Calvinism and Arminianism

Calvinism and Arminianism are two predominant schools of thought within Protestant theology, with conflicting positions on issues regarding the sovereignty of God in relation to the salvation of men. Calvinism received its name from the great Geneva reformer John Calvin (1509-1564).  Arminianism received its name from James Arminius (1560-1610), a Dutch Professor of theology who took issue with some of the prevailing Calvinist views in the Protestant churches of Holland, and developed alternative views. After his death, in 1610, his followers presented to the Dutch state assembly a “remonstrance”, or formal protest, setting forth their points of divergence from Calvinism. These followers of Arminius were expelled from the Netherlands by the Protestant Synod of Dort (1618–19), which declared their theology contrary to Scripture, and responded with what have come to be referred to as the Five Points of Calvinism, or the acrostic: TULIP.
Total Depravity

Unconditional Election

Limited Atonement

Irresistible Grace

Perseverance of the Saints

The issues raised are somewhat complex, and are confusing to many. Perhaps the simplest way to understand and contrast these two schools of thought is by attempting to explain the Arminian points and the corresponding five points of Calvinism. Keep in mind that many who describe themselves as Arminians do not subscribe to all five points in their entirety, and the same can be said for many who consider themselves to be Calvinists. 
	Arminianism
	Calvinism

	Free-Will                                        (or Human Ability)
Although human nature was seriously affected by the fall, man has not been left in a state of total spiritual helplessness. God by grace enables every sinner to repent and believe, but He does not interfere with man's freedom. Each sinner posses a free will, and his eternal destiny depends on how he uses it. Man's freedom consists of his ability to choose good over evil in spiritual matters; his will is not enslaved to his sinful nature. The sinner has the power to either cooperate with God's Spirit and be regenerated or resist God's grace and perish. The lost sinner needs the Spirit's assistance, but he does not have to be regenerated by the Spirit before he can believe, for faith is man's act and precedes the new birth. Faith is the sinner's gift to God; it is man's contribution to salvation.
	Total Depravity                               (or Total Inability)                 
Because of the fall, man is unable of himself to repent and believe with genuine saving faith. The sinner is dead, blind, and deaf to the things of God; his heart is deceitful and desperately corrupt. His will is not free, it is in bondage to his evil nature, therefore, he will not - indeed he cannot - choose good over evil in the spiritual realm. Consequently, it takes much more than the Spirit's assistance to bring a sinner to Christ - it takes spiritual rebirth, by which the Spirit makes the sinner alive to God, and gives him a new nature. Faith is not something man contributes to salvation but is itself a part of God's gift of salvation - it is God's gift to the sinner, not the sinner's gift to God.

	
	

	Conditional Election

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

	Unconditional Election

God's election, or choice, of certain individuals for salvation, before the creation of the world, depended entirely on His own sovereign will. His choice of particular sinners was not based on any foreseen response of obedience on their part, such as faith or repentance. On the contrary, God gives faith and repentance to each individual whom He chooses. Repentance and faith are the result, not the cause, of God's choice. Election therefore was not determined by any virtuous quality or act foreseen in the individual. Those whom God sovereignly elected He brings to a willing acceptance of Christ through the power of the Spirit. Therefore, God's choice of the sinner, not the sinner's choice of Christ, is the initiating cause of salvation. 

	General Atonement                         (or Universal Redemption)
 Christ's redeeming work made it possible for everyone to be saved but did not actually secure the salvation of anyone. Although Christ died for all men and for every man, only those who believe on Him are saved. His death enabled God to pardon sinners on the condition that they believe, but it did not actually put away anyone's sins. Christ's redemption becomes effective only if man chooses to accept it.
	Limited Atonement                           (or Particular Redemption) 
 Christ's redeeming work was intended to save only the elect (those whom He chose), and actually secured salvation for them. By his suffering and death he suffered the penalty of sin in the place of certain specified sinners. In addition to putting away the sins of His people, Christ's redemption secured everything necessary for their salvation, including faith which unites them to Him. The gift of faith is infallibly applied by the Spirit to all for whom Christ died, therefore guaranteeing their salvation.

	
	

	Resistible Grace                              (or The Holy Spirit Can Be Resisted) 

The Spirit calls inwardly all those who are called outwardly by the gospel invitation; He does all that He can to bring every sinner to salvation. But inasmuch as man is free, he can successfully resist the Spirit's call. The Spirit cannot give spiritual life to the sinner until he believes; faith (which is man's contribution) proceeds and makes possible the new birth. Thus, man's free will limits the Spirit in the application of Christ's saving work. The Holy Spirit can only draw to Christ those who allow Him to have His way with them. Until the sinner responds, the Spirit cannot give life. God's grace, therefore, is not invincible; it can be, and often is, resisted and thwarted by man.
	Irresistible Grace                          (or The Holy Spirit Can’t Be Resisted) 
In addition to the outward general call to salvation which is made to everyone who hears the gospel, the Holy Spirit extends to the elect a special inward call that inevitably brings them to salvation. The internal call (which is made only to the elect) cannot be rejected; it always results in conversion. By means of this special call the Spirit irresistibly draws sinners to Christ. He is not limited in His work of applying salvation by man's will, nor is He dependent upon man's cooperation for success. The Spirit graciously causes the elect sinner to cooperate, to believe, to repent, to come freely and willingly to Christ. God's grace, therefore, is invincible; it never fails to result in the salvation of those to whom it is extended.

	  
	

	Falling from Grace 

Those who believe and are truly saved can lose their salvation by rejecting Christ or failing to persevere in their faith. 
	Perseverance of the Saints 

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


Human Ability vs. Total Depravity 
The essence of this controversy can be boiled down to this: does spiritual regeneration precede faith, or does faith precede spiritual regeneration? The answer to this question can only be found in Scriptures, but what does the Scripture teach on this?
Arguments in Favor of Human Ability

The divine imperatives in Scripture to the unregenerate to repent and believe are the implicit proof that the unregenerate are able to respond to such commands. “Repent, then, and turn to God, so that your sins may be wiped out”. Acts 3:19. “Believe in the Lord Jesus, and you will be saved.” Acts 16:31. There are scores of others. If the unregenerate has no ability to repent and believe, why would God command him to do so, and why would God hold him guilty for failing to do so? Would God scold a dead man for not responding to his command, or a blind man for failing to see? Human responsibility requires human ability.
Arguments in Favor of Total Depravity
Human responsibility does not require human ability, but may in fact coexist with inability. Like a man who incurred a huge debt for which he is responsible, but which he is utterly unable to pay, fallen man is both culpable and incapable. Regarding man’s incapability, the Bible teaches with clarity that man, by nature, is spiritually dead: “sin came into the world through one man, and death through sin, and so death spread to all men” Romans 5.12 “As for you, you were dead in your transgressions and sins Ephesians” 2:1. Jesus taught that regeneration precedes faith in his discourse with Nicodemus:  “I tell you the truth, no one can see the kingdom of God unless he is born again… no one can enter the kingdom of God unless he is born of water and the Spirit.” John 3:3,5.  Seeing and entering the kingdom of God is an expression of our faith, and one cannot do them unless he is reborn. This faith does not originate from ourselves, it is a gift from God (Ephesians 2:8). Repentance, like faith, is a gift from God: “Those who oppose him he must gently instruct, in the hope that God will grant them repentance leading them to a knowledge of the truth.” II Timothy 2:25.  The order of regeneration before faith is also implied in Jesus words: "You do not believe BECAUSE you are not my sheep" John 10:26. He did not say, “You are not my sheep because you don't believe”. 
Conditional Election vs. Unconditional Election
Conditional election is the logical result of the doctrine of human ability, and similarly unconditional election is the logical result of the doctrine of total depravity. If one believes that man can (and must) do something towards the realization of his salvation, then God’s choosing is conditional upon that. If one believes that man can do nothing to promote his salvation, then God’s choosing is not conditional upon anything that the individual has ever done or ever will do. 
Arguments in Favor of Conditional Election
Salvation is not unconditional by eternal decree. Salvation is indeed by the grace of God, but it is conditioned upon an obedient response, apart from which it is not actualized. It is not a phenomenon over which we have no control. Exclusion from the kingdom is a responsibility that belongs to man. A valid offer of the gospel has been made but its application is limited by man's response not God's unconditional elective decree. The critical verse that teaches that God knew beforehand who would believe, and chose his people based upon that foreknowledge is Romans 8:29: “For those God foreknew he also predestined to be conformed to the likeness of his Son”. 
Arguments in Favor of Unconditional Election
If man is unable to save himself, and only God can save, and if all are not saved, then the inescapable conclusion one must draw is that God has not chosen to save all. “Many are called but few are chosen” Matt 20:16 The question remains, on what basis did God choose? It was not on the basis of our choice, as Jesus clearly taught: “You did not choose me, but I chose you” John 15:16. Ephesians 1:5-6 teaches explicitly that God predestines us according to his choosing, and not our own: “he (God) predestined us to be adopted as his sons through Jesus Christ, in accordance with his pleasure and will”

Regarding Romans 8:29, the word “foreknew”, cannot mean “know beforehand”, for God knows beforehand everything about everyone, whereas this verse speaks of God foreknowing those particular individuals whom he predestined. In this context, “those God foreknew” means those whom he knew from eternity with distinguishing affection and delight, and is virtually equivalent to ‘those he foreloved’.  

General Atonement vs. Limited Atonement
Arguments in Favor of General Atonement
The Scripture speaks in many places of Christ dying, not for the elect only, but for all men. 
“For there is one God, and there is one mediator between God and men, the man Christ Jesus, who gave himself as a ransom for all.” I Timothy 2:5-6.
“Jesus… now crowned with glory and honor because he suffered death, so that by the grace of God he might taste death for everyone.” Hebrews 2:9

 “Consequently, just as the result of one trespass was condemnation for all, so also the result of one act of righteousness was justification that brings life for all.” Romans 5:18
In Romans 5:18, the word “all” occurs twice. Calvinists take the word “all” in Romans 5:18a to refer to “all that belong to the first Adam”, i.e. the entire human race, but they interpret the same word “all” in Romans 5:18b to mean “all that belong to the second Adam”. Yet there is nothing in the text itself to warrant two different interpretations of the same word in the same verse. Consider an even more emphatic demonstration of general atonement in I John 2:2: “He is the atoning sacrifice for our sins, and not only for our sins but also for the sins of the whole world.” I John 2:2. John is speaking of the atonement extending not only to one group, but also to another. The first group, referenced by the pronoun “our”, is referring to all believers, or perhaps to John and his 1st century readers. The second group, referenced by the phrase “the whole world”, is clearly referring to all men. The Greek word for “world” - (kosmos) - is never used in the Bible to designate the “world of believers”, but is used to indicate either all people, or people under the influence and control of Satan. Here, with the adjective “whole” it is clear that John is referring to all men, and is perfectly consistent with what Paul said in Romans 5:18. In what sense is his death an atoning sacrifice for the sins of the whole world? In the sense that it makes eternal life possible for all those who believe. “God so loved the world, that he gave his only begotten Son (for the world), that whosoever believes on him will be saved.” John 3:16
Arguments in Favor of Limited Atonement
One can argue whether ‘all’ means literally all men in Romans 5:18b, or whether, given the context of Christ as the second Adam, it refers to all who belong to the second Adam. The same can be said of I John 2:2, where one could interpret “the whole world” literally, or plausibly interpret “the whole world” as persons from all over the world, i.e. from every nation, tribe and tongue. Where clarity comes is in examining what atonement itself means. Is atonement merely something that makes forgiveness of sins a possibility, as the Arminians claim? Or is atonement the act by which forgiveness of sins is actually accomplished? The word “atonement” occurs once in the in the Authorized Version of the New Testament; Romans 5:11. The Greek word for atonement – katallage - is defined by the Arndt and Gingrich Greek Lexicon as “reconciliation”, and is so translated by the NIV, the RSV, the NASB and the NKJV. Webster’s Dictionary defines atonement as “1. reconciliation, 2. the reconciliation of God and man through the sacrificial death of Jesus Christ”. Atonement then means reconciliation, not just the possibility of it, but the reality. If Christ atoned for the sins of all men then, why are all men not saved? The answer of the Arminian must be “unbelief”. But is not unbelief a sin also? How is it that Christ’s death atones for the sins of all men, but does not atone for the sin of unbelief, for which they are damned?
Resistible Grace vs. Irresistible Grace
Arguments in Favor of Resistible Grace
God is sovereign to create rational creatures as he pleases, and he has chosen in his sovereignty to give man the power to love him or to rebel and oppose his plan. Luke says in 7:30 that the Pharisees and lawyers, in rejecting Johns message, have rejected the purpose of God for themselves. It is evident that God has endowed his creation with sufficient power to oppose and in a measure frustrate God's will. In one of his parables, Jesus addresses the question of why tares appeared in the field alongside the wheat. He didn’t attribute their presence to a sovereign decree of God, but simply said "An enemy has done this." In creating a universe in which there are personal wills other than his own, God made possible the reality of a relationship with him that is fully personal and freely chosen. But within such a framework, there also exists the possibility of a misuse of that freedom, which has led historically to the fall of man and the sin of the angels. When Jesus said "An enemy has done this", he was saying that events occur in this world which God has not willed and which he will eventually punish, and which he will eventually punish. The relationship is a dynamic program, the outcome of which is in part dependent upon man. While we recognize that God energetically pursues his will for the world in all areas, that does not mean that his will is done in every case. "God is not willing that any should perish...", yet many perish. Jesus longed that the Jews be gathered to him as a hen gathers her chicks, but they were not willing. Nothing in Scripture teaches that God wills men to remain impenitent and perish. People perish because they refuse his offer of grace. It is because as Isaiah said : Is 65:12 When I called, you did not answer, when I spoke you did not listen, but you did evil and chose what i did not delight in." If God's sovereignty that God's will is always don in every case done to the last detail, the inescapable corollary would be that his is accomplished in the lostness of the lost. It would be difficult in the extreme to try to defend the doctrine of hell, if it were true that people ended up there because God willed it.
Arguments in Favor of Irresistible Grace
If men are unable to save themselves on account of their fallen nature, and if God has purposed to save them, and Christ has accomplished their salvation through his death and resurrection, then it logically follows that God must also provide the means for calling them into the benefits of salvation. This idea is expressed in Romans 8:30 “And those God predestined, he also called.” God not only elected men and women to salvation; he also called those whom it pleased him to elect. There is an outward or general call, which all who hear the gospel experience. This call can, and often is, resisted. But irresistible grace refers to the inward or special call to the elect, which cannot be frustrated, but will accomplish its work. This idea is substantiated again and again in God’s word. Here are just a few examples:
“And a certain woman named Lydia heard us: whose heart the Lord opened” Acts 16 – Paul spoke to Lydia the outward call, but the Lord called to Lydia’s heart effectually, expressed in terms of the Lord opening her heart.
“All that the Father gives me will come to me, and whoever comes to me I will never drive away.” John 6:37 – Notice the logical order, those whom the Father gives to Jesus (those predestined, or elect) will come to Jesus (they will most definitely respond to the call)
“Everyone who listens to the Father and learns from him comes to me..” John 6:45 – Men may hear the outward call and learn nothing, but those who are inwardly called, those who listen and learn from the Father, will come to Jesus. 
Falling from Grace vs. Perseverance of the Saints

Arguments in Favor of Falling from Grace 
The doctrine of the perseverance of the saints as maintained by the Calvinists is considered by many Arminians to be the weakest link in the Calvinistic chain, particularly in view of several passages in the Epistle to the Hebrews. A number of distinguished Calvinists have admitted that Hebrews is a difficult book to exegete given their understanding of perseverance. If believers enjoy the kind of absolute security which Calvinism teaches, it is difficult to make very good sense out of the many biblical exhortations to persevere (Heb. 3:12) or the solemn warnings regarding apostasy and falling away from Christ (Heb. 10: 26-29).  In these verses God is laying stress on the importance of maintaining and not forsaking that relationship.  "For we are made partakers of Christ if we hold the beginning of our confidence steadfast unto the end" Heb. 3:14.  The possibility of apostasy is a recurring theme throughout the epistle.  The primary question centering around the controversy is whether or not the individuals to whom the exhortations are addressed are true believers.  Some Calvinists maintain that those addressed in the book of Hebrews are not the elect, while the Arminians doubt that a good case can be made for denying the reality of a faith described in such purposely comprehensive terms as enunciated in Hebrews 6:4-6.  In opposition to some Calvinist constructions of Hebrews 6:4-7, Arminians see these warnings not as an imaginary or hypothetical danger.  They believe these texts support the actual possibility of departing from the living God.  The danger envisaged is that the deceitfulness of sin can progressively harden our spiritual resolve and stagnate into immaturity and leave one open to apostasy.  From an Arminian perspective the controversy here reflects the tension that exists within evangelicalism between a prima facie reading of the text and a theologically controlled reading of the text.  Do the texts mean what they say or are they to be shaped by an a priori religious assumption?
Arguments in Favor Perseverance of the Saints 
If God ordained to save, died to save, and called to salvation those who could not save themselves, then he will also preserve those saved ones unto eternal life. This is clearly expressed in Romans 8:30:

“Those he predestined, he also called; those he called, he also justified; those he justified, he also glorified.”
Paul uses the past tense (glorified) of a future event – the glorification of the saints at the coming of Christ - to express the certainty of that event for the elect.  Those who are predestined, called, and justified, will most certainly be glorified. Salvation is the work of God from beginning to end. Paul gives a promise in which all Christians take comfort, which teaches the perseverance of the saints:

“He who began a good work in you will carry it on to completion until the day of Christ Jesus.” Phillipians 1:6 
Many other Scriptures support this notion:

“And this is the will of him who sent me, that I shall lose none of all that he has given me, but raise them up at the last day.” John 6:39
“I give them eternal life, and they shall never perish; no one can snatch them out of my hand.” John 10:28

Of course, there are many who profess to believe, but do not persevere, but rather fall away. The Scripture warns us against falling away in many places, particularly in the book of Hebrews. But those who fall away are not truly born-again believers and in the end prove themselves to be false. The Bible teaches us that perseverance is the test of one’s profession of faith. “But he that shall endure unto the end, the same shall be saved.” Matt 24:13. 
Conclusion
Much theological ink has been spilled on these two perspectives, and no doubt will continue to do so. Such discussion and debate among Christians is desirable. What is not desirable is the lack of charity, and the tendency to demonize or marginalize those who hold a different viewpoint, without a proper perspective as to what is essential and fundamental to Christianity and what is not. Whether you agree with Arminius’ views, one commendable legacy of his was a call for theological perspective. During a period of intolerant dogmatism, when battle lines were drawn over subtle differences in creeds and confessions, Arminius wrote:

"There does not appear any greater evil in the disputes concerning matters of religion, than the persuading ourselves that our salvation or God's glory are lost by every little difference. As for me, I exhort my scholars, not only to distinguish between the true and the false according to Scripture, but also between the essential articles of faith, and the less essential articles, by the same Scripture." 
Sadly his admonition has gone unheeded over the centuries by Christians of both camps. We at Solomon’s Porch Ministries consider the controversy of Calvinism vs. Arminianism to be theologically significant, but not essential to the doctrines of Christianity. The emphasis in the gospel message is not on the issues of conditional/unconditional election, resistible/irresistible grace, or general/limited atonement. It is on God's love in the face of the wicked depravity of mankind, and Jesus' submission to the Father by becoming a man and dying a shameful death to reconcile sinners to God. 
