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I’ve spent the majority of my Christian life (now approaching  40 years) studying three topics:

1) The nature of God

2) The nature of Man
3) How God and men relate

These are the issues involved in the “Calivinism versus Arminianism” controversy, which is -- in my opinion -- the most important theological issue facing the church. It’s important to know up front where I weigh in on the controversy. I don’t like labels, but if there was a sign hanging around my neck it would say “Wesleyan.” Wesleyanism is on the Arminian side of the argument. 

Well, what is Calvinism? It’s usually identified by the acronym TULIP. For clarity, I am going to use two flowers to make my points. 
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*In Calvinism, the terms “election” and “foreknowledge” are synonymous with “predestination.” (Rom 9:6-24)

TULIP






D’CURE
T otal Depravity (Rm 3:23)



D epravity (Rm 3:23)
U nconditional Election (Eph 1:4-6)

C onditional election  (Lk 13:5)
L imited Atonement (Matt 22:14)
U niversal Atonement (1 Jn 2:2, 1 Tim 4:10)
I rresistible Grace (Jn 6:37) 


R esistible Grace (Acts 7:51)
P reservation of the Saints (Rm 8:38-39)

E ndurance (Matt 24:13)

M.C. Von Treckk came up with an easy way to remember the Arminian acronym. It goes like this: If TULIP is the problem, Arminianism is D’CURE.
The norm in this debate usually focuses on the petals. However, the primary difference between these two flowers is in the stem. We will take a close look at the reason.
Here is a very short history:
John Calvin (1509-1564; 55 yrs) and Jacobus Arminius (1560 – 1609; 49 yrs) did not draft these points. The two men did not even know each other! Arminius was only 4 years old when Calvin died. Furthermore, Arminius started his theological career as a devout follower of John Calvin, and even studied at Calvin’s seminary in Geneva.
In 1610 – the year after Arminius died – forty six ministers met in Holland and drafted a five point protest against Calvinism. It is known as the Remonstrance. A few months later the Calvinists drafted a seven point counter-protest (Counter-Remonstrance). Those seven points were consolidated down to five and have been handed down in history as the famous Five Points of Calvinism, affectionately called TULIP. But don’t be fooled. As one Calvinist (Palmer) put it, “Calvinism is not restricted to five points, it has thousands of points.” 

Why is this controversy such a big deal? Two reasons:

1) First, there has been much spilled blood. (Arminians, among others, have been murdered, burned at the stake, beheaded, tortured, impaled, drowned, exiled and hunted down.) Near the end of this introduction I will cite some historical excerpts on what life was like in John Calvin’s Geneva.
2) Second, the controversy is a theological loggerhead. They cannot both be true. The two positions form an exact contradiction, meaning one of these two flowers is a weed. 

Listen to the dogmatism and emotion on the two sides of the debate:

The Calvinist Perspective: Speaking on behalf of Calvinism, the late John Gertsner said, “We believe with the great Baptist preacher, Charles Haddon Spurgeon, that Calvinism is just another name for Christianity.” Arthur C. Custance wrote that “Calvinism is the Gospel and to teach Calvinism is in fact to preach the Gospel.” Many Calvinists would say that any disagreement with the Five Points is a rejection of the Gospel of Jesus Christ.

The Wesleyan Perspective: In contrast to Calvinism, Robert Shank (once a defender of Calvinism, but who, like Arminius, came to reject all five points) concludes: What kind of God does (the Calvinist) worship? If (Calvinism is true then) God’s appeals…and admonitions constitute the most abhorrent, the most reprehensible, the most malicious and despicable deceptions that ever can be conceived, and God Himself constitutes the most abominable curse that ever can be visited on His own creation. (173-74)

Dave Hunt sums it up by writing, “there is the distinct impression that we are talking about two different ‘Gods’ and two different ‘gospels.’” I could not agree more.
I have illustrated the two positions as two flowers. Which one did God plant? We’ll start by looking at the roots. 

ROOTS 



 

Calvinism: (Double) Predestination

Arminianism: Foreknowledge

Calvin said, “All [men] are not created on equal terms, but some are preordained to eternal life, others to eternal damnation.” This is commonly known as “double-predestination.” 

There are two important points of clarification:

1. In Calvinism “predestination” is the basis salvation. For example, God decided before he created the world that Betty would go to heaven but Bob would go to hell.

2. God’s criteria for who He chooses has nothing to do with the person’s own will. When asked why God chooses Betty for heaven and abandons Bob to hell, the Calvinist will say, “No one knows why. God has His reasons.”
The picture looks like this: God reaches down from heaven, selects a handful of sinners for salvation (with no explanation) and damns the rest of the human race to an eternity in hell. That scenario has a nasty taste. 
Are there other options? Yes! In the New Testament the terms “predestination,” “election,” and “foreknowledge” are not synonymous (as they are in Calvinism). They are different words and they’re used differently in the Bible.

· Predestination means “to predetermine” or “to plan in advance.” For example, when an architect drafts a set of blue prints the design of the building is predestined.
· Election means “to choose” or “to select.” As when one applicant is chosen for a job while another is rejected.

· Foreknowledge means “to know in advance,” or “to have prior knowledge.” As in the omniscience (prescience) of God.

When we use these terms with strict definitions we get the Arminian scenario of how salvation works. Foreknowledge (rather than presdestination) becomes the basis of election. In fact, foreknowledge is the basis for both election and predestination. 

God knows the future, else how could he prophesy future events (including evil events)? Concerning decisions for salvation, God knows the important stuff. What is it He knows about you and me? I doubt anyone reading this introduction does not have the answer to this question. God foreknows who will turn and trust Him for eternal life, and based on this knowledge He elected and predestined believers “to be conformed to the image of His Son.” This is a perfect fit with Romans 8:29, “For those whom He foreknew, He also predestined to be conformed to the image of His Son.” 

STOCKBROKER ILLUSTRATION

(I’m going to illustrate what I’ve just written.) 

One of the big problems with our economy is insider trading. Stock brokers get information before they’re supposed to. What we see with insider trading is the desire for foreknowledge. But foreknowledge is impossible to get, so men cheat and take the next best thing – knowledge before anyone else. 

Now imagine that the impossible happens and a certain stockbroker manages to acquire foreknowledge. He now knows exactly what will happen in every transaction long before buyers and sellers engage the market. What will he do? Using his new knowledge he will determine and execute a plan that will make him one of the wealthiest men in the world.

Now, a Calvinist would accuse him of manipulating the market and say, “You can’t know what the market is going to do unless you’re controlling it. I don’t know how you did it, but you became rich by causing every decision made on Wallstreet.”

Would the Calvinist be right? No! The wealthy stockbroker was only responsible for his own decisions, not those of the market. He simply knew what others would do, and took advantage of that knowledge. He predestined a plan that made him wealthy. 

This is one big difference between Calvinism and Arminianism.

STEM: 

Calvinism: Absolute Sovereignty



Arminianism: Sovereignty
The flag most often waved by Calvinists is God’s sovereignty. Surprisingly, many of them sincerely feel they are the only ones who believe in the absolute sovereignty of God, and by their unique definition, that is probably true.

By absolute sovereignty the Calvinist means two things:
· There is no free will

· God is the source and cause of all evil.

Edwin Palmer, in his book, The Five Points of Calvinism, writes;

Foreordination means God’s sovereign plan, whereby He decides all that is to happen in the entire universe. Nothing in this world happens by chance. God is back of everything. He decides and causes all things to happen that do happen…the moving of a finger, the beating of a heart, the laughter of a girl, the mistake of a typist – even sin. (221)

All things that happen in all the world at any time and in all history – whether with inorganic matter, vegetation, animals, man or angels (both good and evil ones) – come to pass because God ordained them. Even sin – the fall of the devil from heaven, the fall of Adam, and every evil thought, word and deed in all of history, including the worst sin of all, Judas’ betrayal of Christ – is included in the eternal decree of our holy God. (129)
In Calvinism, God is even responsible for whether or not you take notes, what your grades are, and how well you do on your exams!  If you believe in Calvinism that should be comforting…unless, of course, God hates you!

I put this to the test once, because I found it hard to believe anyone who believed the Bible would really think like this. At the time I was an associate pastor to a five point Calvinist named Ron Brown. One night we were sitting across the table from one another talking about God’s sovereignty. I picked up a sheet of notebook paper, crumpled it in my hands and threw at him, hitting him square in the nose. This startled him. Then, looking him straight in the eyes, I asked, “Did God just make me do that?” Without hesitating, he said yes. I smiled, then asked, “OK, say I leave here tonight, and solicit a prostitute. I have sex with her and then kill her and throw her body in the river. Did God make me do that?” Again, he said yes. So I thought, “Well two can play at this game,” so I said, “All right, is God the One who made me an Arminian? And did He send me here to tell you that you’re Calvinism is nonsense!” This finally caused him pause. He never has answered that question.
Seriously, there is no reasoning with someone who thinks like this – and the list is long (e.g. R.C. Sproul, John MacArthur, John Gertsner, J.I. Packer, etc. ~ Calvinists are everywhere in Christian education, like snowflakes falling on a winter day). Many Arminians (myself included) believe that this view of sovereignty – that God causes all evil - is blasphemy. Tim Lahaye nearly says this when he writes, To suggest that the merciful, longsuffering, gracious and loving God of the Bible would invent a dreadful doctrine like Calvinism…comes perilously close to blasphemy.

The Arminian position is that God’s sovereignty is what created free will. His sovereignty is not threatened by free will in the least. It’s that simple. If there is no free will then people are mere robots and God is some sort of demonic schizophrenic who enjoys war, poverty and disease.

THE FIVE POINTS – The five petals

The five points of Calvinism are like the five fingers on your hand – where one goes, they all go. To deny one point while accepting the other four has been called by five point Calvinists the “blessed inconsistency.” Philosophically, it’s impossible to justify two or three point Calvinism, though most Calvinists consistently ignore this problem. More on this follows.
PETAL 1: 

Calvinism: Total Depravity (i.e. inability)

Arminianism: Depravity

By Total Depravity the Calvinist means man is a corpse (“dead in trespasses and sins,” Eph. 2:1). For example, John MacArthur teaches that unbelievers are “no more able to respond to God than a Cadaver.” 
Palmer writes, “The biblical picture, however, is of a man at the bottom of the ocean…He has been there for a thousand years and the sharks have eaten his heart…the man is dead and is totally unable to ask any lifeguard to save him. If he is to be saved, then a miracle must occur. He must be brought back to life and to the surface, and then ask the guard to rescue him…” (119)
The confusion comes from equating spiritual death with physical death. They’re not the same, and this is easy enough to prove: If a dead man cannot exercise faith in Jesus Christ, neither can he reject Christ, or commit sin. To be “dead in trespasses and sins” simply means to be cut off from a right standing with God.

Total depravity can be understood and illustrated by two figures: One blackened, and the other a composite of categories (will, personality, job, friends, passions, talents, body, brain, etc.). The Arminian would say that every area of our lives is contaminated by sin, ruined. Nevertheless, God’s image is still very much alive in unbelievers (James 3:9).
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Total Depravity

          Depravity







PETAL 2: 

Calvinism: Unconditional Election
Arminianism: Conditional Election

In Calvinism a person is not saved by repenting and believing the Gospel.  The Reformed view on salvation teaches that before a person can choose Christ he is supernaturally regenerated by God (i.e. born-again). They mean by this that people are born again before they know it (i.e. you are saved before you know you’re saved).

Arminianism teaches that repentance and faith are the conditions of salvation. We insist the Bible teaches over and over that faith precedes the new birth. How anyone can miss this is beyond me. Unconditional election is more than bad doctrine. It is a death blow to the Great Commission. Listen to these quotes from Calvinists:

Custance: If election guarantees the salvation of all that are predestined to be saved, why should we be bothered with evangelism? What possible difference can it make whether we speak to men or not?

Wilson: We (Calvinists) do not win many souls. A few of our kind of churches win a soul now and then, but most of us do very, very little of this…Our preachers are not soul winning men. We do not have soul winning members…we almost never give any instructions on why and how to win souls. We do not really work at soul winning in our churches.
Calvinism fosters a certain attitude: “I’m one of the elect. Let the non-elect be damned; there’s nothing I can do for them.”

This brings up the question of Good News! Is the gospel of Calvinism Good News? Only if language has lost all meaning. Far from being Good News, Calvinism, if true, would be about the worst news the world could get. Only if God hated everyone would the message be worse. As Dave Hunt says,
“There is no escaping the fact that in Calvin’s entire Institutes of the Christian Religion there is not one mention of God’s love for the lost! Nor is that surprising in view of the fact that Calvin’s God has no love for the lost… Calvin’s God not only fails to deliver the lost but decrees their doom! This cannot be the God of the Bible.”
PETAL 3: 

Calvinism: Limited Atonement

Arminianism: Universal Atonement

This petal is an embarrassment to some Calvinists, and no wonder! It is known as Amyraldism, or four-point Calvinism. Limited atonement is real simple: Jesus did not die for everyone. In fact, He only died for a few. 
A.A. Hodge, a Calvinist, explains how vital limited atonement is to Calvinism:

If (the critics of Calvinism) could prove that the love which prompted God to give His Son to die, as a sin-offering…had for its objects all men…that Christ actually sacrificed his life for the saving of all…on the condition of faith, then …the central principle of Arminianism is true [and Calvinism is false]…

This point hardly merits a response. If Jesus’ own words in John 3:16 do not sway the Calvinist, I don’t know what will. For the record, you may be interested in looking up 1 Tim 4:10 and 1 Jn 2:2. What do these passages say to you? 
PETAL 4:

Calvinism: Irresistible Grace


Arminianism: Resistable Grace 

The petal of irresistible grace is the ultimate denial of free will. A former pastor of mine, who is a Calvinist, said it this way: “All men are born into one of two loops. One loop goes to heaven and the other loop goes to hell.” (He motioned with his left hand to form one loop, and motioned with his right hand to form a second loop.) He went on to say that these two loops are “fixed.” People in the right loop cannot cross over to the left loop, and vice versa. These loops were fixed before the world was made and you cannot get out of the one God assigned you to. God’s decision is irresistible and irreversible. 










       Hell-bound
    Heaven-bound

Loraine Boettner in The Reformed Doctrine of Predestination, writes:

The Reformed Faith has held to the existence of an eternal, divine decree which… separates the human race into two portions and ordains one to everlasting life and the other to everlasting death…their number is so certain and definite that it cannot be either increased or decreased. (237)
Here is the major problem with Calvinism: a denial that God is, by nature, love. In fact, Calvin himself declared that it is for God’s glory and pleasure that He fills hell with those whom He could save. God damns the many because He doesn’t love them. In Calvinism it’s really not total depravity that sends men to hell after all, but God’s hatred for the greater portion of the human race.

PETAL 5: 

Calvinism: Preservation of the Saints

Arminianism: Undecided

Once-Saved-Always-Saved



Wesleyanism: Endurance

Arminius never took a position on whether true believers could fall away from salvation. However, his followers ~ the Remonstrants ~ did take a position. In their rebuttal against Calvinism, they wrote:

True believers can fall from true faith and fall into such sins as cannot be consistent with true and justifying faith, and not only can this happen, but it also not infrequently occurs…True believers can through their own fault…finally fall away and go lost.
Arminians will cite approximately 75 verses in the New Testament (and far more than that in the Old Testament) that teach true believers can and do commit apostasy. We have committed an entire section to this point on our web site (www.grace-n-truth.com). 
Odds and Ends -

1. “Will the Real Heretic Please Stand Up?” by David Bercot

A study of early church history reveals that Calvinistic doctrines were unknown during the first 300 years. The early church believed in free will and universal atonement. They did not believe predestination to salvation or damnation, and they did not believe in eternal security. There is not a single reference in the ten volume ante-Nicene fathers to support any of the five points. 

2. Origins of Calvinism. My purpose in asking these next five questions is not to create hate and ill-will. I ask them because of what’s at stake.

· Who would want you to believe that God causes all sin and evil?
· Who would have you think Jesus did not die for the sins of the whole world?
· Who would want Christians to believe that evangelism is a waste of time? 

· Who would want you to believe faith and repentance are not necessary?
· Who wins if apostasy is not treated as a real threat to one’s destiny?

There is only one answer!  This is why I believe Calvinism is the Devil’s version of the Gospel.  Satan has turned the Good News into the Bad News.
3.   Lives lived. Jesus said to beware of false prophets, and declared, “You will know them by their fruits.”

Calvin’s conduct, day after day, year after year, was the very antithesis of what it would have been had he truly been led of the Spirit of God. Dave Hunt provides a clear historical summary of Calvin’s life as follows:
How could a man who so outrageously violated the basic teachings of Christ, and who by his treatment of his fellows dishonored his Lord, be looked to as a theological giant by so many evangelicals today?
It is staggering, in view of his tyrannical and often brutal rule of Geneva, that anyone could defend Calvin as an outstanding Christian. Could there be any question that his dictatorial conduct which was so un-Christian was a direct result of his view of God as a harsh sovereign more ready to condemn than to save?

Listen to the following descriptions of Calvin’s Geneva:

To regulate lay conduct a system of domiciliary [home] visits was established…[which] questioned the occupants on all phases of their lives…The allowable color and quantity of clothing, the number of dishes permissible at a meal, were specified by law. Jewelry and lace were frowned upon. A woman was jailed for arranging her hair to an immoral height.

Fornication was to be punished with exile or drowning; adultery, blasphemy, or idolatry, with death…a child was beheaded for striking its parents. In the years 1558-59 there were 414 prosecutions for moral offenses; between 1542 and 1564 there were seventy-six banishments and fifty-eight executions; the total population of Geneva was then about 20,000.

All the claims of the popes for the supremacy of the church over the state were renewed by Calvin for his church…[Calvin] was as thorough as any pope in rejecting individualism of belief;[he] completely repudiated the principle of private judgment with which the new religion had begun…In Geneva…those…who could not accept it would have to seek other habitats. Persistent absence from Protestant [Calvinistic] services, or continued refusal to take the Eucharist was a punishable offense. 

Heresy again became [under Calvin as under Augustine]…treason to the state, and was to be punished with death…in one year, on the advice of the Consistory, fourteen alleged witches were sent to the stake on the charge that they had persuaded Satan to afflict Geneva with plague.

A citizen named Jacques Gruet was arrested on suspicion of having placed a placard on Calvin’s pulpit which read in part, “Gross hypocrite! After people have suffered long, they avenge themselves…Take care that you are not served like M. Verle [who had been killed]…” Gruet was tortured twice daily in a manner similar to which Rome, rightly condemned by the Reformers for doing so, tortured the victims of her inquisitions who were accused of daring to disagree with her dogmas. The use of torture for extracting “confessions” was approved by Calvin. After thirty days of severe suffering, Gruet finally confessed – whether truthfully, or in desperation to end the torture, no one knows. On July 16, 1547, “half dead, he was tied to a stake, his feet were nailed to it, and his head was cut off.”
4.  God’s nature.  When you first heard the good news of Jesus Christ and surrendered to Jesus, who was this God you invited into your heart? What was He like? What attracted you to Him?   I’m curious. If someone would have preached the gospel of Calvinism to you would you have become a Christian? 

Several Scriptures have come to mean a lot to me regarding God’s intentions toward men:

Acts 10:34-36

34Then Peter began to speak: "I now realize how true it is that God does not show favoritism 35but accepts men from every nation who fear him and do what is right. 

Acts 17:24, 26-27

24"The God who made the world and everything in it is the Lord of heaven and earth … 26From one man he made every nation of men, that they should inhabit the whole earth; and he determined the times set for them and the exact places where they should live. 27God did this so that men would seek him and perhaps reach out for him and find him, though he is not far from each one of us. 

2 Chron 16:9

9 For the eyes of the LORD range throughout the earth to strengthen those whose hearts are fully committed to him. 

5.   Paradox: The Calvinism/Arminianism controversy is often portrayed as a paradox, “a seemingly contradictory statement that may nonetheless be true.” One popular explanation states that the entry sign to heaven reads “Whosoever will may enter,” but once in heaven, the other side of the sign reads “Chosen before the foundation of the world.” This is an effort in futility. The controversy is a clear-cut contradiction, not a paradox.
6.  Hebrew and Greek: Language is often used as an authority to prove Calvinism, as though TULIP can be found in the parsing of words. Of course, Calvinists are not the only ones guilty of this. One of my early Hebrew instructors once said, “We cannot understand God by intellectually dissecting the Bible.” To use the original languages to prove one’s position is false academic posing.
7. Election : In discussing election and predestination, I often use the following illustration. 
Many years ago a job opening came up at a local Sheriff’s Office. Anybody could apply, as the position was open to the public. The choice to take the test was mine. I could apply or not. I decided to try for it and got it. This is similar to the offer of salvation: anyone can apply, as the offer is open to the public. This is not predestination. Predestination comes next. The job they hired me for had predetermined requirements. This was not negotiable. My uniform, weapons, training and work hours were all predetermined. I later discovered there would be thousands of other performance objectives that were also already “set in stone.”

My point: The terms predestination and election are not used of salvation. They are service, task-history terms. Election and predestination always have to do with a particular purpose, ministry or blessing to which one has been elected. Anyone can apply this to Calvinism’s view of Romans 9: 7b-13, and see where he goes astray. 
7b"It is through Isaac that your offspring will be reckoned." 
10Not only that, but Rebekah's children had one and the same father, our father Isaac. 11Yet, before the twins were born or had done anything good or bad--in order that God's purpose in election might stand: 12not by works but by him who calls--she was told, "The older will serve the younger." 13Just as it is written: "Jacob I loved, but Esau I hated." 

This passage contains a quote from Malachi 1:2. Nations (Israel & Edom) are meant. Moreover, “loved” and “hated” are comparative terms in Hebrew (as when Jesus said we must hate father and mother in comparison to our love for Him – Matt 10:37-38) and have nothing to do with salvation.
8. Terminology: I’m including this terminology table for those wondering what the words mean. When you meet people who use terms like this, you might want to leave the area! Ha! See our paper on Pharisaism for an explanation of this advice.  
· Ivory Tower Jargon

	Supralapsarianism
Infralapsarianism
Amyraldism
Arminianism










(Weslyanism)
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(4-point)
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    for elect
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5. Call elect
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5. Elect believers

	Presbyterian Church in Scotland




Methodists

Church of England






Pentecostals

Dutch Reformed






Assembly of God

The Pilgrims (English Puritans)




Anabaprists


Some Calvinists attempt to escape the horrifying consequences of their doctrine by suggesting that predestination unto damnation and God’s invitation to all to believe are both true even though they contradict each other. John Piper tries to get out of it by teaching that God has two wills, “God decrees one state of affairs while also willing and teaching that a different state of affairs should come to pass.” 

It is also claimed that God needs no reason, that it simply pleased Him to be like this, or the reason is hidden in the mystery of His will.







