faith are 

blessed along with Abraham, the man of faith.” 

-Galatians 3:1-9  

 

 In both of these passages, Paul is making a case 

for Abraham’s righteousness being “credited”, or 

“counted as a gift”- and this credit is resultant of faith 

in the promise of God and not because of any work done 

on behalf of the believer. He is reflecting, of course, 

upon what is found in Genesis 15, where God 

establishes a covenant with Abraham, promising him a 

seed and an heir. And the phrase that is quoted a total 

of four times in the New Testament (three times by Paul, 

and once in James’ epistle, which we will examine in a 

moment) is the hinge to it all is found in verse 6: “And 

he believed the LORD, and he counted it to him as 

righteousness.”  

 

 Paul wants his audience to recognize the 

sequence in which the work of Abraham followed his 

faith, and when the righteousness was given. In verses 

10-11 of Romans 4 he points out that Abraham’s 

righteousness was accounted to him before the 

circumcision took place. As the Scripture reveals, 

Abraham did not carry out the duty until Genesis 17, 

but was deemed righteous two chapters earlier. It is this 

revelation that the apostle stands upon to contend to 

those who seek to be justified by their works that such 

labor is of no value, because righteousness is a gift to be 

given, not a wage to be earned.  

 

 In bringing up the contrast between gifts and 

wages, Paul reminds us of yet another Old Testament 
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individual that was deemed righteous- not just because 

of his faith, but also in spite of his sin. David, a man 

known equally for his faith in the good promises of God 

as well as his own transgression, said in Psalm 32:1-2 

what Paul cites in our Romans reference, “Blessed are 

those whose lawless deeds are forgiven, and whose sins 

are covered; blessed is the man against whom the Lord 

will not count his sin.” In bringing up this passage and 

example is to show that we, along with these Old 

Testament righteous men, have earned the just 

punishment of God through our own lawless deeds. If 

we were to receive payment for our works, our wage 

would certainly be in the form of wrath. Yet because of 

the faith in God’s promise, sinful man has been justified 

freely by the grace of God, being made righteous through 

the perfect work of the cross of Christ. This, in fact, is the 

full presentation of Paul’s writing through Romans 5. 

Simply put, man is made righteous by faith alone, and 

is justified on the basis of God’s grace apart from any 

good deed done by the sinner.  

 

 There is, however, the apparent conflict regarding 

this teaching that is found in James, as we mentioned. 

It is here that many, including Roman Catholics and 

most of the Mormon missionaries that I’ve encountered, 

insist that works are a necessary requirement for 

justification to take place.  

 

 Do you want to be shown, you foolish person, that 

faith apart from works is useless?  Was not Abraham our 

father justified by works when he offered up his son 

Isaac on the altar? You see that faith was active along 

with his works, and faith was completed by his works; 
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and the Scripture was fulfilled that says, “Abraham 

believed God, and it was counted to him as 

righteousness”—and he was called a friend of God. You 

see that a person is justified by works and not by faith 

alone. 

      -James 2:20-24 

 

 Preliminary reading of this passage would lead us 

to believe that either James disagrees with Paul’s 

teaching of justification or that he simply takes a 

different approach or understanding of the relationship 

between faith and works. Skeptics have pointed to this 

as evidence of contradictions in Scripture, and those 

outside the Protestant circle have used these verses to 

try to prove that salvation is a cooperative effort between 

men and God.  

 

 But what would this mean? If James is in fact 

standing in disagreement with Paul regarding the 

teaching on how a man is justified before God, would 

that not suggest that one of these men are wrong, and 

hence their “scriptures” cannot be inspired writings? 

After what we have discussed concerning the inspiration 

and authority of Scripture, we understand that God 

inerrantly and accurately preserves His Word for all 

generations so that His truth and gospel may be 

revealed to humanity. Therefore, if there exists two 

completely different and opposing paths to 

righteousness, and only one can be truth, then the 

other must be error.  

 

 Would anyone seeking to affirm and uphold God’s 

Word say that Paul’s letters to the Romans, Galatians, 
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and Ephesians- all which proclaim in bold detail that 

sinners are justified Sola Fide, by faith alone- are 

teaching error, and that James is correct? Or would we 

say the opposite- that Paul taught a truth that James 

simply misunderstood?  

 

 Perhaps we should take a more objective 

approach and consider that although both authors were 

discussing the same subject (justification), each sought 

to provide a specific emphasis on a different element. 

This can be realized when taking into account the fact 

that Paul and James covered separate moments in the 

life of Abraham (Paul spoke of the covenant made in 

Genesis 15, and James spoke of the sacrifice of Isaac in 

chapter 22)- and this for the purpose of pulling out 

particular points of the same issue. 

 

 While Paul was addressing salvific faith, James is 

teaching on persevering faith. These are the contexts of 

their respective letters, as can be seen when the whole 

of the books are taken into account. In other words, 

Paul laid out a groundwork for understanding how a 

man is made righteous, and James goes on to paint a 

picture of the evidence of a man that is made righteous. 

In fact, if we were to consider a wider range of Paul’s 

teachings, it is clear that he agreed with James’ words 

by giving his own lesson in having a faith that is 

accompanied by works:  

 

 “What shall we say then? Are we to continue in sin 

that grace may abound?  By no means! How can we who 

died to sin still live in it?” 

      -Romans 6:1-2 
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 Indeed one of the primary focuses of the latter 

half of Romans is the characteristics of the new 

creature. Paul never suggests that works have no part 

in the life of the believer. On the contrary, he tirelessly 

harps on the point that James makes- faith without 

works is dead. The key word here is “dead”. It is 

diametrically opposed to the key word in Luther’s 

enlightening passage: “the righteous shall live by faith.” 

John Calvin efforts to clear up the controversy over the 

teachings on faith in his work, Institutes of the Christian 

Religion: 

 

 “It appears certain that [James] is speaking of the 

manifestation, not of the imputation of righteousness, as 

if he had said, Those who are justified by faith prove 

their justification by obedience and good works, not by a 

bare and imaginary semblance of faith. In one word, he 

is not discussing the mode of justification, but requiring 

that the justification of all believers shall be operative. 

And as Paul contends that men are justified without the 

aid of works, so James will not allow any to be regarded 

as Justified who are destitute of good works ... Let them 

twist the words of James as they may, they will never 

extract out of them more than two propositions: That an 

empty phantom of faith does not justify, and that the 

believer, not contented with such an imagination, 

manifests his justification by good works.”11  

 

 In conclusion to the matter, it seems evident 

beyond doubt that Scripture upholds Luther’s revelation 

                                                 
11

 Henry Beveridge, trans., John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion 

3:17:12 (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1966 reprint), 2: 115 
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that justification is a gift of faith, not a wage obtained 

through works. Additionally, the primary passage that 

seeks to support a contrary belief is simply a 

misinterpretation of the text.  

 

 But we are still only scratching the surface of the 

Reformation, and at this point have simply spoken on 

half of the doctrine in which Luther called “the chief 

article of the whole Christian doctrine, which 

comprehends the understanding of all godliness.”12 We 

must now address what is means to be justified freely 

through faith alone, by grace alone- or Sola Gratia.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
                                                 
12

 Selected passages from Martin Luther, "Commentary on Galatians (1538)" as 

translated in Herbert J. A. Bouman, "The Doctrine of Justification in the Lutheran 

Confessions," Concordia Theological Monthly 26 (November 1955) No. 11:801 
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III- Sola Gratia 

 
“For by grace you have been saved through faith. And 

this is not your own doing; it is the gift of God, not a 

result of works, so that no one may boast.” 

- Ephesians 2:8-9 

 

 

 This portion of the book could have easily been 

woven into the previous chapter, for we often talk about 

Sola Fide and Sola Gratia together. While we could have 

done that, it is important to understand the great leap 

and distinction that is made theologically when we 

carefully examine the concept of “grace alone”. In all 

respects, this can be the definitive mark that 

distinguishes Reformed Theology from all other schools 

of Christian thought. It is here that monergism- the 

belief that it is God alone that both wills and acts in the 

work of saving His people- truly begins to take shape.  

 

 In our last chapter, the key argument was 

centered upon the relationship between faith and works. 

The Reformed position, as we also believe to be the 

revelation of Scripture, is that man is justified by faith 

alone, apart from any works. And for many, this would 

close the case. But for some, there would arise yet 

another contention that required a deeper discussion. 

As the argument over faith and works is settled, a new 

debate over the relationship between faith and grace 

would begin.  
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 Jacob Arminius, a Dutch theologian, began to 

question and ultimately to oppose many of the views of 

the Reformation, primarily those of John Calvin 

concerning the depravity of man and the nature of 

grace. The question was never about the necessity of 

grace (the Pelagian view that grace is unnecessary for 

salvation is condemned by Arminians and Calvinists 

alike), but rather the extent of grace.  

 

 During his life and time as a teacher and 

professor, Arminius presented numerous lectures and 

writings that expressed views and beliefs that stood in 

opposition to that of the Reformers. While he was often 

met with strong criticism and rejection, he succeeded 

nonetheless in dividing the Protestants in their 

soteriological views.  

 

 Arminius viewed grace in many ways that agreed 

with Calvin. He believed that, apart from God’s first 

working and enabling the unregenerate man to believe, 

he could in no way place his faith in Christ. He affirmed 

that God must do that initial enabling through grace, 

yet Arminius embraced a universal view of God’s 

“prevenient” grace- a universal effect of God’s enabling 

whereby all men are equally capable of sensing the call 

to faith and repentance. Unlike the Calvinist doctrine of 

“irresistible grace”, this type of grace does not actually 

accomplish the purpose of bringing the unbeliever to 

saving faith, but it simply makes it possible for them to 

exercise such faith.  
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 Shortly after his death, followers of Arminius met 

to comprise the Five Articles of the Remonstrance, a 

document that sought to provide theological 

disagreements with Calvin’s positions on many points. 

Article IV, concerning the extent of grace (which will be 

expounded upon in a later chapter), reads: 

 

 “That this grace of God is the beginning, 

continuance, and accomplishment of a good, even to this 

extent, that the regenerate man himself, without that 

prevenient or assisting, awakening, following, and co-

operative grace, can neither think, will, nor do good, nor 

withstand any temptations to evil; so that all good deeds 

or movements, that can be conceived, must be ascribed to 

the grace of God in Christ. But, as respects the mode of 

the operation of this grace, it is not irresistible, in as 

much as it is written concerning many that they have 

resisted the Holy Ghost,—Acts vii, and elsewhere in 

many places.”13 

 

 The Five Articles were subject to the Synod of 

Dort, and in 1619 they were rejected and considered to 

be divisive. The written response by the Synod to the 

remonstrance led to what eventually became the Five 

Points of Calvinism.  

 

 Here we provide also the response from the 

Synod, found in the “Counter-Remonstrance of 1611”:  

 

 “…that furthermore to the same end God the Lord 

has his holy gospel preached, and that the Holy Spirit 

                                                 
13

 Text available in Bray, Gerald (1994). Documents of the English Reformation. 

Cambridge: James Clark & C°. p. 453,4. 
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externally through the preaching of that same gospel and 

internally through a special grace works so powerfully in 

the hearts of God’s elect, that He illumines their minds, 

transforms and renews their wills, removing the heart of 

stone and giving them a heart of flesh, in such a manner 

that by these means they not only receive power to 

convert themselves and believe but also actually and 

willingly do repent and believe.”14 

 

 Here then is the focus of the issue: While the 

Arminian presents grace as a general element in which 

God presents Christ as a potential Savior to all who 

would respond in faith, Calvinists believe that it is grace 

alone that not only makes salvation possible, but 

accomplishes the work of bringing the lost sinner to 

faith and repentance. The Reformers did not believe that 

God’s grace was a merely passive substance that is 

activated by the positive response of the believer, but 

grace is the very means by which a rejecting rebel 

becomes a repentant recipient of the gift of salvation. To 

the Calvinist, the relationship between grace and faith is 

this: anyone that possesses saving faith does so as a 

direct result of the grace of God in granting them such 

faith to begin with.  

 

 

…IT IS THE GIFT OF GOD 

 

 Thankfully, we have no need to define “grace”, 

since Protestants stand mostly unanimous in their 

                                                 
14

 Document translated in DeJong, Peter Y. (1968). Crisis In The Reformed 

Churches: Essays in Commemoration of the Synod of Dort (1618-1619). Grand 

Rapids, Michigan: Reformed Fellowship, Inc. pp. 209–213..  
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understanding that grace is God’s unmerited favor. To 

provide a better definition, A. W. Tozer said, "Grace is 

the good pleasure of God that inclines him to bestow 

benefits on the undeserving." 

 

 The problem is not so much in the understanding 

of the term “grace”, but the effects of grace. Some would 

suggest that God’s grace has been given to all men so 

that anyone possessing faith in Christ’s atoning work 

may be saved. Others, however, have understood grace 

as the goodness by which God grants the ability for 

unregenerate man to exercise faith unto salvation.  

 

 Our opening passage in this chapter provides 

insight into the relationship that exists between grace 

and faith, and by examining the words of Paul we might 

gain a fuller understanding of what grace is and its role 

in the salvation of God’s people.  

 

 “For by grace you have been saved through 

faith…”  

 

 I am thankful for the thorough methods of Paul’s 

teachings, whereby oftentimes he provided his own 

commentary to help us understand the complex 

theological concepts presented in his writings. Here in 

Ephesians 2:8, he is giving a further explanation of the 

grace that he’d already been discussing at the beginning 

of the chapter: 

 

 “And you were dead in the trespasses and sins in 

which you once walked, following the course of this 

world, following the prince of the power of the air, the 
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spirit that is now at work in the sons of disobedience— 

among whom we all once lived in the passions of our 

flesh, carrying out the desires of the body and the mind, 

and were by nature children of wrath, like the rest of 

mankind. But God, being rich in mercy, because of the 

great love with which he loved us, even when we were 

dead in our trespasses, made us alive together with 

Christ—by grace you have been saved” 

         - Ephesians 2:1-5 

 

 In these words we are able to gain a true 

understanding of the kind of grace the apostle wants us 

to see. The grace by which we are saved, what we are 

saved from, and what we are saved into, is breathtaking 

and truly worthy of our praise and worship.  

 

 God’s grace, His undeserved, unearned favor, is 

seen as more than simply the giving of Christ on the 

cross, making salvation possible for those who would 

place their faith in Him; it is the very activating power of 

God in bringing spiritually dead people to life, freeing 

them from enslavement to sin and Satan, and uniting 

them together with Christ.  

 

 “And this is not your own doing; it is the gift of 

God, not a result of works, so that no one may boast.” 

 

 To ensure that those who had believed in Christ 

fully understood what had taken place in their 

regeneration and justification, he had to demonstrate to 

them their complete and total depravity- their utter 

inability to perceive God’s goodness and mercy, and 

their unwillingness to place their faith in Jesus for 
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salvation- were it not for grace. In essence, Paul was 

proclaiming unto his readers their own deadness, and 

the reality of their fallen, rebellious nature before the 

grace of God had been poured out upon them. And as a 

result of God’s rich mercy and great love for them, they 

were brought to spiritual life, and so given the gift of 

faith by which they were saved. Then it is rightly 

understood that both faith and grace are the work of 

God and a gift to those who come to Christ in salvation.  

 

 If either of these- faith or grace- are anything 

other than the free gift of God upon undeserving 

sinners, then the elect would have reason for boasting. 

If in any way a man can credit his salvation upon the 

fact that he somehow discovered the reality of the gospel 

through intellectual assent, then his faith was not a gift 

of God but something that came from within himself. 

Furthermore, if God’s grace came upon those who were 

seen as more worthy than others because of their 

predisposition to obedience or faithfulness, then the 

saved would have no reason to credit God for their 

salvation, but rather their own righteousness that 

earned themselves His favor.  

 

 But it is “not of your own doing”- God’s grace is a 

gift given freely to those that deserve wrath instead of 

mercy. And it is through this grace that faith is manifest 

in the one who has been made alive and given a new 

nature to believe and obey our new Master. God’s saving 

grace includes saving faith; and without God’s 

wonderful and loving act of bestowing the riches of His 

grace to those who were otherwise dead, lost, and 

deserving of eternal damnation, none of us would have 
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the ability, understanding, or willingness to turn to 

Christ in faith and repentance. “But God, being rich in 

mercy, because of the great love with which he loved us, 

even when we were dead in our trespasses, made us 

alive together with Christ- by grace you have been 

saved.”  

 

Amen.  

 

 Let us turn to the insights of the “great orator” 

Charles Spurgeon to close this brief overview of Sola 

Gratia. We will expound more fully upon this specific 

passage and topic in later chapters.  

 

 “When I was coming to Christ, I thought I was 

doing it all myself, and though I sought the Lord 

earnestly, I had no idea the Lord was seeking me. I do 

not think the young convert is at first aware of this. I can 

recall the very day and hour when first I received those 

truths in my own soul—when they were, as John Bunyan 

says, burnt into my heart as with a hot iron, and I can 

recollect how I felt that I had grown on a sudden from a 

babe into a man—that I had made progress in Scriptural 

knowledge, through having found, once for all, the clue to 

the truth of God. One week-night, when I was sitting in 

the house of God, I was not thinking much about the 

preacher's sermon, for I did not believe it. The thought 

struck me, How did you come to be a Christian? I sought 

the Lord. But how did you come to seek the Lord? The 

truth flashed across my mind in a moment—I should not 

have sought Him unless there had been some previous 

influence in my mind to make me seek Him. I prayed, 

thought I, but then I asked myself, How came I to pray? I 
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was induced to pray by reading the Scriptures. How 

came I to read the Scriptures? I did read them, but what 

led me to do so? Then, in a moment, I saw that God was 

at the bottom of it all, and that He was the Author of my 

faith, and so the whole doctrine of grace opened up to 

me, and from that doctrine I have not departed to this 

day, and I desire to make this my constant confession, “I 

ascribe my change wholly to God.””15 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
15

 C. H. Spurgeon Autobiography [Banner of Truth, 1962], 1:164-165 
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IV- Solus Christus 
 

 

In Christ alone my hope is found; 

He is my light, my strength, my song; 

This cornerstone, this solid ground, 

Firm through the fiercest drought and storm. 

What heights of love, what depths of peace, 

When fears are stilled, when strivings cease! 

My comforter, my all in all— 

Here in the love of Christ I stand.16 

 

 To be sure, we are continuing to build upon the 

Protestant theology that freed itself (and subsequently 

freed Christianity) from the dogmatic, restraining 

teachings of Rome. Scripture is embraced as the sole 

infallible rule of faith and doctrine instead of tradition 

(Sola Scriptura); justification is recognized as the free 

gift of God imputed to man through faith alone apart 

from works (Sola Fide), and that by grace alone (Sola 

Gratia). All of this together leads us to a wonderful 

confession that unfortunately goes undeclared even in 

twenty-first century Protestantism: the revelation that 

the salvation by grace through faith is centered in and 

founded upon the finished work of the cross of Christ. 

This belief in the One and Only means of salvation in 

the Person of Jesus Christ is what the Reformers call 

Solus Christus, or “Christ Alone”.  

                                                 
16

 In Christ Alone- by Keith Getty and Stuart Townend; 2001 Kingsway Thankyou 

Music 
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 Martin Luther said that Jesus is the “center and 

circumference of the Bible.” Ulrich Zwingli also stated 

that “Christ is the Head of all believers who are His body 

and without Him the body is dead.”  While nearly all 

those within the Christian realms would readily confess 

that there is no salvation apart from the work of Christ, 

there exists a strong argument over the necessity of 

Christ and the sufficiency of Christ. Just as in the days 

prior to the Reformation, the Catholic Church 

proclaimed that while Christ was the primary thing, His 

death wasn’t the only thing that brought about peace 

with God. Today, although the articulation of the debate 

has changed a bit, the message is quite the same. The 

question is the same:  

 Is Jesus Christ enough? Is his work sufficient to 

save? Can we rightly give him all credit for our being 

brought to life, or did he merely provide the greatest 

portion of a salvation that ultimately requires additional 

elements from us? As we ponder these questions, our 

conclusions will truly determine our position not only 

regarding Solus Christus, but for all of the solas of the 

Reformation, for they are all inseparably linked by the 

golden chord of monergistic theology. The infallible 

Scriptures reveal the sovereign rule and reign of God in 

the affairs of the universe; and it is within the revelation 

of Scripture that we are shown that salvation is not 

attainable through good works or Law, but it is a gift to 

be received only by the grace of God through faith in the 

Holy Son of God, Jesus Christ. 

 But herein lies the issue for discussion- if Christ 

is not sufficient in completing the work of salvation, but 
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has only done the greater part of a cooperative effort in 

securing the redemption of His people, then our 

previous statements about Sola Fide and Sola Gratia are 

in error. If Christ died for sin, yet there remains more to 

be done to actualize the uniting of God with His 

children, then salvation is not by faith alone, grace 

alone, or Christ alone, and we are left to discover what it 

is that is required on our behalf to enter into this peace 

and rest. We are also left to question the exact purpose 

and accomplishment of the cross, if not for the full and 

complete securing of God’s elect.  

 

SUBSTITUTIONARY ATONEMENT 

 

 “For our sake he made him to be sin who knew no 

sin, so that in him we might become the righteousness of 

God.” 

              -2 Corinthians 5:21 

 The primary element in question is the work of 

Christ- namely its efficiency, necessity, and application 

in the life of the believer. The Bible is littered with 

passages that speak of the purpose of the cross, that he 

came to pay the penalty of sin so that sinners might be 

justified before a holy God. But due to the controversy 

surrounding the message of the Reformers, we must 

respond to the question, “What did the cross actually 

accomplish?” For you see, if Jesus’ death served only to 

cancel the sin debt, and left men with the responsibility 

of accepting and applying the gift of salvation to their 

lives, then we cannot rightly proclaim that Christ alone 
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saves. Although we might reason that Jesus’ payment 

for sin was sufficient (meaning that his sacrifice was 

acceptable in forgiving sin), we cannot say that it was 

efficient in accomplishing the task of actually redeeming 

anyone. Man, in the synergistic (cooperative) view of the 

atonement, is still ultimately responsible in completing 

the work of the cross, although Jesus boldly proclaimed 

from the tree, “It is finished” (John 19:30).  

 What do we mean when we talk about 

“substitutionary atonement”? More specifically, what 

does the atonement encompass and accomplish in God’s 

plan of salvation? Let us begin to examine Scripture so 

that we might answer these questions.  

 “for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of 

God, and are justified by his grace as a gift, through the 

redemption that is in Christ Jesus, whom God put 

forward as a propitiation by his blood, to be received by 

faith. This was to show God's righteousness, because in 

his divine forbearance he had passed over former sins. It 

was to show his righteousness at the present time, so 

that he might be just and the justifier of the one who has 

faith in Jesus.” 

                                                   -Romans 3:23-26 

 First, let us discuss the necessity of the 

atonement. As we have already covered at some length 

and will expound upon more deeply in later chapters, 

the Bible is profoundly clear in its explanation of the 

inability of man to meet the righteous requirements of 

God’s standards due to sin and the fall. Beginning in 

Romans 3, Paul goes into great detail describing the 

corruption of fallen man, and his rebellious nature in 
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light of God’s holiness. In verse 20, he begins to lay out 

the groundwork to reveal the plan of justification, or 

bringing fallen man back into a right relationship with 

his creator:  

 “For by works of the law no human being will be 

justified in his sight, since through the law comes 

knowledge of sin.”  

 Simply put, works will not work. For millennia, 

mankind had been effortlessly toiling in temples and 

mountaintops in an attempt to find peace with God, but 

to no avail. The results of their labor had only served to 

remind them of their lack of holiness instead of progress 

toward sanctification. The very reality of having to 

return to the altar year after year gave Israel a troubling 

understanding of the insufficiency of their sacrifices. 

The book of Hebrews gives a lengthy discourse regarding 

the weakness of the Old Covenant, and the perfection of 

the once-and-for-all offering of the Great High Priest of 

the New. What sinful man could not accomplish due to 

the weakness and imperfection of his own flesh and 

fallen nature, Christ accomplished through the giving of 

Himself in order to secure redemption for His people 

(Romans 8:3).  

 As our above passage states, justification comes 

by way of redemption and is centered in the grace of 

God- “and are justified by his grace as a gift, through the 

redemption that is in Christ Jesus”. Justification, as we 

have already stated, is not of works, but is a gift of God 

that is by grace. Now, I want us to recognize the 

relationship that exists between the atonement (that is, 
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the price paid to bring about the redemption of sinful 

man) and justification.  

 In a rapid summary of all that we have proposed 

thus far in this section of this book concerning 

justification, the Reformed position is that 1) man is 

justified through faith alone; 2) justification is given 

freely by grace alone; and now 3) God’s redeeming grace 

is based on the atoning work of His Son, Jesus Christ. 

In this context, we cannot envision any synergistic 

theology, because it is abundantly evident that man 

cannot save himself through any good work, he cannot 

merit grace due to his sinful nature and God’s holiness, 

and the only case for boasting in salvation is, as Paul 

said in Galatians 6:14, is in the cross of Christ.  

 So what about the cross? What was accomplished 

at Calvary that brought about such redemption? Let us 

now talk about the nature of the atonement. In order to 

truly grasp the gravity and glory of the cross of Christ, 

we have to examine the Christ of the cross.  

 

 “…he made him to be sin who knew no sin…” The 

person of the atonement, the perfect and sinless Son of 

God, is the central focus of the gospel. It is in the 

revelation of the complete holiness of Jesus that we can 

even begin to grasp the concept of the atonement and 

what his death actually accomplished. God’s holiness 

demands holiness, and in order for sinful man to stand 

justified before a holy God there must be an acceptable 

sacrifice presented on his behalf. Yet, because of his 

corrupt condition, he cannot offer such a sacrifice. I 

have often utilized the “muddy rag” illustration to try to 
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explain this problem. Imagine that a person is cleaning 

their kitchen and finds a spill on the countertop. When 

they go to clean it up, they discover that their only 

washcloth is already covered in cooking grease. They 

decide to use it anyway, and in wiping up the spill they 

only make a bigger mess. This analogy is much like the 

problem that fallen man has in his attempts to atone for 

their sins through their own efforts. Because of our 

spiritual filth, everything we do and every offering we 

bring before God is tainted with sin, and so we cannot 

bring a perfect gift that is worthy of His acceptance. 

Furthermore, because of His revealed righteousness and 

complete justice, He cannot ignore or overlook sin- He 

must judge it. And Christ, as a perfect and spotless 

Lamb, stood in place as the holy and acceptable 

sacrifice to both satisfy the righteous requirements of 

God and to justify those who would by faith receive the 

benefits of such an offering.  

 It is at this point, however, that many have 

stumbled and have had difficulty accepting the concept 

of substitutionary atonement. When we suggest that 

Christ’s death was to satisfy the wrath of God, some 

have been made uncomfortable with such an image as 

that. It is true that, for the most part, we don’t often 

hear sermons that magnify God’s absolute holiness and 

His demands for righteousness. We don’t peer into the 

Scriptures which teach of His divine justice and 

judgment against wickedness and sin. Instead, the 

gospel is often presented in an imbalanced fashion, 

preferring to focus primarily on the love that was 

displayed at the cross, while neglecting the biblical 

reality that Christ was “made sin”, as an offering for sin, 
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so that in his body sin might be dealt with and put 

away.  

 Just over a year ago from the writing of this book, 

the Presbyterian Church of America decided to remove 

the popular hymn “In Christ Alone” from their hymnal 

because of a dispute over a single line that made their 

people uncomfortable. It was the original line, “on that 

cross, as Jesus died, the wrath of God was satisfied” 

that the church wanted to change to instead read, “the 

love of God was magnified”. Their key reason: “The view 

that the cross is primarily about God's need to assuage 

God's anger would have a negative effect on the 

hymnal's ability to form the faith of coming 

generations.”17 

 The debate over the nature of the atonement 

seems to have always existed in some form or another. 

Opponents of the view of Christ serving as a substitute 

for sinners to absorb the wrath of God often reject the 

notion that the work of the cross was anything other 

than a work of love, revealing anything more than the 

great grace and mercy of our Heavenly Father. Pastor 

Brian Zahnd, who is very outspoken in his rejection of 

substitutionary atonement, is quoted as saying: 

 “An “economic model” of the cross just won’t work. 

It’s not as if God is saying, “Look, I’d love to forgive you, 

but I’ve got to pay off Justice first, and, you know how 

she is, she’s a tough goddess, she requires due 

payment.” This understanding of the cross begs the 
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question of who exactly is in charge — the Father of 

Jesus or some abstract ideal called “Justice”?”18 

 The words of Zahnd echo the sentiment of so 

many who cannot accept the lines of a hymn which 

reveal an aspect of God’s nature that demands payment 

for sin. Why can He not simply forgive by grace those 

who would embrace His extension of divine love? Why 

must He be bent on justice? After all, doesn’t Christ 

provide the full revelation of the nature of God- and that 

revelation is one of an “Abba” Father that “desires mercy 

instead of sacrifice” (Hos. 6:6; Mat. 9:13)? Rather than a 

literal payment for sin to justify the righteous 

requirements of God, couldn’t the cross represent the 

supreme mercy of God, revealing to us that He would 

rather die for us than to punish us?  

 I would submit to the reader that, if this were the 

case, then the reality of the cross, along with so much of 

biblical testimony, would become much more confusing 

and contradictory, even though this view of the cross 

seems more emotionally appealing.  

 If God could simply forgive sins apart from a 

death penalty, then why would Christ have suffered so? 

Why did God demand that the cross be His will for His 

Son, if it were not an absolute necessity (see Mark 8:31-

33; Luke 24:44-48; John 12:27)? If God merely sought 

to display His love to us, then why did it come in the 

form of such vile torture upon the person of His beloved 

Son?  
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 Secondly, if the doctrine of substitutionary 

atonement is not an accurate biblical principle, then 

what do we do with such passages that utilize no 

difficult language in explaining that Christ bore our sins 

in order to endure the punishment on our behalf so that 

we might be made righteous before God?  

 “Surely he has borne our griefs and carried our 

sorrows; yet we esteemed him stricken, smitten by God, 

and afflicted. But he was pierced for our transgressions; 

he was crushed for our iniquities; upon him was the 

chastisement that brought us peace, and with his 

wounds we are healed. All we like sheep have gone 

astray; we have turned—every one—to his own way; and 

the Lord has laid on him the iniquity of us all.” 

                                                            -Isaiah 53:4-6 

 “Christ redeemed us from the curse of the law by 

becoming a curse for us—for it is written, “Cursed is 

everyone who is hanged on a tree”— 

                                                          -Galatians 3:13 

 “He himself bore our sins in his body on the tree, 

that we might die to sin and live to righteousness. By his 

wounds you have been healed.” 

                 -1 Peter 2:24 

 Indeed we could cite many more verses of 

Scripture to show that the death of Christ served more 

than just an example of God’s wondrous love for us in 

spite of our sin (Hebrews 10 is another lengthy and 

helpful source for study), but for the sake of moving 

forward I will leave you with these few key texts. It is 

abundantly clear, even for a casual reader of the Bible, 
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that Jesus did much more than just “show” us the love 

of God in contrast to the horrors of sin- he became sin, 

so that by enduring the penalty of sin (death), he might 

become the perfect and final offering for sin on behalf of 

those that would obtain His righteousness and eternal 

life. God’s Word repeatedly states that Jesus Christ 

“took our sins”, “bore our sins”, “became sin” and “a 

curse”- indicating that something happened, a 

transaction and a transition was made in the spiritual 

realm, whereby Christ suffered and endured 

punishment in his body. And without any uncertainty of 

terms, the authors of Scripture tell us that what He 

endured was God’s wrath, the due penalty for sin, 

taking the place of the wicked so that the wicked might 

inherit the position of the righteous. This is the nature 

of the atonement. As we move toward the close of this 

chapter, we will look lastly at the effects of the 

atonement, and what it ultimately accomplished.  

 Was the substitutionary atonement universal in 

that Christ paid the penalty for the sins of everyone? Or 

was his death, as the author of Hebrews so describes it, 

like that of the Old Covenant offerings whereby the 

sacrifice was given on behalf of a particular people? In 

other words, did the cross accomplish a specific purpose 

in perfecting those that would be saved, or did it simply 

“provide a way” to make salvation possible for anyone 

who would receive him by faith? As we take in all that 

has been thus far discussed- the necessity of the 

atonement due to the undeniable reality of fallen man’s 

inability to provide a sufficient offering for his sin; the 

nature of the atonement in the substitution of the 

sinless Son of God to satisfy the perfect justice of God 
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so that sinners might be freely justified by His grace- 

the question that now looms over us is whether this 

atonement was universal (for all) or limited (for some). 

And it is at this point that many struggle, and many 

more refuse to engage.  

 But for the sake of clarity, and for those that 

sincerely seek to know the truth of God’s revelation in 

the matter, let us think through the issue. Also 

recognize that we will merely touch on this subject here, 

because there is an entire chapter dedicated to the 

scope of the atonement later on. At this time we want to 

offer an introduction, and to help us begin to think 

through the central message of the atonement: Did 

Christ die for everyone? If so (if the atonement was 

universal in scope), then why are there any lost souls? 

Both the Reformed and the Arminian agree that the 

work of Christ is perfect, efficient, and able to save all, 

but there remains a critical dilemma- not everyone is 

saved. Does this indicate some deficiency on the part of 

Christ? Or should we view the effects of the atonement 

in another way?  

 “Let there be no misunderstanding at this point. 

The Arminian limits the atonement as certainly as does 

the Calvinist. The Calvinist limits the extent of it in that 

he says it does not apply to all persons… while the 

Arminian limits the power of it, for he says that in itself it 

does not actually save anybody. The Calvinist limits it 

quantitatively, but not qualitatively; the Arminian limits it 

qualitatively. For the Calvinist it is like a narrow bridge 

that goes all the way across the stream; for the Arminian 

it is like a great wide bridge that goes only half-way 
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across. As a matter of fact, the Arminian places more 

severe limitations on the work of Christ than does the 

Calvinist.”19 

 So then, the difference in a universal and a 

limited view of the atonement can be summarized as 

such: either Christ died to make salvation possible, yet 

was powerless to accomplish the work of salvation in 

any man (which theoretically creates the possibility that 

no man would be saved, thereby making Christ’s death 

a work of vanity and a failure); or Christ’s death 

accomplished its purpose in securing the salvation of 

those in which He came to redeem.  

   “But when Christ appeared as a high priest of the 

good things that have come, then through the greater and 

more perfect tent (not made with hands, that is, not of 

this creation) he entered once for all into the holy places, 

not by means of the blood of goats and calves but by 

means of his own blood, thus securing an eternal 

redemption.” 

                  -Hebrews 9:11-12 

 “I am the good shepherd. The good shepherd lays 

down his life for the sheep… just as the Father knows me 

and I know the Father; and I lay down my life for the 

sheep.”  

                     -John 10:11, 15 

 As we have previously stated, we will go into 

greater detail regarding the biblical nature and defense 

of the doctrine of limited atonement/particular 
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redemption at a later time, but in order to provide a 

clear understanding of Solus Christus, we must at least 

touch on the reality that Christ did not just “provide” 

salvation as a possibility for all and make it dependent 

upon the acceptance of the sinner. His work was perfect 

and complete, and it accomplished the purpose for 

which it was intended. In the few verses just provided, 

we read that our Great High Priest did the work of 

“securing an eternal redemption”, and that the Good 

Shepherd gave his life for “the sheep”, which was not an 

unknown or random group, but a known and called 

flock of sheep. Later in that same chapter of John, 

Jesus makes a clear distinction between those for which 

he gives his life and those who are not his sheep (10:26). 

Therefore, if we are to understand Jesus’ words within 

their context, we must accept the message that there is 

a group that belongs to him for which He died, and 

another group that is not of his flock.  

 In closing, we confess that salvation is the great 

accomplishment of Christ alone, in which he has 

provided a perfect offering making an atoning sacrifice 

for sin on behalf of sinners, securing the redemption of 

God’s people once and for all.  

 “We say that Christ so died that he infallibly 

secured the salvation of a multitude that no man can 

number, who through Christ’s death not only may be 

saved, but are saved, must be saved, and cannot by any 

possibility run the hazard of being anything but saved.”  

          - Charles Haddon Spurgeon  
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V- Soli Deo Gloria 
 

 “The chief end of man is to glorify God, and to 

enjoy him forever.” 

           -Westminster Shorter Catechism 

 As we come to a close on this section of our 

introduction and defense of the Reformed Theology, the 

reader must understand that this final sola is not an 

“end cap” but a cornerstone. Soli Deo Gloria, or “Glory to 

God Alone”, is recognized as the supreme purpose and 

goal of all time and eternity. It is the end and the means 

of everything and all of human history is measured by 

the unfolding of it. The glory of God is what is revealed 

in Sola Scriptura, and the redemption of man by means 

of Sola Gratia, Sola Fide, and Solus Christus 

demonstrates that even our greatest treasure- the 

salvation of our souls- finds its origin and substance in 

God alone.  

 “Soli Deo Gloria”, a Latin term for “glory to God 

alone”, was first found as a signature of sorts by artists 

such as Bach and Handel, as a way to recognize that 

their work was produced for the sake of praising God. 

To emphasize Paul’s words to the Corinthians, 

everything they did was for the glory of God (1 Cor. 

10:31), because it was understood by the early 
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Protestant church that there was none more worthy of 

honor and glory apart from God.  

 In the early days of the Protestant Reformation, 

the cry for Soli Deo Gloria was clearly obvious. The 

Roman Catholic Church had long been in the tradition 

of canonizing saints, offering prayers to and through 

Mary, and granting sovereign rights and authority to the 

leaders of the church itself. Recognizing the grave error 

in these practices and beliefs, Luther and succeeding 

reformers sought to return Christian men and women to 

the worship and exaltation of the Creator rather than 

the creature. Today, however, although the phrase “to 

God be the glory” and others like it are all very 

commonplace in our churches, Soli Deo Gloria is not so 

prominent in our theology- primarily in our soteriology.  

 "… when we obey God, we're not doing it for God—

I mean, that's one way to look at it—we're doing it for 

ourselves, because God takes pleasure when we're 

happy. That's the thing that gives Him the greatest joy. 

So, I want you to know this morning: Just do good for 

your own self. Do good because God wants you to be 

happy. When you come to church, when you worship 

Him, you're not doing it for God really. You're doing it for 

yourself, because that's what makes God happy.”20 

 The pursuit of happiness instead of the pursuit of 

God’s holiness is the central theme of many churches in 

our land today. While the words of Victoria Osteen of 

Lakewood Church were met with strong backlash and 
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criticism, it is undeniable that much of today’s 

Christianity centers itself on self-improvement and 

personal pleasure and happiness. Our worship is 

prepared in accordance with the general consensus of 

what the congregation likes to hear, and our gospel 

presentation focuses on what God has done for you, and 

how much Jesus loves you, and how there are so many 

precious promises in Scripture given specifically and 

intentionally for the purpose of improving your life and 

making you happy. Christian bookstores are overflowing 

with books and devotionals that push man toward the 

center of the universe while striving to fashion God into 

a deity that exists to serve and satisfy our desires.  

 When man rejects a theocentric worldview (that is, 

a view that is all of time, matter, and human existence 

finds its purpose and meaning in God and His glory) in 

favor of an anthropocentric worldview (a man-centered 

perspective), then his perspective and approach to his 

religion becomes very self-serving and will ultimately 

result in a lack of satisfaction. His reading of Scripture 

becomes a narrative of the origin and plight of man 

instead of the revelation of the Person and providence of 

God. His worship is molded by his own preference and 

enjoyment, and its effectiveness is measured by his 

feelings rather than his humility and obedience to the 

true object of worship. Even the gospel of Jesus Christ 

in a man-centered theology becomes something that 

speaks of the great and glorious “us”, and how the 

incarnation and humiliation of the Savior was solely and 

wholly about the redemption of the fallen man, while 

completely ignoring the biblical reality that the cross 

was first and foremost a grand display of God’s glory.  
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 If anyone wishes to see the scope of the man-

centeredness of today’s gospel, simply read some of the 

countless slogans and catch-phrases on the bumper-

stickers, coffee cups, and t-shirts at your local 

inspirational gift shop. “He did this just for you,” “Do 

you know how much I love you,” and “Jesus is my 

homeboy” are but a few examples of the self-serving 

attitude that so many hold today when they think of 

their own salvation and relationship with God. I’ve 

spoken with people who, when asked certain questions, 

have given such answers that reveal how imbalanced 

people can become in this matter: 

Q- Why did God create the world? 

A- He created the world for our pleasure.  

Q- Why did God create us?  

A- So that He can have a relationship with us.  

Q- Why did Jesus die for us?  

A- Because He loves us.  

 While granted there is an element of truth to each 

of the above responses, the problem is that there is a 

heightened focus given to the us of the equation, and a 

diminished view of the glory of God. When we think that 

man is the centerpiece of creation, the main character 

in the grand story of history, we neglect that there is a 

Creator that is more deserving of attention than the 

creation, and we perceive that all things revolve around 

and depend upon us rather than Him. 
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 I wish to challenge the reader at this point to 

consider another perspective: that the world, and 

everything in it, and even the election, redemption, and 

salvation of His people, are for the express purpose of 

bringing glory and honor and praise to Himself. The 

result of God’s self-glorification is a benefit to his 

children, and we are privileged to experience such 

benefits; but ultimately it is the glory of God that is the 

primary goal in the human experience.  

 Read what is said in these several passages: 

 “Yours, O Lord, is the greatness and the power and 

the glory and the victory and the majesty, for all that is in 

the heavens and in the earth is yours. Yours is the 

kingdom, O Lord, and you are exalted as head above all. 

Both riches and honor come from you, and you rule over 

all. In your hand are power and might, and in your hand 

it is to make great and to give strength to all.” 

        - 1 Chronicles 29:11-12 

 “The heavens declare the glory of God, and the sky 

above proclaims his handiwork.” 

        - Psalm 19:1 

“For my name's sake I defer my anger, for the sake of my 

praise I restrain it for you, that I may not cut you off.  

Behold, I have refined you, but not as silver; I have tried 

you in the furnace of affliction. For my own sake, for my 

own sake, I do it, for how should my name be profaned? 

My glory I will not give to another.” 

                              - Isaiah 48:9-11 
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 Thus we see that it is God standing as the source 

and center of all things, and our existence (and yes, our 

salvation) is both from Him and for His glory. Scripture 

does not say that He created all things for us (although 

there are passages that indicate God’s creation is for our 

pleasure and enjoyment), nor does it say that our 

redemption was exclusively for us. It is all for Him, as a 

demonstration and revelation of His power, might, glory 

and grace. We need not look improperly or 

disproportionately at ourselves in relation to our 

Creator, as if He requires us or that we deserve anything 

from Him. More accurately, we ought to conclude that 

our existence and future inheritance is due to His 

overwhelming goodness and is for the purpose of 

making His Name great.  

 “For from him and through him and to him are all 

things. To him be glory forever. Amen.” 

            - Romans 11:36 

 This first doxology in Paul’s letter to the Romans, 

followed by one more complete- “To the only wise God be 

glory forever through Jesus Christ! Amen” (Rom. 16:27), 

speaks loudly to the immense worth and wealth of God, 

and that it is from Him which flows all things and in 

whom all glory is due from His creatures. Just as the 

entirety of the revelation of Scripture begins with God- 

“In the beginning, God…”- Paul’s great theological 

discourse does not begin with man but with God. 

Romans provides a thorough and concise argument to 

display the full sovereignty of God within creation, from 

the onset of human history all the way through to 

establishment of His chosen nation and covenants, and 
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in the redemption of an elect people through His Son 

Jesus Christ. Nowhere does Paul provide a hint that 

suggests a contribution from man that would merit any 

credit or positive acknowledgement. Rather, he paints a 

picture of an inexplicably ruined and desperately wicked 

man, held together only by the gracious fabric of God’s 

infinite mercy, brought to faith and repentance by His 

will and for His exclusive glory. To quote Charles Hodge 

on studying this passage, he says:  

 “Such is the appropriate conclusion of the doctrinal 

portion of this wonderful epistle, in which more fully and 

clearly than in any other portion of the Word of God, the 

plan of salvation is presented and defended. Here are the 

doctrines of grace, doctrines on which the pious in all 

ages and nations have rested their hopes of heaven, 

though they may have had comparatively obscure 

intimations of their nature. The leading principle of all is 

that God is the source of all good, that in fallen man there 

is neither merit nor ability, that salvation, consequently, 

is all of grace, as well satisfaction as pardon, as well 

election as eternal glory. For of him, and through him, 

and to him, are all things; to whom be glory forever. 

Amen.”21 

 Everything we have and everything we ever will 

become is because of God’s glorious grace. Our breath 

came from His breath; our understanding of who He is 

came from His divine revelation; the knowledge of the 

gospel and willingness to repent and believe is a direct 

result of His drawing us by grace; and our future 
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inheritance and glory is not of our earning or deserving, 

but rather to show how glorious and wonderful He truly 

is.   
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SECTION III 

 

The Five Points of Calvinism 

 
{Total Depravity}    {Unconditional Election}    {Limited Atonement} 

{Irresistible Grace}    {Perseverance of the Saints} 

 

 

   

 The flame that engulfed nearly all of Europe 

following the Lutheran revival gave birth to a new and 

radical class of Christian thinkers and teachers. Not 

longer after the Bible began being published in common 

languages, a group of English speaking Protestants 

settled in Geneva, Switzerland and started developing a 

systematic approach to Reformed doctrine. The result 

eventually became what is now best known as the Five 

Points of Calvinism, or the TULIP. Together, much like 

the Five Solae, these points represented the basis upon 

which the Reformed Church understood God’s 

sovereignty in bringing about the salvation of His 

people. In the Calvinist’s mind, these doctrines are more 

than just a personal position, but an inevitable 

conclusion that one reaches on the basis of Scriptural 

authority and God’s ultimate sovereignty. If the first 

tenants of Protestantism are to be embraced as the 

foundational truths of Christianity (the Five Solae), then 
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the Five Points become the structure that is built upon 

those pillars.  

 It is not certain when the Five Points of Calvinism 

actually took the shape and definition that we are 

familiar with today. But what we discover from history 

is that these five key doctrines were at first explained as 

a defense, or response, to arguments made by 

opponents of Calvin’s doctrines at the Synod of Dort in 

1618.  

 Followers of Jacobus Arminius proposed the Five 

Articles of the Remonstrance in protest to the doctrine of 

predestination as stated in the Belgic Confession of 

1561. Among other things, this work rejected the belief 

that Christ’s death was for the elect but for all men, and 

that God’s grace was not irresistible. These arguments 

were heard and considered by the Synod, consisting of 

86 voting members of the Reformed Church from eight 

countries. They held more than 150 formal sessions 

over the course of six months, and the resulting 

conclusion was a unanimous rejection of Arminian 

teaching, stating that these doctrines could not be 

reconciled with Scripture. Moreover, the council 

presented a response with each of the Five Articles of 

the Remonstrance, which served as a basis for what is 

now known as the Five Points of Calvinism.  

 

SUMMARIZING THE FIVE POINTS-  

 Before we address these five doctrines relating to 

Calvinism, we must recognize that without an 
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acceptance of the Five Solae, we can easily reject and 

dismiss the latter. Calvinism is a continuation of the 

understanding of biblical truths, a fine-tuning of the 

revelation that came from Luther’s Reformation. When 

Luther taught us that salvation was “by grace alone, 

through faith alone”, Calvin went on to address how 

grace and faith are effectually applied. When Luther 

said that salvation was through “Christ alone”, Calvin 

further explained the nature and intention of the 

atoning work of the Savior. When Luther proclaimed 

that glory was due to God alone, Calvin rallied behind 

this anthem with theological insights that further 

emphasized God’s supremacy.  

 So it is in light of Scripture, and what it reveals 

about God’s sovereignty over all things, that Calvinism 

teaches a monergistic view of salvation- that the work of 

bringing about the complete regeneration, faith and 

repentance of those who were spiritually dead and 

making them alive in Christ.  

 Calvinism proposes that God’s Word reveals the 

total depravity of man. This is a view which teaches that 

fallen man is dead in sin, radically corrupt and both 

unwilling and unable to exercise faith or good works 

unto salvation. He is helplessly and hopelessly bound by 

the sinful nature, and an object of God’s wrath. It is 

only in His mercy, in accordance with His eternal decree 

in predestination that God elects a particular people to 

demonstrate His redemptive grace. Unconditional 

Election states that God’s choosing whom He will bring 

unto Himself is solely on the basis of His will, and not a 

result of foreknowledge. It is all of grace.  
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 The doctrine of Limited Atonement, also called 

Particular Redemption or Definite Atonement, is that 

doctrine in Calvinstic teaching where the work of Christ 

perfectly accomplishes the purpose for which it was 

intended- the securing of all those whom God has 

chosen to redeem by His grace. By the once-for all 

sacrifice of His Son, God has satisfied His wrath against 

sin in Christ and has imputed righteousness to the 

saints, and brings them into a relationship with Himself 

through Irresistible Grace. By this we mean that those 

who were once spiritually dead, rebellious sons of wrath 

are changed by His power and freed from a depraved 

mind and wicked heart through regeneration, and are 

brought to spiritual life whereby the new nature is 

turned God-ward. God’s saving grace imparts the gift of 

saving faith, and those whom God calls will surely come 

to the Son to receive the salvation bought for them by 

His blood.  

 Lastly, Calvinists believe in the Perseverance of 

the Saints. It can also righty be defined as “preservation” 

of the saints, because we believe that it is God who 

preserves His people to the day of perfection, and that 

He guarantees to keep that which He has obtained 

through grace. We believe in eternal security, because 

just as the coming to faith was totally of God’s power 

and working, the process of keeping the faith is also 

totally of God.  

 Now that we have provided a (very) brief summary 

of the Five Points of Calvinism, let us go on to explain 

these individual doctrines and compare them with 

biblical teaching.  
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I- Total Depravity 

 

“Without a heart transformed by the grace of Christ, we 

just continue to manage external and internal darkness.”    

  

    ― Matt Chandler22 

 

 “Impossible!”  

 This was my response when our music director 

introduced the choir to a new song and suggested that I 

could sing the solo. I’ve been involved with the worship 

ministry in some capacity for as long as I’ve been in 

church- going on twenty years now. I’ve always loved 

music ever since I began playing guitar at the age of ten, 

and I’ve done everything from singing to playing drums, 

bass, and rhythm guitar with the praise team to singing 

tenor in the choir. In this instance, it wasn’t that I 

wasn’t comfortable singing, but the fact that the song 

required notes and octaves that were simply out of my 

range. I couldn’t do it, it was impossible.  

 This little illustration is one way to look at the 

Calvinist doctrine of Total Depravity, or man’s inability 

to come to God due to their fallen state and enslavement 

to the sin nature inherited by Adam. You see, just as 

Scripture is a divine revelation of the nature of God, it 

                                                 
22
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also serves to provide a clear understanding of the 

nature and corruption of man. From God’s Word, we are 

able to answer many of the questions that have long 

evaded the philosophers and scholars of the secular 

world. Our Creator has deemed necessary and useful to 

tell us where we came from, where we are going, and 

why we do the things we do. And it is only when we 

allow ourselves to accept the testimony of Scripture that 

we can begin to realize the truth about man’s position in 

the divine scheme of things and so discover the remedy 

for sin and separation from God.  

 

THE TRUTH ABOUT MAN-  

 Like a blueprint for a building, the Bible gives a 

detailed explanation of the origin and nature of 

humanity. Since God is our designer, and Scripture is a 

revelation of Himself, it seems fitting that a revelation of 

the things He has made can also be derived from His 

Word. God, being the source of all life, has given life to 

humanity and has designed us in such a way that in 

order to understand our purpose for existence, we must 

seek Him and submit to His sovereignty. The 

unfortunate reality that we observe, however, is that far 

too often we search for meaning and purpose in 

ourselves, and seek to come to terms with our humanity 

by rationalizing and reasoning within the confines of the 

human experience rather than acknowledging that we 

did not create ourselves- we came from God. The result 

in searching within ourselves for the answer to our 

existence is like looking at the walls and bricks of a 

house, asking each one who is responsible for being 
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built this way. An answer for the design cannot be given 

by the creation except it refers to the Creator.  

  “Then God said, “Let us make man in our image, 

after our likeness. And let them have dominion over the 

fish of the sea and over the birds of the heavens and over 

the livestock and over all the earth and over every 

creeping thing that creeps on the earth.” So God created 

man in his own image, in the image of God he created 

him; male and female he created them.” 

      - Genesis 1:26-27 

 The first reality that we must understand is that 

man is made in the image of God. This phrase does not 

denote physical properties, because Scripture identifies 

God as a spirit, being omnipresent and therefore 

unlimited by space. This “imago Dei” rather resembles 

the character and personality of God as a moral, 

intellectual, creative, and relational being. God created 

man in such a way that he would reflect His own glory 

and share in His divine holiness. Man was placed in the 

creative hierarchal system to be above all of creation 

and yet under the Creator. Therefore, God designed man 

to be responsible and accountable for how he handled 

his designated position as His image-bearer.  

 Another key component in being made in God’s 

image is that man is a volitional being- he has a will, an 

ability to make free choices. His freedom, however, is 

naturally limited by the bounds of his position in the 

created order. Just as man is not omniscient because 

he possesses a body, and just as he is not all-knowing 

because he has a beginning and cannot therefore know 

all things from eternity, man’s will is limited to the 
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extent to which his Creator has purposed. As is written 

in Proverbs, “Many are the plans in the mind of a man, 

but it is the purpose of the LORD that will stand” (Pro. 

19:21).  

 So when God made man, He created a being to 

reflect His character- a creature with intellect and 

morality, who existed in holiness, obedience and 

communion with Himself and one another. In the 

beginning, therefore, man and God walked in perfect 

fellowship, because man willfully submitted to God’s 

purposes for his life. But soon, as you are probably 

familiar with the events of the story, man chose to break 

from the created order and consider his will against the 

will of God.  

 This leads us to the second reality: fallen man 

possesses a corrupt nature. Let me state before moving 

forward that the imago Dei was not destroyed at the 

Fall- man still yet reflects God’s image in that he 

possesses a will, knowledge, measure of morality and 

personality. This image, however, was radically marred 

by the actions of Adam and Eve in the garden, and his 

very nature became corrupted. By disobedience, man 

essentially ventured into a realm that God has not and 

cannot experience or relate to. In choosing an action 

contrary to the commands of his Creator, Adam 

exercised a desire for autonomy and independence, 

although he was designed for interdependence. God has 

never functioned apart from the harmonious will shared 

by the three Persons of the Trinity; He has eternally 

existed in perfect fellowship and cooperation within the 

Trinity. But Adam stepped outside of that fellowship. 
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Again, in willfully acting outside of God’s instruction, 

man became familiar with sin, a thing that is foreign to 

a holy and righteous God. Although He knows what evil 

is (because His knowledge is infinite), He cannot claim 

personal experience with sin. But man has now 

functioned out of character with the God he was created 

to imitate, and has therefore altered his own being.  

 The question has not been the fact of man’s fall 

and corruption due to sin, but the extent of the fall. 

Truly, much hinges on what Scripture says about man’s 

spiritual condition as a consequence of the curse and 

expulsion from the garden. Clearly we can see that there 

were immediate effects- the strain in Adam’s 

relationship with Eve, their broken fellowship with God, 

the pain and labor that both were destined to endure on 

earth, and their banishment from Eden. But some have 

held the position that, although man indeed suffered 

corruption as a result of sin, man did not become totally 

depraved since he has retained the image of God. 

Therefore, it is assumed that even the worst of sinners 

is still capable of producing faith and good works toward 

God and can willingly choose to obey Him and be saved.  

 

ORIGINAL SIN-  

 Early in the fifth century, a debate was hotly 

contested over the issue of Adam’s sin and its effects on 

humanity as a whole. St. Augustine, bishop of Hippo, 

penned a short prayer with massive implications:  
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 “Grant what Thou commandest, and command 

what Thou dost desire.”  

 It was upon these words that British monk 

Pelagius marked his critical attack. While both 

Augustine and Pelagius agreed that it is right for God to 

command righteousness and obedience from His 

children, Pelagius rejected the insistence that such 

obedience requires the granting of God. He argued that 

the command implied that the ability to obey was 

present in the individual, and that grace was not 

necessary for obedience.  

 Pelagius rejected Augustine’s doctrine of original 

sin- the teaching that Adam’s sin had brought moral 

bankruptcy upon the entire human race; his position 

was that all men are born in a state of righteousness 

and that Adam’s sin only brought corruption to himself. 

Pelagius went further to teach that man being made in 

the image of God, has the ability at all times to live a life 

of perfect righteousness and that some have actually 

achieved this.  

 Augustine, on the other hand, contended that 

Adam’s sin brought serious consequences upon the 

moral abilities of man. He believed that prior to the Fall, 

Adam enjoyed both a free will and a moral liberty. He 

was not only free in his choices, but he had the capacity 

to exercise his will toward the righteous things of God. 

The doctrine of original sin states that due to Adam’s 

disobedience, moral liberty was lost and the will was 

subjected to bondage by sin. Consequently, humans are 

rendered incapable of exercising their will in a way that 

is consistent with the righteous requirements of God. 
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Therefore, fallen man does not possess the ability to live 

righteously or to obey the will of God because of moral 

corruption- he is totally depraved and totally dependent 

upon grace.  

 Pelagius’ teachings were condemned at the 

Council of Carthage in 411 A. D., and eventually found 

him excommunicated by the church in 416 A. D. The 

Council of Carthage deemed that his teachings stood 

against Scripture’s view of man and nullified the 

necessity of the work of Christ, and was therefore 

heretical. Though it is believed that he died sometime 

around 420 A. D., Pelagianism continued to develop and 

create controversy within the church, leading to an 

official condemnation of the heresy at the Council at 

Ephesus in 431.  

 Although the teachings of Pelagius have been 

rejected my more councils than any heresy in church 

history, there remains a great influence within Christian 

theology seeking to shape her beliefs about man’s will 

and moral ability. The majority of Protestants today 

would agree with Augustine in the condemning of the 

teaching that man can live righteously without the 

necessity of grace; but when it comes to the issue of 

total depravity, many would turn in objection to 

Augustine.  

 

ARE WE REALLY THAT BAD? 

 Total depravity, as defined by most Reformers, is 

the state in which fallen man is spiritually dead, morally 
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corrupt, and enslaved to sin, thereby incapable of living 

in such a way that is pleasing to God and worthy of 

being made righteous. This was the belief of Augustine 

that was supported by the council of the church, and 

was seen as the biblical position by the early reformers. 

Luther said regarding the condition of humanity after 

Adam: 

 “…it is a complete deprivation of all rectitude and 

of the ability of all the powers of the body as well as the 

soul and of the entire inner and outer man. In addition to 

this, it is an inclination to evil, a disgust at the good, a 

disinclination toward light and wisdom; it is love of error 

and darkness, a fleeing from good works and a loathing 

of them, a running to what is evil…”23  

 It is unsettling for us, people made in God’s image 

and frequently hearing of the love of God and the gift of 

Christ, to simultaneously hear of the wretched, wicked 

description attributed to ourselves. Moreover, it is 

difficult to deal with the notion that none of us 

possesses the ability- even the desire- to come to God 

apart from His gracious calling and granting power. We 

who love the Lord can scarcely fathom a time when we 

can say that we once hated God and loved sin, since 

we’ve been so radically transformed by His Spirit and 

have been made to cherish Christ. Because of this, we 

want to demolish any argument that man is bad by 

nature in light of the reality that we as Christians 

possess a nature that is inclined toward righteousness. 

Like Pelagius, we might view it unfair or unreasonable, 

                                                 
23

 Martin Luther, What Luther Says: An Anthology, ed. Edwald M. Plass, 3 Vols 

(St. Louis: Concordia, 1959) 3:1300-1301 
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perhaps even contradictory for a just God to command 

us to do something that we are by nature incapable of 

doing.  

 So what are we to believe about ourselves? What 

does the Bible reveal about the human condition, and 

how are we to view the issue of total depravity and 

original sin? Let us examine several key passages that 

deal with the consequences of the fall:  

 “For the wrath of God is revealed from heaven 

against all ungodliness and unrighteousness of men, who 

by their unrighteousness suppress the truth. For what 

can be known about God is plain to them, because God 

has shown it to them. For his invisible attributes, namely, 

his eternal power and divine nature, have been clearly 

perceived, ever since the creation of the world in the 

things that have been made. So they are without excuse. 

For although they knew God, they did not honor him as 

God or give thanks to him, but they became futile in their 

thinking, and their foolish hearts were darkened. 

Claiming to be wise, they became fools, and exchanged 

the glory of the immortal God for images resembling 

mortal man and birds and animals and creeping things. 

Therefore God gave them up in the lusts of their hearts to 

impurity, to the dishonoring of their bodies among 

themselves, because they exchanged the truth about God 

for a lie and worshiped and served the creature rather 

than the Creator, who is blessed forever! Amen. For this 

reason God gave them up to dishonorable passions. For 

their women exchanged natural relations for those that 

are contrary to nature; and the men likewise gave up 

natural relations with women and were consumed with 
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passion for one another, men committing shameless acts 

with men and receiving in themselves the due penalty for 

their error. And since they did not see fit to acknowledge 

God, God gave them up to a debased mind to do what 

ought not to be done. They were filled with all manner of 

unrighteousness, evil, covetousness, malice. They are full 

of envy, murder, strife, deceit, maliciousness. They are 

gossips, slanderers, haters of God, insolent, haughty, 

boastful, inventors of evil, disobedient to parents, foolish, 

faithless, heartless, ruthless. Though they know God's 

righteous decree that those who practice such things 

deserve to die, they not only do them but give approval to 

those who practice them.” 

      - Romans 1:18-32 

 In reading this passage with the thought of the 

first sin in mind, we are given a commentary of sorts 

from the divine perspective. Paul, speaking of the fiery 

wrath of God against the utter wickedness of the 

unrighteous, tells us that man’s disobedience came not 

as a result of ignorance, but that he knew of His 

“eternal power and divine nature” yet they rejected His 

glory in favor of their selfish desires. Like Eve, man has 

since the dawn of time allowed their futile thinking to 

lead them to seek personal pleasure and idolatry, 

although they knew that God’s decree condemned such 

vanity. The result of this foolishness is God giving them 

over to a “dishonorable passions” and a “debased mind”- 

these phrases suggest that God has released sinful man 

from a natural state of doing that which is right and 

pleasing in His sight and allowed him to pollute himself 

with that which is unnatural. The result is a distorted 
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nature and a corrupted mind that is set on carnality 

and cannot please God: 

 “For the mind that is set on the flesh is hostile to 

God, for it does not submit to God's law; indeed, it 

cannot. Those who are in the flesh cannot please God.” 

      - Romans 8:7-8 

 In the earlier passage, Paul writes that when man 

rejects the knowledge of the glory of God and refuses to 

honor and praise Him in favor of the lust of their hearts, 

he is given over to those passions and receives a 

debased mind that hurdles him headlong into complete 

moral corruption. Here later he contends that a mind 

that is in such a state does not and cannot submit to or 

please God. In fact, he says that such men are in 

constant hostility towards Him. In 1 Corinthians 2:14 

he reiterates this claim by saying that the natural man 

cannot understand nor accept the things of God, that 

they are foolishness to him.  

 The Bible also provides several clear illustrations 

to demonstrate the doctrine of total depravity. The 

Psalms declare that man is conceived in sin (Ps. 51:5, 

58:3), while Jesus says that those who sin are enslaved 

to sin (John 8:34). Jeremiah tells us that just as a 

leopard cannot change his spots, a person who is 

accustomed to evil cannot do that which is good (Jer. 

13:23). Over and over again we read of the radical 

corruption of the human nature, of the wickedness of 

the heart and mind and of his utter inability to do that 

which is good. And what’s worse- this condition is 

descriptive of all of us.  
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“None is righteous, no, not one; 

no one understands; 

no one seeks for God. 

All have turned aside; 

 together they have become worthless; 

no one does good, not even one.” 

“Their throat is an open grave; 

they use their tongues to deceive.” 

“The venom of asps is under their lips.” 

“Their mouth is full of curses and bitterness.” 

“Their feet are swift to shed blood; 

in their paths are ruin and misery, 

and the way of peace they have not known.” 

 “There is no fear of God before their eyes.” 

      - Romans 3:10-18 

 In the simplest language possible, Paul addresses 

the desperate plight of unregenerate rebel sinners. As he 

would later describe as “enemies of God” (Rom. 5:8), 

these verses explain that no one is exempt from the 

consequences of original sin, and that everyone has 

inherited the fallen nature of their father Adam. And as 

a result, all have sinned and are made unrighteous in 

the sight of God, becoming deserving of his wrath. This 

depravity is universal, all-inclusive, and reaches to the 

core of the person.  

 What God had warned would happen had now 

become a reality: “for in the day that you eat of it you 

shall surely die” (Gen. 2:17). Although he did not 

physically perish that fateful day in the garden, Adam 

experienced a spiritual death. He was cut off from the 

Source of life, and brought a fatal disease to all of his 
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descendants (Rom. 5:12). And of all the illustrations and 

analogous passages that can be read to emphasize this 

haunting spiritual reality, the most powerful of all might 

very well be found in Ephesians 2: 

 “And you were dead in the trespasses and sins in 

which you once walked, following the course of this 

world, following the prince of the power of the air, the 

spirit that is now at work in the sons of disobedience— 

among whom we all once lived in the passions of our 

flesh, carrying out the desires of the body and the mind, 

and were by nature children of wrath, like the rest of 

mankind.” 

      - Ephesians 2:1-3 

 Dead in sin. A man can be no more incapable 

than this. This is total, complete, and universal 

depravity of “the body and mind”. Sons of disobedience, 

children of wrath… and all inclusive- we all once lived… 

like the rest of mankind. Original sin has surely been felt 

throughout the ages, and no one has escaped its 

damaging effects. And if no other passage in Scripture 

existed to give evidence for the totality of man’s moral 

corruption than this, there would still be no plausible 

way for denying its truth. More importantly, if this 

passage left off here and gave nothing upon which we 

might find relief and redemption, mankind would surely 

be doomed.  

 Thankfully, we have verse 4…  
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II- Unconditional Election 

 

"We believe that-- all Adam's descendants having thus 

fallen into perdition and ruin by the sin of the first man-- 

God showed himself to be as he is: merciful and just. He 

is merciful in withdrawing and saving from this perdition 

those whom he, in his eternal and unchangeable counsel, 

has elected and chosen in Jesus Christ our Lord by his 

pure goodness, without any consideration of their works. 

He is just in leaving the others in their own ruin and fall 

into which they plunged themselves." 

     

    - Belgic Confession, Article 16 

 

 Here we begin to delve into the meat of the matter, 

where the sharp distinction is made between the 

Reformed and her opponents. As the first point of 

Calvinism speaks of man’s perilous condition, the 

doctrine of unconditional election addresses God’s 

sovereign decree in the election of the redeemed and of 

the reprobate. Without confusion, this second point 

refers directly to the biblical doctrine of predestination- 

the sovereignty of God in choosing from eternity those to 

whom He would graciously reveal Himself and 

effectually call to faith and repentance.  

PREDESTINATION IN SCRIPTURE-  
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 I find it astonishing that some (but not many) who 

disagree with Calvinism outright deny the doctrine of 

predestination. I’ve heard it said that “to believe that 

God actually chooses who will be saved and who will not 

is a sad teaching.” While it is not too common to hear 

people reject predestination completely, the thought 

that God determines who will be drawn and justified in 

accordance with His own divine will and pleasure- and 

not through the free choice of the individual- is a hard 

pill to swallow. But to ignore the biblical basis for this 

doctrine is simply unreasonable.  

 “even as he chose us in him before the foundation 

of the world, that we should be holy and blameless 

before him. In love he predestined us for adoption as 

sons through Jesus Christ, according to the purpose of 

his will, to the praise of his glorious grace, with which he 

has blessed us in the Beloved.” 

      - Ephesians 1:4-6 

 “For those whom he foreknew he also predestined 

to be conformed to the image of his Son, in order that he 

might be the firstborn among many brothers. And those 

whom he predestined he also called, and those whom he 

called he also justified, and those whom he justified he 

also glorified.” 

      - Romans 8:29-30 

 Unlike some of our other precious doctrines in the 

Christian faith where the key words are not present in 

Scripture (such as the “Trinity”- an accepted term, but 

non-existent in the text), the word predestination is 

clearly found in numerous passages in the New 

Testament. So the question for those who embrace the 
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inerrancy and authority of the Word of God should 

never be “Does predestination exist”? We should instead 

ask, “What does predestination mean”?  

 The answer to this is found in the context of the 

passage above, more specifically, Paul’s words in 

Ephesians 1:3-12:  

 “Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus 

Christ, who has blessed us in Christ with every spiritual 

blessing in the heavenly places, even as he chose us in 

him before the foundation of the world, that we should be 

holy and blameless before him. In love he predestined us 

for adoption as sons through Jesus Christ, according to 

the purpose of his will, to the praise of his glorious grace, 

with which he has blessed us in the Beloved. In him we 

have redemption through his blood, the forgiveness of our 

trespasses, according to the riches of his grace, which he 

lavished upon us, in all wisdom and insight making 

known to us the mystery of his will, according to his 

purpose, which he set forth in Christ as a plan for the 

fullness of time, to unite all things in him, things in 

heaven and things on earth. In him we have obtained an 

inheritance, having been predestined according to the 

purpose of him who works all things according to the 

counsel of his will, so that we who were the first to hope 

in Christ might be to the praise of his glory.” 

      - Ephesians 1:3-12 

 In light of these verses, we see that predestination 

has to do with God’s sovereign choice in eternity past, 

and as it relates to us in election. It should be noted 

that while many people use the terms “predestination” 

and “election” synonymously, this is incorrect. 
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Predestination involves the way God has determined 

that all things should come to pass, and election is 

specifically referring to how God’s eternal decree affects 

people. In other words, election is an individual aspect 

of the overall subject of predestination. But nevertheless 

both predestination and election find their source in the 

sovereign decree and good pleasure of God who “works 

all things according to the counsel of his will”.  

 The Bible stresses the sovereignty of God more 

adamantly I believe than any other issue, for it truly is 

the crux of our religion. We must have a clear and 

positive view of a God that holds all things together and 

governs all matters perfectly, because if there were any 

force or being that possessed a will or ability to function 

or operate outside of His scope of authority or whose 

actions invoked an unforeseen or unplanned response 

from Him, then we would not have a supremely free 

deity. The biblical definition of predestination and 

election is that God’s actions and decisions are not 

influenced or affected by any external condition, but 

only by the self-limiting purpose of His divine will and 

decree. He alone determines what should happen, and 

to whom He will draw to Himself for justification and 

glorification. 

 

THE FREEDOM TO CHOOSE- 

 “But God, being rich in mercy, because of the great 

love with which he loved us, even when we were dead in 

our trespasses, made us alive together with Christ—by 

grace you have been saved— and raised us up with him 
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and seated us with him in the heavenly places in Christ 

Jesus, so that in the coming ages he might show the 

immeasurable riches of his grace in kindness toward us 

in Christ Jesus.” 

      - Ephesians 2:4-7 

 We finally get to that beautiful passage that 

speaks of God’s amazing grace beyond the utter 

corruption of fallen man. Whereas the previous three 

verses of Ephesians 2 outlines man’s deadness in sin 

and rebellion against his Creator, Paul makes a sharp 

turn in verse 4 and speaks of God’s election- a choosing 

to demonstrate mercy and saving grace that is 

completely devoid of any human effort, exercise or 

cooperation. We are told in the text that those who are 

made alive together with Christ have been raised up and 

seated in the heavenly places were done so because of 

the richness of Gods’ mercy and the greatness of His 

love. Furthermore, Paul reiterates that this took place 

while we were yet in our spiritually dead and sinful 

condition. Therefore, God’s saving grace is given solely 

on the basis of His will, in order to demonstrate “the 

immeasurable riches of his grace”, and is independent 

of the action or ability of the recipient.  

 When we speak of election, we specifically talk 

about God’s choice in the matter of salvation- those 

whom He will save and whom He will not. Indeed it is a 

sensitive subject, because it suggests that God has not 

only made a decision as to those that will be in heaven, 

but also those that will receive eternal damnation. In 

our fragile thinking, it is hard to perceive that a 

gracious and loving God can truly be called “gracious 
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and loving” if He has in fact made such a decision 

without granting a fair opportunity to those that will 

ultimately face judgment.  

 A great number of Arminian and non-Reformed 

persons struggle with this issue, not wanting to rob God 

of His sovereignty and seeking to acknowledge the 

biblical reality of predestination, yet trying to somehow 

salvage the conviction that each person must maintain 

the freedom and power to exercise saving faith in Jesus 

Christ. So they contrive a system of belief that bases His 

election upon His foreknowledge- this is called a 

prescient view of predestination, which allows for God to 

ultimately choose those whom He will save before the 

foundations of the world, but His election is conditioned 

upon knowing those that would ultimately accept the 

invitation to believe in Christ. Basically it is taught that 

God from eternity looks ahead in time and knows in 

advance those who would positively respond to the 

gospel, and so chooses them to be His elect.  

 The passage in Romans 8 that we’ve already cited 

speaks of predestination in relation to foreknowledge, 

and is frequently cited as a defense of the prescient 

view. In what is often called the “Golden Chain of 

Redemption”, we find that foreknowledge precedes 

predestination, and so it is commonly argued that God 

chooses those whom He saves based upon what He 

knows will happen: “For those whom he foreknew he 

also predestined to be conformed to the image of his 

Son…” 

 In a simple reading, it would seem clear that since 

foreknowledge precedes predestination, then God’s 
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predestining must be based on His foreknowledge. This 

is the grounds for much of the rejection of unconditional 

election, but it is also an improper understanding of the 

text. A simple examination would help to uncover some 

obvious problems with this position.  

 Firstly, if predestination was conditioned upon 

foreknowledge, then we are suggesting that God made a 

decision based on something He learned. Are we 

honestly comfortable with believing that there was a 

point in eternity when God was required to peer into the 

future and discover what would eventually take place 

and then develop His plan of redemption around these 

events? Did He not determine all that should happen? 

Or are we to accept the idea that He placed some sort of 

free system in place and then observed a trial run of 

human history and watched to see which of us would 

fall within the required parameters that would meet the 

standards of salvation?  

 Another major issue that the prescient view 

creates is that it cannot explain why some are saved 

and others are not. Arminians do not debate the reality 

that many people remain lost and die without Christ, 

but the problem comes when they make predestination 

dependent upon foreknowledge. If we read the text to 

say that all He foreknows is subsequently predestined, 

called, etc. - then we must conclude that those who are 

not predestined are in such a state because God did not 

know them. Is there anyone that God does not 

foreknow? Does there exist a unique group of people 

that God does not have intimate, eternal knowledge of? 

Again, this type of thinking attacks the omniscience of 
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God, limiting His understanding of future events and 

making His decree dependent upon what He learns and 

what He knows about the free acts of men. This does 

not allow God to be free, and election is no longer based 

on His mercy and love but on what He has seen and 

learned and is merely responding accordingly.  

 We are forced, in light of the fact that God does 

not learn and is not bound by outside sources to 

determine His divine counsel, to approach the 

relationship between foreknowledge and predestination 

differently. Since we recognize that God knows all 

people, yet does not save all people, then this text must 

suggest a different kind of knowledge altogether. Roy 

Beaman explains it well:  

  “We submit a safe principle of interpretation. If the 

obvious meaning of a word will not make sense, seek 

another meaning from passages using the same word. 

“Foreknow” as prescience falls down here; nothing is 

plainer to a candid mind. Romans 11:2 uses the same 

word, “God hath not cast away His people Whom He 

foreknew.” But an omniscient God knows beforehand all 

nations. He knew Israel as the nation which He had 

loved and upon which He had lavished His love and care. 

Deuteronomy 7:7-8, “Jehovah did not set His love upon 

you nor choose you because ye were more in number 

than any people, for ye were the fewest of all people; but 

because Jehovah loved you and because He would keep 

the oath which He had sworn unto your fathers, hath 

Jehovah brought you out with a mighty hand and 

redeemed you out of the house of bondmen, from the 

hand of Pharaoh, king of Egypt.” Nothing is plainer than 
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that nothing foreseen in them led Him to choose but His 

sovereign love. Such is the meaning of “foreknow” in our 

text.”24 

 Throughout the Bible, God is said to have 

exhaustive knowledge of all things, yet there are 

numerous passage that speak of a “special knowledge”, 

referring to an intimacy and love that exists with God 

toward a particular people. Psalm 1:6; 144:3; Genesis 

4:1; Jeremiah 1:5; Hosea 13:5; Amos 3:2; Matthew 7:23; 

1 Corinthians 8:3; Galatians 4:5 and 2 Timothy 2:19 all 

speak of a “foreknowing” of God that doesn’t attempt to 

indicate any kind of limitation in God’s understanding, 

but as Godet defines it, “Those on whom His eyes fixed 

from all eternity with love; whom He eternally 

contemplated and discerned as His.” In other words, 

God’s predestination of His elect is based on 

foreknowledge, and this foreknowledge is that decision 

to demonstrate mercy and love upon a particular 

people. This is the only viable interpretation of the text 

that allows for God’s sovereign decree to be free and for 

His supremacy in all things to be upheld. Election is 

unconditional in that His choice to save is based only in 

His good purpose and pleasure and not in what He has 

seen or realized in us and our potential decisions in 

time.  

 

IS IT FAIR? IS IT LOVING?- 

                                                 
24
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 When you really boil it all down, the primary 

problem with unconditional election is that it takes 

away man’s ability to determine his own destiny. Paul 

anticipated this argument after presenting the golden 

chain of redemption and in Romans 9 offered his 

response:  

 What then shall we say? Is God unjust? Not at all! 

For he says to Moses, “I will have mercy on whom I have 

mercy, and I will have compassion on whom I have 

compassion.” It does not, therefore, depend on human 

desire or effort, but on God’s mercy. 

      - Romans 9:14-16 

 Once explaining without confusion that election is 

unconditional in that it is based only on the free choice 

of God’s sovereign will, we read a lengthy discourse that 

points to God’s ultimate blessing of Jacob over Esau 

and the hardening of Pharaoh’s heart- all for the 

purpose of fulfilling God’s ultimate purposes in bringing 

glory to Himself. God chose Jacob rather than Esau 

before either son had ever done anything that might 

sway God’s decision, and He hardened the heart of the 

Egyptian king so that by his defiance God might have a 

platform to display His divine power.  

 Some might say, and understandably so, that this 

kind of activity on God’s part is both cold and militant, 

unloving and unjust to never grant even the slightest 

opportunity for repentance to some while 

unconditionally gathering together others that might as 

well be placed in the equal position as everyone else. In 

many respects to us it might seem cruel and unfair to 

pardon one group while hardening another without 
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consideration of the will and disposition of the 

individual.  

 “But who are you, a human being, to talk back to 

God? “Shall what is formed say to the one who formed it, 

‘Why did you make me like this?’” Does not the potter 

have the right to make out of the same lump of clay some 

pottery for special purposes and some for common use? 

What if God, although choosing to show his wrath and 

make his power known, bore with great patience the 

objects of his wrath—prepared for destruction? What if he 

did this to make the riches of his glory known to the 

objects of his mercy, whom he prepared in advance for 

glory—“ 

      - Romans 9:20-23 

 Our biggest problem in accepting the doctrine of 

predestination and election is that we have a tendency 

to place demands upon our Creator, forgetting that we 

are His instruments- not the other way around. If God 

determines that one person be blessed while another be 

cursed, it is His divine right and neither choice would in 

any way diminish His nature as merciful and just. When 

He pardons a sinner, His great love and grace is 

displayed in the highest sense. Conversely, when He 

passes over the rebel sinner and leaves them to 

experience His wrath, He is completely justified in doing 

so. We are convinced that if God is merciful to some of 

us He is somehow obligated to turn around and give an 

equal measure to all of us. But God is obligated to no 

man and owes us nothing. In fact, if each of us received 

what we appropriately deserved from our Creator, none 

of us would experience the redeeming grace that we 
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often debate about. Each man would be as firm in his 

denial and rejection of the powerful display of God’s 

divine power and glory and would surely suffer under 

the weight of His wrath. That would be a “fair” act of 

equality to which no one could complain. But when He 

freely chooses to give to a particular people the grace to 

believe and receive the gift of faith and repentance that 

leads to salvation, none of us can rightly call it anything 

but love. And this love, as with every aspect of God’s 

sovereign nature, is under no obligation nor is it limited 

by the external conditions of man; it is inherently free.  
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III- Limited Atonement  

 

“A redemption which pays a price, but does not ensure 

that which is purchased - a redemption which calls Christ 

a substitute for the sinner, but yet which allows the 

person to suffer - is altogether unworthy of our 

apprehensions of Almighty God. It offers no homage to 

his wisdom, and does despite to his covenant 

faithfulness. We could not and would not receive such a 

travesty of divine truth as that would be. There is no 

ground for any comfort whatever in it.” 

- Charles H. Spurgeon25 

 The doctrine of limited atonement must be 

carefully and critically defined and explained by all 

those that call themselves Calvinists. I’ve heard a great 

number of so-called “reformed” believers misinterpret, 

misrepresent, and misunderstand this teaching to the 

point that it makes the work of the cross appear shallow 

and empty of meaning and substance. I’ve often heard 

people claim to be “four-point” Calvinists, which usually 

means that they have rejected the “L” of the TULIP. For 

sure, an improper assessment of the term “limited 

atonement” can drive people further from a biblical 

perspective of God’s purpose in giving His Son and 
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make it very difficult to address these finer points of 

soteriology.  

 Before we begin discussing this point, let me 

express that I wish that I could give this doctrine a 

better title than the one it has. If I could rename this 

third point of Calvinistic teaching, I would prefer 

something along the lines of “definite atonement” or 

more precisely “particular redemption”, because having 

the word “limited” in the title automatically gives the 

notion that we’re teaching a diminished sense of power 

or accomplishment in the work of Christ. But that is not 

at all what we mean. Rather, the primary focus of 

limited atonement is to demonstrate that the death of 

Jesus had a specific goal that was fully and completely 

accomplished. Indeed, we believe that the doctrine of 

limited atonement does not diminish, but magnifies God 

by acknowledging that Christ’s work was a perfect 

fulfillment of God’s plan of redemption.  

 The Canons of Dort, convening in response to the 

controversial teachings of the Arminians, addressed the 

atonement of Christ as follows: 

 “For it was the entirely free plan and very gracious 

will and intention of God the Father that the enlivening 

and saving effectiveness of his Son's costly death should 

work itself out in all his chosen ones, in order that he 

might grant justifying faith to them only and thereby lead 

them without fail to salvation. In other words, it was 

God's will that Christ through the blood of the cross (by 

which he confirmed the new covenant) should effectively 

redeem from every people, tribe, nation, and language all 

those and only those who were chosen from eternity to 
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salvation and given to him by the Father; that he should 

grant them faith (which, like the Holy Spirit's other saving 

gifts, he acquired for them by his death); that he should 

cleanse them by his blood from all their sins, both original 

and actual, whether committed before or after their 

coming to faith; that he should faithfully preserve them to 

the very end; and that he should finally present them to 

himself, a glorious people, without spot or wrinkle.”26 

 In plain terms, Reformed Theology asserts that 

though the sacrifice of Christ was sufficient to satisfy 

God’s wrath for all sin, it was efficient in bringing about 

the justification of only the elect, because God’s purpose 

in sending His Son was to die for an exclusive and 

specific people- the sheep.  

 

AN UNCOMFORTABLE POSITION- 

 Granted, the doctrine of limited atonement has 

long been met with strong resistance. From the time of 

Jacob Arminius and on into today’s evangelical 

churches, it is a widely-popular stance to assert that 

Jesus Christ died for all sin and to make salvation a 

possibility for all who would believe. Well-beloved 

passages such as John 3:16 make it difficult to imagine 

anything other than a message of God’s love and grace 

reaching to every single person on the face of the planet. 

Of course, the bulk of our evangelistic efforts hinges 

upon the ability to say that “Christ died for you” and 

actually mean and believe it.  
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 There are two simple words that are essential to 

the denial of the concept of limited atonement: all and 

world. Found in numerous verses throughout the New 

Testament when speaking of the work of Christ, these 

are seen as universally inclusive words that cannot be 

easily avoided and serve to disprove any argument that 

Jesus paid for the sins of a particular group of 

individuals rather than the whole of humanity. You’re 

probably familiar with the old adage, “All means all and 

that’s all “all” means.” I’ve heard this phrase used 

numerous times by those that take an opposing position 

to reformed thought. And as convincing as this plain 

approach to Scripture might seem, the question must be 

raised: is it really that easy? More importantly, does it 

make much sense when considered alongside the rest of 

biblical testimony? Let’s take a moment to look at a few 

of the proof texts and find out.  

 

“THE WORLD”-  

 Beginning with the most well-known of verses 

pertaining to the argument that Christ’s atoning work 

was for everyone, John 3:16-17 reads:  

 “For God so loved the world, that he gave his only 

Son, that whoever believes in him should not perish but 

have eternal life. For God did not send his Son into the 

world to condemn the world, but in order that the world 

might be saved through him.” 

 Initial examination of this passage leads us to 

proclaim, as many do, that God loves the whole world 
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and that Jesus came to save the whole world. However, 

the term kosmos (the Greek for “world”) does not have a 

singular, universal meaning that carries over into every 

usage equally. If it did, and kosmos meant “every person 

on the planet” the way we’re accustomed to 

understanding it in John 3, then we should be greatly 

confused when we read Jesus’ words in John 17:9, “I do 

not pray for the world.”  

 If the term “world” was intended to convey an 

equal, universal scope to which God’s love and Christ’s 

sacrifice extended, then we must confront the problems 

that arise in other areas where that word is used 

throughout John’s gospel. In John 1:29, John the 

Baptist proclaims that Jesus “takes away the sins of the 

world.” Does this mean that Jesus literally removes 

everyone’s sins and everyone is therefore saved? Later in 

John 6:33 Jesus says that he “gives life to the world”- 

does this mean that all men will have eternal life 

unconditionally? And what about Jesus’ prayer in the 

garden, why does he not pray for the people that are 

loved by God and for whom He came to save?  

 You see, if we attempt to give a single, universal 

meaning to the word “world” while ignoring the intention 

and context of the passage, we will certainly have 

difficulty dealing with the resulting message. Unless we 

are willing to suggest that everyone will indeed be saved, 

we are required to consider that John 3 may very well 

say something else. Francis Turretin argues this point: 

 “If therefore God sent Christ for that end (that 

through him the world might be saved) , he must either 

have failed of his end or the world must be necessarily 
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saved in fact. However it is certain that not the whole 

world, but only the chosen out of the world are saved; 

therefore to them properly this love has reference. Nor can 

it be conceived if a universal love is here under stood, 

how such and so great love (which is by far the cause of 

the greatest and most excellent good, viz., the mission of 

Christ) can consist with the hatred of innumerable 

persons whom he willed to pass by and ordain to 

damnation (to whom he never has revealed either his Son 

or willed to bestow faith, without which it is set forth in 

vain). Nor can it be conceived how this love of God can be 

so greatly commended here which yet remains void and 

inefficacious on account of the defect of subjective grace, 

which God has determined to deny.”27 

 

“CHRIST DIED FOR ALL”-  

 Here lies another strong point of contention for 

those who submit that Christ’s atoning work was not 

merely for the elect but for all- the frequent usage of the 

“universal” term “all”:  

 “For the love of Christ controls us, because we 

have concluded this: that one has died for all, therefore 

all have died; and he died for all, that those who live 

might no longer live for themselves but for him who for 

their sake died and was raised.” 

     - 2 Corinthians 5:14-15 
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 This is obviously only one example of the many 

instances the New Testament authors give in providing 

similar statements, but for the sake of pressing forward 

we will use this as our foundation for discussion. Again, 

as with “world” Arminians are inclined to cited verses 

such as these to close the case on limited atonement. 

“See!” they say, “Christ died for all!” Although the 

Calvinist can just as easily quote several verses that say 

that Christ died for “many” rather than all (Isa. 53:12; 

Mark 10:45), this kind of argument doesn’t do much in 

the way of dealing with the passages themselves. You 

cannot cite one text over the other since both are 

inspired and do not cancel each other out. We must 

work our way through the Scriptures to find the 

harmony between the apparently opposing views.  

 “All” does not mean “all” all the time. Proof of this 

statement is found in the statement itself. It is a term 

that is connected directly to the context in which it 

represents. When a judge walks into the courtroom and 

the bailiff says, “All rise”, he obviously is not 

commanding that every person in the world stand at 

attention. His context is excluded to only those that are 

in the room. The same goes with many of the instances 

in Scripture where an author speaks of “all”- there is 

often a particular audience in mind and the collective 

group is being addressed.  

 When reading Paul’s words in 2 Corinthians, we 

must first acknowledge that the letter is written to 

Christians. This truth is further emphasized in the 

direct passage where we are reading about Christ’s work 

of reconciliation. He specifically speaks of “we” and “us”, 



MY GOD IS GREATER 

144 

 

and it must be acknowledged that this is what is meant 

when speaking about the “all” in these verses. The 

context defines the usage of the word. Think for a 

moment, if “all” truly were an all-inclusive term that 

intended to refer to every person, then passages such as 

these would indeed be hard to conceive: 

  “and you will be hated by all for my name's sake.” 

      - Matthew 10:22a 

 “And they came to John and said to him, “Rabbi, 

he who was with you across the Jordan, to whom you 

bore witness—look, he is baptizing, and all are going to 

him.” 

       - John 3:26 

 “for you will be a witness for him to everyone [“all 

men” in KJV] of what you have seen and heard.” 

       - Acts 22:15 

 As was the case with the use of the word “world”, 

if we are to apply a single, universal meaning to “all”, we 

are forced to suggest that the Bible teaches that the 

disciples will be hated by everyone, that everyone was 

going to Jesus to be baptized, and that Paul witnessed 

to all men on the planet. But we know that this is not 

the case, because the context provides for us a proper 

perspective of the scope and audience of the given 

statement.  

 We are not allowed, neither by the language or the 

overall message of Scripture, to say that Christ’s offering 

on the cross was universal in scope or application. We 

cannot honestly look at words such as “world” or “all” 
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and demand that the atonement was for every single 

individual on the planet, because the text does not allow 

it nor does basic exegesis support it. If we insist the 

opposite, then we have to insist also that redemption 

itself is universal if we wish to be consistent. But 

neither Calvinists nor Arminians will confess to believe 

that all people will be saved.  

 So the reality of the situation requires us to 

consider an honest question: Since not all are saved, we 

understand that the atonement is indeed limited. But 

why is it limited? Is limited atonement intentional by 

design or a failed attempt at redeeming all people? Did 

God purpose to save all but simply fail to realize His 

goal, or was His plan achieved in the redemption of a 

particular people through the giving of His Son? This is 

the real issue that must be answered, and one that truly 

centers on the purpose and power of God in the divine 

scheme.  

 

DID GOD FAIL?- 

 When thinking about this complex and sensitive 

issue of God’s plan of salvation and the extent of 

Christ’s sacrifice for sin, we must objectively consider 

two things: 1) Did God intend to save all people through 

Christ; and 2) Did Christ actually pay for every sin in 

His death on the cross? Our response to these key 

questions is crucial to our realization of God’s sovereign 

work at Calvary.  



MY GOD IS GREATER 

146 

 

 In the first question, it is hard to imagine that 

God did not actually want to save every individual. After 

all, we’re all familiar with 2 Peter 3:9 which rightly says 

“The Lord is not slow to fulfill his promise, as some 

count slowness, but is patient toward you, not wishing 

that any should perish, but that all should reach 

repentance.” But if we are to believe that our Lord had 

an intention that was not actually met through the 

giving of His Son because many have not been saved, 

then we are left to admit that God has failed in 

accomplishing His goal. Our assertion that God wants 

something that He cannot have destroys any testimony 

of His ultimate sovereignty and divine authority over all 

things. If God desired to save those that will ultimately 

spend all eternity in hell, then we have a God that will 

surely be eternally unsatisfied and unhappy with the 

results of human history.  

 What does 2 Peter 3:9 really say, then? Again, we 

must consider the context and the audience in order to 

interpret the message properly. Peter is addressing a 

specific people that God demonstrates patience towards, 

not wishing to perish. The letter is addressed to “those 

who have obtained a faith of equal standing with ours 

by the righteousness of our God and Savior Jesus 

Christ.” These are Christians that are being addressed 

here, and the verse is speaking of their persevering until 

the Day of the Lord. Contrary to how this text is 

frequently utilized in churches today, it is not a verse 

that speaks of God’s longing to reach the lost.  

 Now as far as the second question: Did Christ’s 

death pay for each and every sin in the world, as is 



MY GOD IS GREATER 

147 

 

written in 1 John 2:2, “He is the propitiation for our 

sins, and not for ours only but also for the sins of the 

whole world”? Surely if Christ came to die for all sin, 

then his death was intended to offer forgiveness for all 

people, right?  

 If this is true, then we are faced with a whole new 

dilemma- we are left to wonder what was actually 

accomplished on the cross and why it is that anyone 

would still find themselves in hell. If Christ’s death only 

served to make salvation a mere possibility rather than 

an absolute reality, and a person’s justification 

remained dependent upon his or her acceptance of that 

sacrifice, then the cross is a necessary but insufficient 

work. If the cross only served as one part of the 

salvation solution and man is required to provide the 

other ingredient- that being faith- then his work only 

paved the way but truly accomplished nothing. In the 

end we must admit that the success or failure of Jesus’ 

dying for us all is hinged upon whether we accept or 

reject his sacrifice for sin. We can theoretically say that 

it was all along a real possibility that his death might 

have been for nothing if no one chose to believe in him.  

 Again, if Jesus died for each and every sin, then 

why are there any people in hell at all? Wasn’t the 

purpose of the cross of Christ to provide a satisfactory 

substitution for sin so that sinners might be made 

righteous before God? So if all sin was wiped away in 

the death His Son, it would seem reasonable to say that 

God no longer has any basis upon which to judge any 

person. “You don’t understand… people go to hell 

because of unbelief.” You’re right, I don’t understand. 
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Isn’t unbelief a sin as well? And if Christ died for all sin, 

he would have also died for the sin of unbelief, leaving 

God with no justification for punishing anyone at all. To 

quote John Owen on the matter: 

 “…if the full debt of all be paid to the utmost extent 

of the obligation, how comes it to pass that so many are 

shut up in prison to eternity, never freed from their debts? 

Secondly, if the Lord, as a just creditor, ought to cancel 

all obligations and surcease all suits against such as 

have their debts so paid, whence is it that his wrath 

smokes against some to all eternity? Let none tell me that 

it is because they walk not worthy of the benefit 

bestowed; for that not walking worthy is part of the debt 

which is fully paid, for (as it is in the third inference) the 

debt so paid is all our sins. Thirdly, is it probable that 

God calls any to a second payment, and requires 

satisfaction of them for whom, by his own 

acknowledgement, Christ hath made that which is full 

and sufficient?28 

 So you see, no matter how it is spun, we are left 

with only two options: an atonement that is either 

universal or limited. Either all are saved- which both 

sides of the Protestant table reject- or some are saved. 

And if God is going to be sovereign and if Christ’s death 

is going to have any intentionality and accomplishment, 

then the work of the cross must have been done with 

someone special in mind.  
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 “I am the good shepherd. The good shepherd lays 

down his life for the sheep…I know my own and my own 

know me,  just as the Father knows me and I know the 

Father; and I lay down my life for the sheep.” 

     - John 10:11, 14b-15 

 In speaking with the crowd of unbelieving Jews, 

Jesus explains the intention of the Father in the giving 

of His Son, to give his life for “the sheep”. This is an 

exclusive group that is known and selected by the 

shepherd. As the dialogue progresses, Jesus makes a 

distinction between those that are of his flock and those 

that are not:  

 “but you do not believe because you are not among 

my sheep. My sheep hear my voice, and I know them, 

and they follow me. I give them eternal life, and they will 

never perish, and no one will snatch them out of my 

hand. My Father, who has given them to me, is greater 

than all, and no one is able to snatch them out of the 

Father's hand. I and the Father are one.” 

      - John 10:26-30 

 Here we find a clear explanation of a limited scope 

of atonement. Christ has a flock that is known by the 

Son, given by the Father, for whom he lays down his life 

and grants eternal life. Those who belong to the 

shepherd are the ones who hear his voice and follow 

him, and it is they who will never perish. Those outside 

of this flock are they which do not hear, do not believe, 

and are not known by the shepherd (Mat. 7:23). This 

“not knowing” by the Son is the same as Paul’s golden 

chain of redemption in Romans 8 where God foreknows 

those that are predestined- it is not to say that God does 
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not have intellectual knowledge of all people, but that 

there has been an intentional and special love 

relationship between the Father and those that He 

purposes to save from all eternity. And it is said by 

Jesus that this special people are given to Him by the 

Father for the express purpose of redemption: 

 “All that the Father gives me will come to me, and 

whoever comes to me I will never cast out. For I have 

come down from heaven, not to do my own will but the 

will of him who sent me. And this is the will of him who 

sent me, that I should lose nothing of all that he has 

given me, but raise it up on the last day. For this is the 

will of my Father, that everyone who looks on the Son 

and believes in him should have eternal life, and I will 

raise him up on the last day… No one can come to me 

unless the Father who sent me draws him. And I will 

raise him up on the last day.” 

     - John 6:37-40, 44 

 The elect children of God are known by God and 

have been the object of His special love and affection 

from all eternity. And in the unfolding of His eternal 

plan to demonstrate His glorious love and mercy, He 

sent His Son Jesus Christ to atone for their sins on the 

cross of Calvary. In these verses he says of this 

redeeming work, “I have come down from heaven… that 

I should lose nothing of all that he has given me, but 

raise it up on the last day.” These words are critical in 

comprehending the purpose and accomplishment of the 

cross.  

 God has given a people to the Son, and it is the 

Father’s will for the Son to redeem and give eternal life 
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to those that are given to him. If we are to believe that 

God’s intention in the work of Christ was to draw all 

people and to “lose nothing”, then this passage leads us 

to conclude that Jesus did not fulfill the Father’s will, 

because some are indeed lost. It is only when we accept 

the Scripture’s testimony that the Father’s will for the 

Son is to grant eternal life to the sheep, all of those that 

are known and drawn by the Father to the Son, that we 

find a perfect and complete accomplished work in the 

atonement. Any other position that we take on the 

matter leads us to confess an incomplete and 

insufficient work by the cross, and a plan that did not 

satisfy the design and intention of God.  
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IV- Irresistible Grace  

 

“Adoption gives us the privilege of sons, regeneration the 

nature of sons.”  

     -Stephen Charnock 

 

 If we take a summary view of all that has been 

discussed in this section of our study- the total 

depravity of man, God’s freedom in unconditional 

election and limited atonement- we are naturally led to 

consider the nature of the salvation of the elect, and 

how it is possible that a spiritually dead rebel sinner 

can be brought to saving faith and repentance in Jesus 

Christ. It is reasonable for us to conclude that if all of 

the previous points are sound, then man is both unable 

and unwilling to come to God, and powerless to do so 

even if he wished.  

 So how then does a person come to Christ? How 

does one who is rendered powerless by the Fall respond 

to the call in faith? This is the problem that is answered 

in the fourth point, the I of the TULIP- Irresistible Grace.  

 This doctrine is rich throughout the history of 

Reformed Theology. At the heart of the Reformation was 

the issue of justification by faith, and that salvation was 

a complete and perfect work of God apart from any 

human effort or assistance.  
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 “Historically, it is a simple matter of fact that 

Martin Luther and John Calvin, and, for that matter, 

Ulrich Zwingli, Martin Bucer, and all the leading 

Protestant theologians of the first epoch of the 

Reformation, stood on precisely the same ground here. 

On other points, they had their differences; but in 

asserting the helplessness of man in sin, and the 

sovereignty of God in grace, they were entirely at one. To 

all of them, these doctrines were the very life-blood of the 

Christian faith.”29 

 The arguments of Pelagius that stress the ability 

of man over the absolute necessity of grace have always 

been condemned by the church through the ages. But 

in today’s evangelical community, the lines are 

beginning to blur. Arminianism, though intentionally 

speaking so as to separate itself from classical 

Pelagianism, has nevertheless experienced difficulty 

explaining how a belief in man’s cooperative effort in his 

own salvation is anything but the very heresy 

condemned in Luther’s Bondage of the Will: 

 “Is our salvation wholly of God, or does it 

ultimately depend on something that we do for ourselves? 

Those who say the latter (as the Arminians later did) 

thereby deny man’s utter helplessness in sin, and affirm 

that a form of semi-Pelagianism is true after all. It is no 

wonder, then, that later Reformed theology condemned 

Arminianism as being in principle a return to Rome 

(because in effect it turned faith into a meritorious work) 

and a betrayal of the Reformation (because it denied the 
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sovereignty of God in saving sinners, which was the 

deepest religious and theological principle of the 

Reformer’s thought). Arminianism was, indeed, in 

Reformed eyes a renunciation of New Testament 

Christianity in favor of New Testament Judiasm; for to 

rely on oneself for faith is no different in principle from 

relying on oneself for works, and the one is as un-

Christian and anti-Christian as the other.”30 

 The distinctions are clear, and the debate has 

been long and complex, but the problem is simple: Does 

faith precede rebirth? Do we place our faith in Christ 

before we are born again and brought to spiritual life, or 

does regeneration precede faith? Is grace more than just 

a necessary component of the formula of salvation, or is 

it the lone active agent in the work of salvation? Quite 

simply, the question is one of monergism versus 

synergism. Does God save His people by His own power 

alone, or do we assist Him through our faith?  

 

MONERGISTIC REGENERATION AND THE EFFECTUAL 

CALL OF THE SPIRIT- 

 When we talk about God’s irresistible grace, we 

are essentially speaking of the specific means by which 

He brings His elect to Himself in such a way as to 

accomplish the task of redemption and justification. Of 

course we do not believe that men are incapable of 

resisting grace altogether- sinners continually resist the 

message of the gospel and the call to repentance all the 
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time- the primary issue is that fallen man is unable to 

respond positively to the call that will free them from 

their sin. Therefore, the teaching of irresistible grace 

speaks of that act of God in which He radically changes 

the heart and nature of a once unable and unwilling 

sinner and makes them able and willing to respond in 

faith and repentance. The reformed belief is that God 

works in the hearts and minds of His elect through His 

Holy Spirit in such a fashion that they will believe and 

be saved in accordance with His will. The Westminster 

Confession explains this effectual call: 

 “All those whom God hath predestinated unto life, 

and those only, He is pleased, in His appointed 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 unto 

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.”31 

 Before we go further, let us clarify and define 

some of these terms that might be new to some readers. 

As we have already explained to some extent what is 

meant by “monergism”- God’s sole power and action in 

bringing about His purposes apart from any external 

cooperation or participation- let us go further to define 

what “monergistic regeneration” says. In brief, it is a 
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phrased used to describe the sole act of God in bringing 

the spiritually dead to life through His free act of grace. 

Although it is vehemently denied by many evangelicals, 

Scripture nowhere gives an inkling of support to the 

idea that the dead assist in their coming to life. Over 

and over again, the Bible teaches that only God has the 

power and freedom to awaken the soul and bring about 

spiritual life.  

 “Jesus answered him, “Truly, truly, I say to you, 

unless one is born again he cannot see the kingdom of 

God.” Nicodemus said to him, “How can a man be born 

when he is old? Can he enter a second time into his 

mother's womb and be born?” Jesus answered, “Truly, 

truly, I say to you, unless one is born of water and the 

Spirit, he cannot enter the kingdom of God. That which is 

born of the flesh is flesh, and that which is born of the 

Spirit is spirit. Do not marvel that I said to you, ‘You must 

be born again.’ The wind blows where it wishes, and you 

hear its sound, but you do not know where it comes from 

or where it goes. So it is with everyone who is born of the 

Spirit.” 

       - John 3:3-8 

 “So then it depends not on human will or exertion, 

but on God, who has mercy.” 

      - Romans 9:16 

 “And you shall know that I am the Lord, when I 

open your graves, and raise you from your graves, O my 

people.  And I will put my Spirit within you, and you shall 

live, and I will place you in your own land. Then you 

shall know that I am the Lord; I have spoken, and I will 
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do it, declares the Lord.” 

      -Ezekiel 37:13-14 

 As long as we continue to defend our deep-seeded 

need for human autonomy and our ability to dictate our 

destiny, we will always deny the biblical presentation of 

our deadness in sin and of God’s free grace in salvation. 

We so desperately wish to have the right to say that our 

coming to Christ was of our own choosing, but the Bible 

teaches that it was God who chose us. It is clear from 

Scripture that man is powerless to bring himself to life 

and that regeneration is a divine act of God’s power and 

will. Not only can man not bring himself to life apart 

from the regenerating power of God, our believing unto 

salvation is dependent upon this first work of coming to 

life.  

 In other words, regeneration precedes faith. If we 

are going to be consistent in our theology and allow 

Scripture to determine our doctrine, we must assert 

that the process by which sinners are justified begins 

with God’s bringing the dead to life in a monergistic 

fashion. Again we can look at Paul’s golden chain of 

redemption and it begins in eternity past with the 

foreknowledge and predestining coming first, and then 

the calling followed by the justification of His elect (Rom. 

8:29-30). And as we have just reviewed Christ’s own 

words from John 6, no man can come to the Son unless 

they are drawn by the Father. This is actually a negative 

statement, opposing the proposition that “everyone has 

a choice” in the matter of saving faith. Many would 

argue that the freedom to accept Jesus as savior resides 

in the hearts of each and every person, but Jesus 
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himself declares otherwise. He says that no one can 

come freely to the Son unless they are made free by the 

Father; no one can hear his voice unless they are of his 

sheep; no one can believe unless the truth is revealed to 

them. All of this is dependent upon the sovereign grace 

of a free God.  

 

DRAWN BY THE FATHER-  

 “No one can come to me unless the Father who sent 

me draws him…” 

       - John 6:44a 

 In our modern way of thinking, we often miss the 

gravity of the language that is used throughout the 

Bible in many cases. Such as the meaning of the 

Father’s “drawing” those who will be saved to the Son. 

I’ve heard preachers speak of this “drawing” as a 

wooing, compelling, or inviting to the Son. But this is 

not the image that is given here. The term helkuo in the 

Greek literally means to “drag” or to “haul away”. It is a 

word that is used in several other places and always 

refers to an act of exerting force on an inanimate or 

unwilling object. In John 18:10 the word helkuo is used 

to describe the action of drawing a sword; in John 21:6 

it is in reference to dragging a net full of fish. Again in 

Acts 16:19 and 21:30, “drawing” was the word used to 

explain what the mobs did in dragging Paul away- a 

forceful action on an unwilling subject.  

 If we suggest that Jesus’ words in John 6 were 

descriptive of something like an “altar call”, an 
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invitation to allow the Holy Spirit to woo or compel us to 

come, then we not only ignore the negative context 

where he says that “no one can come” unless God 

initiates the action, we also ignore the language of the 

text itself. The biblical definition of “draw” is seen as a 

force placed upon something that cannot or will not 

move in a particular direction on its own. We might 

better understand the meaning when we think of 

“drawing” water from a well. Unless we approach the 

well with a bucket and intentionally take the 

appropriate steps in order to bring the water up to us 

we will never get it. We cannot expect to plead with or 

convince the water to climb up to us, we must draw it 

out. This is the correct context of Christ’s words in 

regards to the Father’s drawing of His elect.  

 We have to realize that if not for this drawing of 

the Father, no one would come to the Son and no one 

would be given eternal life. Sinful man is an “enemy of 

God” (Rom. 5:10; Col. 1:21), and our utter rebellion has 

led us into spiritual slavery and has conditioned us for 

only evil. It is this gracious work of regeneration that 

frees us from bondage and enables us to respond 

positively to the message of the gospel and place our 

faith in Jesus Christ. Without this regeneration we 

would remain dead in sin. And without regeneration, 

there would be no saving faith- but with regeneration 

comes the effectual call. 

 John 6 and 10, Romans 8 and 9, Ephesians 1 and 

2 among many other passages provide strong substance 

to the doctrine of irresistible grace, of God’s sovereign 

election of the saints and inner working so as to obtain 
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their redemption. While in time from our perspective it 

all plays out as a proclamation and response of the 

gospel from men externally; but in the Word it is 

revealed as something that has been initiated from 

eternity through the divine counsel of God’s will and is 

accomplished by the power of the Holy Spirit internally. 

It is the sure and effective action in which God 

transforms the hearts and minds of those that are His 

and creates within them a willingness to respond, 

granting them the gift of faith. And when He does this 

He not only makes them able, but ensures their positive 

response. Jesus said that all that the Father gives the 

Son will indeed come and that he would lose none but 

would raise them up and give them eternal life. In Paul’s 

golden chain it is read that those who are predestined 

are likewise called, justified, and ultimately glorified. 

These are not seen as probabilities and possibilities, but 

guarantees. The effectual calling, according to the 

Westminster Shorter Catechism, is “the work of God's 

Spirit, whereby, convincing us of our sin and misery, 

enlightening our minds in the knowledge of Christ, and 

renewing our wills, he doth persuade and enable us to 

embrace Jesus Christ, freely offered to us in the gospel.” 

God’s Spirit ensures that God’s plan to save the elect 

through God’s Son is made a reality when He draws 

them to Himself in this powerful and perfect way. 

 

 

TAKEN BY FORCE?- 

 

 I’ve heard it said by those that disagree with the 

doctrine of irresistible grace that this position teaches a 

“forceful” salvation, removing human decision from the 
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equation. Some would suggest that this places God into 

a position of dictating the eternity of all without the 

consideration of the desires of the subject. “In this 

view,” they argue, “God is forcing those who may not 

want to be saved to faith while rejecting some that may 

want to believe if given the chance.”  

 

 To this I would simply suggest that neither 

Arminians nor Calvinists truly believe that anyone who 

truly wants to be saved remains lost, nor is anyone 

saved who wishes to be lost. If anyone comes to Christ, 

there must first be a transformation of the heart, mind, 

and will that turns them from disobedience and unbelief 

to that of faith and repentance. This work does not 

originate from something that is possessed by the 

unregenerate individual that is dead in sin.  

 

 Regeneration is a divine act of God that makes us 

willing and gives us the gift of faith. Apart from this 

work of God, no one desires the things of God, and so it 

is wrong to suggest that there are any lost persons out 

there that wish to be saved, no matter how religious or 

pious they might be. On the other hand, all those that 

demonstrate a heart toward God and an attitude of 

genuine faith do so as a result of the work of God 

through the effectual call of the Spirit. No one, because 

of the corrupt, fallen nature would desire God in their 

own hearts and minds without first being freed from 

their bondage. And when made free, those regenerated 

hearts will not only have the capacity to believe but God 

ensures that they will come because of the new heart 

and mind that has been given to them.  
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 “And I will give you a new heart, and a new spirit I 

will put within you. And I will remove the heart of stone 

from your flesh and give you a heart of flesh. And I will 

put my Spirit within you, and cause you to walk in my 

statutes and be careful to obey my rules.” 

      - Ezekiel 36:26-27 

 

 I don’t know about you, but I am thankful that 

God by His divine grace and for His glorious purpose 

brought me out of spiritual death and gave me life, that 

He dragged me out of the valley of dry bones and 

breathed new life into me. I know that apart from His 

masterful and magnificent working in my life I would 

never have chosen to trust Christ as my Lord, but as 

Paul said, I would have continued to walk according to 

the pattern of this world in obedience to my own sinful 

desires in rebellion toward my King. As new creatures in 

Christ, we must recognize that all credit for our rebirth 

is due to God alone who, by His grace alone and not 

because of anything within ourselves, brought us out of 

darkness into His marvelous light.  
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V- Perseverance of the Saints  

 

’The saints prove their conversion by their perseverance, 

and that perseverance comes from a continual supply of 

divine grace to their souls.” 

     - Charles H. Spurgeon 

 

 In coming to a conclusion with the doctrines of 

grace, also known as the Five Points of Calvinism, we 

have traced our way from God’s sovereign and eternal 

decree on through the redemption process by which the 

purposes of God are realized in time by the perfect work 

of Christ and subsequent salvation of His elect. Those 

whom God eternally foreknew and predestined were 

effectually called by the Spirit and regenerated, and 

such people were made willing and believed in the 

gospel and were justified freely by God’s grace. Now in 

this fifth point we will discuss the ultimate outcome of 

those that were chosen and whom belong to God in 

Christ, the Perseverance of the Saints.  

 The Canons of Dort, in response to the Five 

Articles of the Remonstrance stemming from the 

Arminian rejection of traditional reformed teaching, 

articulated the doctrine of perseverance of the saints. 
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Chapter five of the work explains that “Those whom 

God, according to His purpose, calls to the communion of 

His Son, our Lord Jesus Christ, and regenerates by the 

Holy Spirit, He also delivers from the dominion and 

slavery of sin, though in this life He does not deliver them 

altogether form the body of sin and from the infirmities of 

the flesh”, and, “Of this preservation of the elect to 

salvation and of their perseverance in the faith, true 

believers themselves may and do obtain assurance 

according to the measure of their faith, whereby they 

surely believe that they are and ever will continue true 

and living members of the Church, and that they have the 

forgiveness of sins and life eternal.”32 

 Also oftentimes called “eternal security” (although 

sometimes improperly explained and misunderstood, to 

which we will respond later), the doctrine of 

perseverance of the saints is the teaching in which God 

guarantees the final, glorious outcome of His elect 

through the sealing and sanctifying work of the Holy 

Spirit throughout the life of the believer. Inasmuch as it 

was by grace that fallen man was redeemed apart from 

any good work or intention on his behalf, so the godly 

life and ultimate outcome of their eternal destiny is also 

rooted in the gracious power and promises of God. 

Because of the definition given by the reformers 

themselves, I assert that a better title and phrase for 

this last point would be Preservation of the Saints, 

because “perseverance” gives the notion that it is a thing 

that must be done through our own effort and energy 

when in reality it is God doing the preserving work. In 

short, this doctrine contends that a Christian cannot 
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become a non-Christian, a believer an unbeliever. A 

saint cannot lose his sainthood, an adopted son or 

daughter will not be removed from the family.  

 

PROBLEMS WITH PERSEVERANCE- 

 There are two primary objections presented when 

arguing this issue regarding eternal security or 

perseverance of the saints. One is the apparent 

contradictions found in the text of Scripture where 

perseverance is a condition of salvation; the other is the 

seeming conclusion of such teaching that allows for 

“easy-believism”- that if this doctrine is true and eternal 

security is not based on anything from us, then man 

needs not worry about backsliding or carnal living 

because his fate is sealed regardless. We will deal with 

each of these objections in order.  

 There are indeed numerous passages that point to 

perseverance as a thing that must be experienced in 

order for the believer to see eternal life. Some of these 

verses are noted:  

 “But the one who endures to the end will be 

saved.”  

      - Matthew 24:13 

 “I am the vine; you are the branches. Whoever 

abides in me and I in him, he it is that bears much fruit, 

for apart from me you can do nothing. If anyone does not 

abide in me he is thrown away like a branch and 

withers; and the branches are gathered, thrown into the 
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fire, and burned.” 

      - John 15:5-6 

 “Therefore, brothers, be all the more diligent to 

confirm your calling and election, for if you practice these 

qualities you will never fall. For in this way there will be 

richly provided for you an entrance into the eternal 

kingdom of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.” 

      - 2 Peter 1:10-11 

 Perseverance, when viewed as an expectation for 

those who have placed their faith in Jesus Christ for 

salvation, places a great requirement upon the believer 

and removes any possibility for real assurance. It is 

impossible to determine whether an individual has 

endured sufficiently because the Bible requires both 

faith and holy living for those who claim to be God’s 

children, and it is reasonable to suggest that any level of 

failing in thought, word or deed would disqualify a 

person from inheriting the kingdom.  

 Fortunately, the Bible tells us that although no 

one will walk perfectly and that everyone will stumble in 

their journey with Christ, there is a promise of 

assurance. This assurance, or the reason for confidence 

in our future salvation, is founded in the grace of God 

and the complete and perfect work of Jesus Christ on 

behalf of the believer.  

 “Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus 

Christ! According to his great mercy, he has caused us to 

be born again to a living hope through the resurrection of 

Jesus Christ from the dead, to an inheritance that is 

imperishable, undefiled, and unfading, kept in heaven for 
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you, who by God's power are being guarded through faith 

for a salvation ready to be revealed in the last time.” 

      - 1 Peter 1:3-5 

 “Salvation” is seen as a process throughout 

Scripture- there is a sense in which a person has been 

saved from eternity through being predestined in 

accordance with God’s decree, and there is a moment in 

which a person is saved presently in time by their 

profession of faith in Jesus Christ. Our assurance is in 

the knowledge that we will be saved from death and 

eternal judgment through the same grace that has both 

saved (past tense) and is saving us now (present tense). 

Our election in eternity was of God’s grace alone, and 

our present salvation is by grace through faith alone. It 

is both reasonable and biblical to also say that our 

future glory is seated in the grace and goodness of God 

alone.  

 These passages that speak of perseverance as a 

requirement for final salvation are to be read in the 

context of the entirety of biblical revelation regarding 

justification. It has never been of works, or dependent 

upon our efforts and energies. The full process that 

leads a dead sinner to eternal glory with Christ has 

always been revealed as a monergistic work of God 

because of the weakness and frailty of fallen flesh. And 

the texts which speak of perseverance as cited above 

assert that the longsuffering, patient, persevering ones 

are those that are truly elect. Perseverance is a sign, or 

indication that those who claim true faith are indeed 

indwelt by the Spirit and are being kept in Christ. It is 
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not to be read, “If you persevere you will be saved,” but 

more accurately, “If you are saved, you will persevere.”  

 In regards to the second objection, that the 

reformed doctrine of perseverance promotes an “easy-

believism” mentality to Christianity is simply a 

misunderstanding of the position in general. To 

summarize the argument, it is said that if we teach that 

it is God’s role to seal and secure the salvation of the 

believer throughout his life instead of placing the 

responsibility on the believer himself, we open the door 

to allow people to believe that there is no merit or 

significance in obedience and holy living. The doctrine of 

eternal security has often been condemned as the 

primary culprit in much of the shallow, words without 

works carnal Christianity that pervades much of our 

evangelical culture today. When we do not uphold 

Christ’s call for a life of faith and obedience and merely 

advertise a “once saved, always saved” theology, we are 

giving a false assurance of salvation to anyone that will 

profess Jesus with their mouths whether or not they 

ever keep the faith with their lives.  

 But this is not at all what is taught by the historic 

confessions or in Scripture, and Calvinism does not 

present an “easy-believism” Christianity. The 

Westminster Confession reads: 

  “Although hypocrites and other unregenerate men 

may vainly deceive themselves with false hopes and 

carnal presumptions of being in the favor of God, and 

estate of salvation (which hope of theirs shall perish): yet 

such as truly believe in the Lord Jesus, and love Him in 

sincerity, endeavouring to walk in all good conscience 
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before Him, may, in this life, be certainly assured that 

they are in the state of grace, and may rejoice in the hope 

of the glory of God, which hope shall never make them 

ashamed.”33 

 As Paul wrote in Romans 6, we are not permitted 

to promote a faith that is empty of a lifestyle of evident 

transformation. Grace that does nothing more than 

simply remove sin without changing the heart, mind, 

and will of the convert is a cheap grace, a powerless 

grace. Perseverance is a powerful component of that 

saving grace, in which God continually works in the 

believer to continually sanctify and assure the election 

of the saints until the day of redemption. 

 Assurance of salvation can go both ways, false 

and genuine. The earlier quotation from 2 Peter exhorts 

believers to “confirm” one’s calling and election, because 

it has always been a possibility for some to be convinced 

of their eternal security when in fact they are utterly 

lost. Two well-known passages in Matthew records 

Jesus warning about false conversion. In Matthew 

chapters 7 and 25 the author shares Jesus’ teachings 

about those who were cast out from the presence of 

Christ although they had been convinced of their own 

righteousness. Their assurance was based solely upon 

their deeds rather than their relationship with the 

Savior. Conversely, James’ epistle warns against simple 

profession without corresponding works (James 2:14-

18). So it is seen that works alone provides no 

assurance, and that faith without works cannot grant 

assurance- so what do we say? How can a believer have 

                                                 
33

 Westminster Confession of Faith, Ch. 18 Article 1 
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the kind of assurance that Peter says those who possess 

it “will never fail”?  

SURE IN OUR PROFESSION-  

 John’s first epistle was said to be written “that 

you may know that you have eternal life” (1 John 5:13). 

This short letter is primarily focused on detailing the 

contrasts between true and false converts, between 

those living in light and darkness, truth and falsehood. 

The great apostle stresses that there is a measuring tool 

by which believers might know whether those who 

proclaim faith in Christ are genuinely saved- a life of 

obedience and love.  

 “This is the message we have heard from him and 

proclaim to you, that God is light, and in him is no 

darkness at all. If we say we have fellowship with him 

while we walk in darkness, we lie and do not practice the 

truth. But if we walk in the light, as he is in the light, we 

have fellowship with one another, and the blood of Jesus 

his Son cleanses us from all sin. If we say we have no 

sin, we deceive ourselves, and the truth is not in us.  If 

we confess our sins, he is faithful and just to forgive us 

our sins and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness. If we 

say we have not sinned, we make him a liar, and his 

word is not in us.” 

      - 1 John 1:5-10 

 A few things are certain in the life of all true 

Christians: we will struggle and stumble with sin, and 

we will experience conviction and continually repent of 

sin. John’s letter addresses the issue of sin in believers, 

recognizing that the work of the Holy Spirit in dealing 
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with sin and calling us to repentance is evidence of 

election and regeneration. Being called from darkness 

into light and having a new perspective on those things 

which are contrary to God’s commands are proofs that a 

person has received a new nature and has been 

engrafted into the True Vine. A false believer may 

proclaim faith in Christ, but will not display a life of 

honest repentance and hatred of sin, but will walk in 

darkness instead of the light.  

 Similarly, a true believer will intentionally and 

naturally live a life of good works. Granted, good works 

are never the “source” of salvation and are not to be 

treated as meritorious deeds deserving of redemption, 

but good works are to be seen as a sure “sign” of the 

new life of the Christian. This is what James spoke of 

when he said that “faith without works is dead”- 

meaning that true faith results in godly deeds.  

 In regards to those that have professed 

Christianity but have denied Him with their works, 

Jesus identifies them as “workers of lawlessness”, 

“evildoers”, and “goats” (Mat. 7:23, 25:32) - never as 

those who were once saved and later became lost. 

Furthermore, John teaches that they left the faith, not 

because they once stood in grace and wandered from it, 

but because they were never truly saved to begin with: 

 “They went out from us, but they were not of us; for 

if they had been of us, they would have continued with 

us. But they went out, that it might become plain that 

they all are not of us.” 

      - 1 John 2:19 
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SURE IN HIS PROMISES- 

 Beyond these objective assurances that we 

ascertain from within our own lives, the greatest 

assurance comes from Scripture and is found in the 

promises of God in Christ Jesus. Read these familiar, 

yet powerful words from Paul’s letter to the believers in 

Rome about the relationship God has with His beloved: 

 “Who shall bring any charge against God's elect? It 

is God who justifies. Who is to condemn? Christ Jesus is 

the one who died—more than that, who was raised—who 

is at the right hand of God, who indeed is interceding for 

us. Who shall separate us from the love of Christ? Shall 

tribulation, or distress, or persecution, or famine, or 

nakedness, or danger, or sword? As it is written, 

“For your sake we are being killed all the day long; we 

are regarded as sheep to be slaughtered.” 

 No, in all these things we are more than conquerors 

through him who loved us. For I am sure that neither 

death nor life, nor angels nor rulers, nor things present 

nor things to come, nor powers, nor height nor depth, nor 

anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us 

from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord.” 

      - Romans 8:33-39 

 Following the golden chain of redemption and 

speaking about God’s foreloving and predestining of the 

elect, Paul goes on to explain the great hope and 

assurance that those whom God has chosen for 

salvation will with absolute certainty remain in His love 

and eternal favor. God has chosen to love and call and 
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redeem us despite our sinfulness, and now that He has 

justified us through His Son and has sealed us with His 

Spirit, how much more ought we to be confident that 

His great love and grace will remain in our lives, even if 

we struggle in the flesh? Indeed, we are to be the most 

confident and comforted of all people in the world! 

 “But we have this treasure in jars of clay, to show 

that the surpassing power belongs to God and not to us. 

We are afflicted in every way, but not crushed; perplexed, 

but not driven to despair; persecuted, but not forsaken; 

struck down, but not destroyed; always carrying in the 

body the death of Jesus, so that the life of Jesus may 

also be manifested in our bodies. For we who live are 

always being given over to death for Jesus' sake, so that 

the life of Jesus also may be manifested in our mortal 

flesh. So death is at work in us, but life in you. Since we 

have the same spirit of faith according to what has been 

written, “I believed, and so I spoke,” we also believe, and 

so we also speak, knowing that he who raised the Lord 

Jesus will raise us also with Jesus and bring us with you 

into his presence. For it is all for your sake, so that as 

grace extends to more and more people it may increase 

thanksgiving, to the glory of God. So we do not lose heart. 

Though our outer self is wasting away, our inner self is 

being renewed day by day.” 

     - 2 Corinthians 4:7-16 
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SECTION IV 

 

Tough Questions and Texts 

 
Responses to Some of the Most Common Objections to 

Reformed Theology 

 

 

 

  

  This final section of ours is quite possibly the 

most important and helpful for all of those that have 

either never been exposed to, or are opponents of 

Calvinistic teaching. The debates over God’s sovereignty 

and human responsibility have gone on for centuries, 

literally since the earliest years of Christian history. And 

it is no surprise that these debates continue on, even to 

this day and age.  

 Now that we have explained what Reformed 

theology teaches about God’s decree, grace, and 

salvation, our hope is that the reader will have a clear 

understanding of the doctrines in general. We are 

aware, however, that when we teach these things there 

will inevitably be more questions that arise as a result. 

This section serves to address at least some of the most 

common questions and objections to Reformed theology. 

We will approach each of the Five Points again, 

responding to the most frequently presented objections 

and proof texts that are cited to refute each point. In 
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this exercise, we hope to bring the reader to recognize 

the consistency and harmony that exists in Calvinism, 

and more importantly in Scripture itself.  

 Of course we realize that this section will in no 

manner exhaust every question and difficulty that exists 

for those that do not understand or accept reformed 

teaching and it is not our goal to bring an end to the 

discussion. But hopefully this will give each person that 

sincerely seeks the truth a better perspective on what 

we believe to be sincere biblical truth.  
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Q- If all men are totally depraved and unable to respond 

to the gospel, why then are all men commanded to repent 

and believe if they are incapable of obedience? Isn’t this 

contradictory or some sort of double-talk? 

 

SCRIPTURE REFERENCES-  

 “For God so loved the world, that he gave his only 

Son, that whoever believes in him should not perish but 

have eternal life. For God did not send his Son into the 

world to condemn the world, but in order that the world 

might be saved through him. Whoever believes in him is 

not condemned, but whoever does not believe is 

condemned already, because he has not believed in the 

name of the only Son of God.” 

      - John 3:16-18 

 “And I, when I am lifted up from the earth, will 

draw all people to myself.” 

      - John 12:32 

 “For God has consigned all to disobedience, that he 

may have mercy on all.” 

      - Romans 11:32 

 “For the grace of God has appeared, bringing 

salvation for all people” 

      - Titus 2:11 
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A- While classical Arminianism actually seems to 

support the reformed definition of total depravity, 

Arminians themselves hold to a belief in something 

called “prevenient grace”. They support a theological 

position that states that God has in a sense broken the 

spiritual bondage of sin and made it possible for all men 

to respond positively to the gospel call. In this way, it is 

possible to hold fast to the necessary component of 

human free will in Arminian teaching. If God has 

provided a universal grace and has given everyone the 

moral capacity to repent and believe, then the final 

decision in the work of salvation is back into the hands 

of the sinner, and Christ again becomes merely a 

potential Savior.    

 The primary problem that many have with the 

issue of total depravity (sometimes called radical 

corruption) is that it demands an inability on man’s part 

to obey and respond to God’s call without God’s first 

working in their hearts and minds through 

regeneration. If man is unable, then would God be just 

in condemning man for a thing in which they are 

incapable of doing? Why does He command repentance 

to all in the first place, if He fully knows of their 

inability?  

 As we see in the referenced passages, it would 

seem as if Scripture teaches of a universal atonement 

(John 12:32), a universal dispensation of grace (Romans 

11:32; Titus 2:11), and a universal call to faith in Christ 

(John 3:16-18). But if total depravity is true, then it can 

be difficult to reconcile man’s responsibility with his 

inability, and many of our other cherished verses of 
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Scripture regarding God’s sovereignty and the 

accomplished purpose of the cross becomes 

contradictory.  

 Firstly, we must understand that this question is 

little more than a defense of libertarian free will masked 

in a genuine concern for God’s just character. Those 

who ask this question assume that God cannot ask or 

command a person do perform a task that they cannot 

accomplish in their own power without thereby 

becoming “unfair” or “unreasonable”. Scripture, 

however, provides many examples of instances in which 

God the Father or Jesus the Son does just that. Recall 

the times in which God commanded Israel to cross 

raging seas without boats or bridges; or what about the 

time when Jesus commanded Peter to walk on water, or 

dead Lazarus to come out of his tomb? You see, it is not 

unusual for God to call upon people to do that which is 

naturally impossible, and then proceed to work 

miraculously within such people to make obedience a 

reality. When Israel crossed the Red Sea and the Jordan 

River, no one applauded the men who led the way, for 

everyone knew that it was the Lord who had provided a 

path for them. And when Peter stepped out of the boat 

to stand with Christ on top of the water, he knew that 

he was not acting within the realm of his own ability. 

Lazarus, too, had no power with which to respond to 

Jesus’ call to come forth were it not for the regeneration 

that came first.  

 So does God issue commands to us that we are 

unable to obey in our own capacity? Obviously so. As 

Paul writes in Romans 8, those who are in the flesh can 



MY GOD IS GREATER 

182 

 

neither submit to God’s law nor can they please Him. 

But is He wrong or unjust for commanding men to do 

that which cannot be done, for calling unregenerate 

sinners to faith and repentance when they are virtually 

unable? Not at all.  

 “For by works of the law no human being will be 

justified in his sight, since through the law comes 

knowledge of sin.” 

      - Romans 3:20 

 In a written debate with Erasmus over this very 

issue regarding human freedom and bondage to sin, 

Martin Luther cited Romans 3:20 to illustrate two 

points: 1) the law, or the commandments, are given to 

sinners not to make them righteous, but to reveal their 

utter inability to become righteous due to their utter 

sinfulness; and 2) man is not justified by obedience to 

the law, but by faith in Christ: 

 “But now the righteousness of God has been 

manifested apart from the law, although the Law and the 

Prophets bear witness to it- the righteousness of God 

through faith in Jesus Christ for all who believe. For there 

is no distinction” 

      - Romans 3:21-22 

 Consider the ramifications of the question itself- 

what if we were fully able to obey every command of 

God? Would we then suggest that our salvation comes 

through our faithful obedience, and not through faith in 

Christ apart from our obedience? Where then is the 

need for grace? This is the crux of the whole debate, 

isn’t it? If we are able to identify our own power and 
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merit, then we can ultimately credit ourselves for 

obedience to the command to repent and believe, 

removing ourselves from total dependence upon God’s 

merciful grace for our redemption. This was the 

argument of Erasmus and Pelagius, which was deemed 

both unbiblical and heretical.  

 In regards to the Scripture references, the primary 

issue centers on the meanings of all, whosoever, and 

world. If God has in some sense provided a measure of 

grace to all so that everyone can respond to the gospel, 

then these passages make sense. In that case, we can 

agree that salvation is “for all people” and that He will 

“have mercy on all”. But if we stand upon this, other 

significant problems arise when we apply this theology 

to other parts of Scripture.  

 Take the words of the John 12 passage for 

example. Jesus says that when he is lifted up (speaking 

of his death upon the cross) he will “draw all men” to 

himself. Many have taken these words to mean that the 

gospel call is presented to every man, but the context of 

John’s gospel does not allow for such an interpretation. 

Earlier in chapter 6 Jesus speaks of this drawing (we 

wrote extensively of this in a previous chapter) - and he 

said that everyone that is drawn to the Son will be 

raised up by the Son. Ask yourself this simple question, 

“Is everyone raised to eternal life?” Of course not. So if 

not all are given eternal life, although Jesus said that 

everyone who is drawn to the Son is raised by the Son, 

how can we conclude that John 12 teaches that all are 

drawn? Obviously, it must be understood differently. 

Instead, if we allow John’s writing to define what is 
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meant by the word all- being “all” that are elect of the 

Father- then this passage is no longer in conflict with 

the rest of the text. The same rule applies with the other 

referenced verses.  

Q- If God has predestined all those who will be saved, 

isn’t that also saying that He has predestined those that 

will not be saved? Does this mean that God doesn’t want 

to save everyone?  

 

SCRIPTURE REFERENCES-  

 “who [God] desires all people to be saved and to 

come to the knowledge of the truth.” 

      - 1 Timothy 2:4 

 “The Lord is not slow to fulfill his promise as some 

count slowness, but is patient toward you, not wishing 

that any should perish, but that all should reach 

repentance.” 

      - 2 Peter 3:9 

 “O Jerusalem, Jerusalem, the city that kills the 

prophets and stones those who are sent to it! How often 

would I have gathered your children together as a hen 

gathers her brood under her wings, and you were not 

willing!” 

      - Matthew 23:37 

A- “God wants everyone to be saved.” This is the 

common thought and theme in evangelism, and 



MY GOD IS GREATER 

185 

 

therefore the most common objection to the doctrine of 

predestination and election. Because, as you see, when 

we confront biblical teaching and simple logic, we come 

to understand that predestination demands that God 

has in fact chosen some and not all. And since not all 

are chosen for salvation, although He just as easily 

could have saved all, we tend to think that either God is 

not all-loving or that He simply doesn’t want to save 

everyone.  

 While some Calvinists would say that this 

assessment is true, I believe Scripture teaches a deeper 

insight into the personality and nature of God- one that 

includes a decretive will along with a permissive will. 

Both of these wills exist within the perfect purposes and 

overall plan of God, and can sometimes be confused so 

as to appear to be conflicting and contradictory. But 

Scripture gives evidence of both of these wills operating 

under God’s sovereignty.  

 The decretive will is that which God has 

definitively said will come to pass and that which He 

has commanded. In contrast, God’s permissive will 

includes those things that are opposite His nature and 

desires, but are allowed to happen in such a way that 

will not negatively affect or thwart His eternal decree. In 

fact, it is revealed throughout Scripture that God’s 

permissive will works in such a way that it supports and 

assists in the accomplishment of God’s decretive will.  

 Clear evidence of these two wills of God in 

cooperation is in the accomplishment of the sacrifice of 

Christ. Although God the Son desired to escape the 

suffering of crucifixion, another will was at work in the 
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Father (Luke 22:42). And though Judas sinned in 

betraying Jesus to the Jewish leaders (Mat. 27:4), it was 

said to be in accordance with the divine plan of God 

(John 17:12; Acts 1:16-20). In the same way, although it 

was unlawful and unjust for Christ to be condemned 

and crucified, the Bible also says that it was all in 

accordance with the “definite plan and foreknowledge of 

God” (Acts 2:23). In this event through Scripture, we see 

God’s sovereignty in allowing things that are contrary to 

His command transpire yet still working together for the 

accomplishment of His ultimate purpose.  

 This might sound far-fetching and complicated for 

us to consider, but when we think of it in terms of our 

own lives we can see that it is not an entirely impossible 

proposition. We endure less-than desirable situations 

every day because they are often necessary steps to 

reach our ultimate goals. We choose the apple over the 

donut or the stairs over the elevator- not because they 

are more enjoyable or easier- but because we know that 

the results will deem more optimal for our health. 

Parents take their children to get vaccinations, and 

although they know the experience will be unpleasant, 

they decide that the end result of protecting them from 

viruses outweighs the temporary discomfort.  

 In broader terms, we can make a strong case that 

a similar choice is made in the mind of God when it 

comes to His desires versus His eternal decree, but 

obviously not in the same sense as human decisions are 

made. While we make unpleasant choices via lack of 

options, God is fully capable of doing whatever He 

wishes. Nonetheless, we see that God freely allows 
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things to happen that go against His will (meaning His 

desires), yet the end result is always in alignment with 

the purposes He had set forth from eternity. When we 

observe Scripture in these terms, we are allowed to say, 

“Yes, God wants everyone to be saved” and yet 

understand that He permits people to reject Him and be 

lost, and none of this goes against His divine 

foreknowledge and decree.  

 

Q- If everything happens according to God’s divine plan 

and decree, then we must conclude that God’s plan 

includes the sinful actions of men. Doesn’t this ultimately 

lead us to suggest that God is the author of sin?   

 

SCRIPTURE REFERENCES- 

 “Let no one say when he is tempted, “I am being 

tempted by God,” for God cannot be tempted with evil, 

and he himself tempts no one.” 

      - James 1:13 

 “This is the message we have heard from him and 

proclaim to you, that God is light, and in him is no 

darkness at all.” 

      - 1 John 1:5 

A- One of the most heavily debated issues in reformed 

thought is the idea of God’s sovereignty over all things, 

including evil. It is difficult for some to imagine that 
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God’s eternal decree includes the very things that He 

deems to be wicked. After all, Scripture continually 

recognizes the absolute goodness and holiness of God, 

and that everything He made is inherently good (Gen. 

1:31; 1 Tim. 4:4). So how can it be that He is in any way 

responsible- either directly or indirectly- for the 

existence of sin and evil?  

 A simple response to this question would be, 

“How can He not be at least in some way responsible 

and still be God?” By answering in this fashion, let the 

reader not assume that I am pointing a finger of blame 

at God for the evil that exists, but suggesting that if 

anything happens apart from God’s permission would 

be an attack upon His divine nature. If we were to say 

that evil exists outside of the realm of God’s authority, 

then we have a world that is capable of producing 

purposeless evil.  

 On one hand, it is necessary to separate a holy 

and righteous God from the unholy and wicked acts of 

sinful people. But on the other hand, if we are to 

demand that God has nothing to do with the actions of 

sinful people in an attempt to protect His upright 

character, we essentially damage His sovereign control 

over all things, and we no longer have the reason by 

which to say that He “works all things together for good” 

(Rom. 8:28) because there exists a realm in which He 

has no responsibility or control.  

 These Scripture references are true- God did 

make all things good and He is in all ways perfect and 

holy. But passages such as Isaiah 45:7 are also true 

which states:  
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 “I form light and create darkness, I make well-

being and create calamity. I am the Lord, who does all 

these things.” 

 It is not proper to say that God made evil; but it is 

also unbiblical to demand that He has not in some way 

ordained that it should happen. Although God has not 

authored or created evil, He has fashioned creation and 

humanity in such a way that evil was a possibility. God 

created all things naturally good, and sin is the result of 

the disobedience of creatures created with the capacity 

to rebel. And this rebellion was nothing of a surprise to 

God who possesses perfect foreknowledge and has 

decreed all that should happen (Isa. 46:9-10), but has 

determined both the means as well as the ends. So in 

this way, evil does not originate with God, but is rather 

a result of the free actions of the creation, which was a 

foreknown and determined necessity of His divine 

counsel and will.  

 

Q- “If total depravity, unconditional election, and 

irresistible grace are true, where does human 

responsibility fit in? Is there any such thing as ‘free 

will’?”  

SCRIPTURE REFERENCES-  

 “And if it is evil in your eyes to serve the Lord, 

choose this day whom you will serve, whether the gods 

your fathers served in the region beyond the River, or the 

gods of the Amorites in whose land you dwell. But as for 
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me and my house, we will serve the Lord.” 

      - Joshua 24:15 

 “call heaven and earth to witness against you 

today, that I have set before you life and death, blessing 

and curse. Therefore choose life, that you and your 

offspring may live, loving the Lord your God, obeying his 

voice and holding fast to him, for he is your life and 

length of days, that you may dwell in the land that the 

Lord swore to your fathers, to Abraham, to Isaac, and to 

Jacob, to give them.” 

     - Deuteronomy 30:19-20 

A- Whenever we examine the doctrines of 

predestination and election, the first thought that comes 

to mind is the question concerning human free will. 

“Why does the Bible call us to preach the gospel to all 

people if God has already determined the destinies of all 

people? If He has predetermined who will be saved and 

who will not, then what’s the purpose of evangelism?” 

These are some serious concerns that inevitably arise 

when we begin to question the reality of God’s 

sovereignty against the presupposition that every man 

has autonomous free will. Clearly, it seems that the 

authors of Scripture believed that man has the ability to 

choose because there are numerous passages that call 

people to respond to the gospel, yet at the same time it 

is evident that God reveals Himself as One who has 

made the initial choice in salvation before the onset of 

human history.  

 Can God’s sovereignty exist in a world where 

human freedom is upheld without surrendering one or 
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the other or having irreconcilable conflict? I believe that 

the Bible does present a picture of both divine and 

human freedom, but the problem comes simply from the 

fact that human freedom is often placed above the 

freedom that belongs to God. Scripture shows us that 

God possesses a different kind of freedom than man, 

and that man’s freedom is limited to his nature by 

divine design. Can man choose? Absolutely. But the 

question is not whether man can, but whether if he will 

choose that which is right- and the answer to that 

question is a definitive “no”. The reason that man will 

not choose that which is right is due to his fallen 

nature. More than this, we are given evidence in 

Scripture that before man was ever enslaved to sin, 

Adam, who possessed a nature that was surely more 

free than those who came after him, met the same fate 

as those who did not have such autonomy. Therefore 

when we reject the idea that men are not free to choose 

we need simply to look back at Adam and see that the 

outcome is the same even for those that are not totally 

depraved- all become slaves because all sin, free or not.  

 Again, we believe that man does possess a sense 

of freedom, in that he is free to make choices in 

accordance with his nature. In the same way, God 

possesses a freedom in accordance with His nature. 

Man’s freedom is not as great as God’s freedom, because 

his nature is finite, or limited, and God is infinite and 

unlimited. When we make choices, it all falls under the 

supremacy and authority of God’s sovereignty. When 

God makes choices, he does what is pleasing and good 

in His own sight, because His freedom is the only 

freedom that is truly autonomous. In other words, the 
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freedom of man results in sin, while the freedom of God 

results in salvation.  

 In response to the argument, “Why do we 

evangelize, why do we pray, if God has already decided 

what should happen and who will be saved?” I answer 

with another question: “If man is as free as you would 

like him to be, what difference would it make for us to 

pray?” Think about it for a moment, if man possesses 

an autonomous free will that cannot be violated by God 

because man somehow needs to be free, then wouldn’t it 

be pointless to ask God to change someone’s heart and 

to save the lost? Wouldn’t it be a waste of time to pray 

for God to draw people unto Himself when we preach 

and witness? If man has a will that is totally free, then 

our prayers for the lost are vanity and our preaching is 

only as powerful as our persuasion. But if God is free to 

choose in election, then our prayers have purpose and 

our preaching has power, because it is rooted in a 

gospel that accomplishes salvation, and in a God that 

glorifies Himself in time and eternity.  

 


