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The Sovereignty of God

Part 4: In Salvation

God’s Sovereignty In Salvation
As we consider God’s sovereignty in regard to salvation, we will discuss both the nature of God
and the nature of man. Mankind has fallen into sin and stands in need of salvation. God’s
eternal purpose in Christ is to redeem His people from their sins. In this section, we will study
what the Bible says about the various issues involved in the accomplishment of human
redemption. First and foremost, we will see that God is not only sovereign in creation and in
providence, but also in the application of redemption.

Matthew 1:21: And she will bear a Son; and you shall call His name Jesus, for it is He

who will save His people from their sins.

2 Timothy 1:8-11: *Therefore do not be ashamed of the testimony of our Lord, or of me

His prisoner; but join with me in suffering for the Gospel according to the power of God

’who has saved us, and called us with a holy calling, not according to our works, but

according to His own purpose and grace which was granted us in Christ Jesus from all

eternity, "but now has been revealed by the appearing of our Savior Christ Jesus, who

abolished death, and brought life and immortality to light through the gospel, ''for which

I was appointed a preacher and an apostle and a teacher.
To help us understand what the Bible has to say about the doctrine of salvation, we will look first
at some of the controversy and false teaching surrounding it in church history.

The Doctrine of Salvation in Church History
The many and varied doctrinal controversies throughout the history of the Christian church
reflect the blatant war against God’s truth being waged by the great enemy of the church, Satan
himself. Great battles are fought when false teachers, knowingly or ignorantly, distort and
pervert scriptural truth.

2 Peter 2:1-3: 'But false prophets also arose among the people, just as there will also be

false teachers among you, who will secretly introduce destructive heresies, even

denying the Master who bought them, bringing swift destruction upon themselves. *And

many will follow their sensuality, and because of them the way of the truth will be

maligned; *and in their greed they will exploit you with false words; their judgment from

long ago is not idle, and their destruction is not asleep.
False teachers take advantage of immature Christians who have little knowledge of the Bible.
The Bible describes those who are led astray by false teachers as “children” who “barely escape
from the ones who live in error.” Thus, Scripture clearly instructs that Christians must take
responsibility for not being led astray from the truth by false teachers and false doctrines. We do
this by working hard at discerning scriptural truth, so as to grow up in our salvation and in the
knowledge of God and our Savior, Jesus Christ.

2 Peter 2:18-19: For speaking out arrogant words of vanity they entice by fleshly

desires, by sensuality, those who barely escape from the ones who live in error,

®promising them freedom while they themselves are slaves of corruption; for by what a

man is overcome, by this he is enslaved.

Ephesians 4:11-16: "' And He gave some as apostles, and some as prophets, and some as

evangelists, and some as pastors and teachers, “for the equipping of the saints for the

work of service, to the building up of the body of Christ; “until we all attain to the

unity of faith, and of the knowledge of the Son of God, to a mature man, to the measure

of the stature which belongs to the fulness of Christ. '*As a result, we are no longer to
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be children, tossed here and there by waves, and carried about by every wind of
doctrine, by the trickery of men, by craftiness in deceitful scheming; Pbut speaking
the truth in love, we are to grow up in all aspects into Him, who is the head, even
Christ, '®from whom the whole body, being fitted and held together by that which every
joint supplies, according to the proper working of each individual part, causes the
growth of the body for the building up of itself in love.

We dare not simply ignore the controversies stirred up by false teachers as we study Scripture.
As we examine the biblical teaching regarding salvation, we must identify the major issues
involved and raised in false teachings and clearly understand and refute them with biblical truth.

Question #102: According to 2 Peter 2:1-3, 18-19, what tactics do false teachers typically use to
lead professing Christians astray?

Question #103: Knowing how false teachers operate and taking to heart the admonition in
Ephesians 4:14-16, what steps must we take to defend ourselves against the wiles of false
teachers?

Pelagius and Augustine
One of the first major controversies regarding the doctrine of salvation was introduced by a man
named Pelagius. Pelagius was an ascetic monk born in England in 354 A.D. He later became a
popular teacher in the church at Rome. Pelagius was the author of the following false teachings
concerning the doctrine of salvation:
e Mankind is not hampered by original sin, i.e., human minds, wills, and emotions
were not corrupted by the Fall.
Mankind has natural ability to obey God’s commands, i.e.:
» humanity is not in bondage to sin;
» we can attain Heaven by good works (salvation was by Law or Gospel)
Divine grace is not necessary for salvation.
Sinless perfection can be attained.
God’s choice of which sinners would be saved was based on His foreknowledge of
their response to the Gospel (the prescient view of predestination).
e Christians can lose their salvation.

The chief antagonist of these Pelagian doctrines was Augustine, the Bishop of Hippo.
Augustine taught that Adam’s fall into sin corrupted the nature of all his progeny. Thus, all
people are born sinners and continue to live in bondage to sin (being dead in transgressions and
sin), unless and until they are regenerated by God’s divine grace, which is necessary for
salvation. Augustine taught that salvation was totally God’s work and that He was thus due the
glory for it. The chart below pictures the contrast between the two teachings.
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Doctrine Pelagianism | Augustiainism
Original Sin Denied Affirmed
Natural Will Ability to obey perfectly Inability

Grace Not Necessary Absolutely necessary

Sinless Perfection

Can be attained

Cannot be attained

Salvation Secure?

No

Yes

Goes to man

Goes to God

Glory

Many in the early church held to the doctrinal system of Pelagianism. But close scrutiny by
many official church councils led to its official condemnation by the Councils of Carthage in
416 and 418. These Councils were assembled to assess the validity of the teachings of
Caelestius, a disciple of Pelagius. After due deliberation, they denounced the Pelagian doctrines
of human nature, original sin, grace, and perfectibility; and fully approved the contrary views of
Augustine. Likewise, the second Council of Orange (529 A.D.), in upholding Augustine’s view
of the inability of the natural will, repudiated the semi-Pelagian doctrine that the human race,
though fallen and possessed of a sinful nature, is still “good enough” to lay hold of the grace of
God through an act of unredeemed human will. Pelagianism, as a structured heretical
movement, ceased to exist after the 6th century. Unfortunately, its essential ideas have generated
disputes and controversies throughout the history of the Church and even today.

Question #104: In your own words, briefly describe the basic distinction between the teaching
of Pelagius and the teaching of Augustine.

Luther and Erasmus

The German Reformer Martin Luther had a profound affect on the Church. His efforts, along
with those of Calvin, Zwingli, and others, spawned the Protestant Reformation. The main issue at
stake in Luther’s mind was salvation by grace alone through faith alone in Christ alone.
However, he dealt with many other doctrinal issues during his ministry, bringing much needed
reform to almost every area of theology. Luther disagreed sharply with a Roman Catholic
teacher by the name of Erasmus about the doctrines of human nature and freewill. On
September 1, 1524, Erasmus published his treatise On the Freedom of the Will Luther
responded in December of 1525, with The Bondage of the Will. Luther defended the position
defined by Augustinian theology which had been the official position of the church for some
1000 years. This position had been recognized and affirmed at the second Council of Orange
(A.D. 529) as the clear teaching of the Bible. Erasmus took a semi-Pelagian position,
maintaining that man is morally able to respond to the gospel without the necessity of divine
grace.
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Erasmus Luther
Semi-Pelagian ‘ Augustinian
it Monergistic
Sanmiion i g SrglStlc Sahvation is wholly the wark of the Holy Spiit in
alvation is accomplished as man and God : A T b

; o ; regenaration. Manking possesses no inclination

cooperate, Divine Grace and the human will aci ) i i) e b
! toward the Goael in his cahirsl state and needs

work together for saivallon to happen. Divine Grace o be enabled 1o believe

Discussions of human freewill focus on the basic issue of man’s nature and the nature of saving
grace. Scripture clearly teaches that in our fallen state we desire autonomy, i.e., to be subject or
accountable to no one but ourselves. Scripture also clearly teaches that God is the supreme
authority to whom we are subject and accountable. Therefore, the following questions typically
arise:

e [Is man’s will totally free, or is it somehow limited in his ability to make free choices?
Was man created morally able to do good and evil, and how was this aftected by the Fall?

e (Can man respond to the Gospel on his own without the need for divine grace or
enablement?

What role does freewill play in predestination?
e Once people are saved or regenerated, are they able to do good and evil?

The chart below shows various aspects of this discussion about man’s nature and its freedom in
different states.

State of man in history Morally Able to do Inclined by Nature to
GOOD EVIL GOOD EVIL
Created ves yes %no no
Fallen no yes fno yes
Redeemed ves yes yes no
Glorified yes no yes no

The controversy over this doctrine still rages on in the Church. Since the issues involved are
inherent in the arguments between Calvinism and Arminianism, we will deal with them in the
biblical analysis which follows.

Question #105: In your own words, distinguish between Semi-Pelagianism and Augustinian-
ism.

Question #106: What significant questions are addressed by these two schools of thought?
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Question #107: Why, in your judgment, are these questions important?

Calvin and Arminius:

As did Luther, the French Reformer John Calvin (1509-1564) had a massive impact on the
Church. His ministry was based in Geneva, Switzerland, during the 16" century. His Institutes
of the Christian Religion remains one of the foremost theological works in church history. In
1559 he founded the Geneva Academy, a Bible school which emphasized the principle of sola
scriptura (sole reliance on the authority of Scripture.) Calvin focused on God as the center of all
reality and centered all teaching in the nature of God. He is recognized as the father of the
Reformed Faith and has had a major influence in the development of Protestant Christianity.

The founder of the theological system known as Arminianism was Jacob Arminius (1560-1609).
He studied under the strict Calvinist theologian, Theodore Beza, at Geneva and became a
professor of theology at the University of Leyden in the Netherlands in 1603. Arminius
gradually came to reject certain Calvinist teachings and attracted some followers. Controversy
resulted and spread throughout Holland, where Calvinists in the Reformed Church held the
overwhelming majority. Forty-six Arminian ministers signed a dissenting creed, formulated in
Five Articles labeled “Remonstrance,” and laid them before the state authorities of Holland in
1610. The Calvinists responded with a Counter-Remonstrance; however, the official Calvinistic
response came from the Synod of Dort after considering the Five Articles from November 13,
1618 to May 9, 1619. The eighty-four members and eighteen secular commissioners released
their decision in what has come to be known as The Canons of Dort. This document is still part
of the official confession of the Reformed Church in America and the Christian Reformed
Church. The Canons of Dort affirm the Five Points of Calvinism in response to the Five Articles
of the Arminian Remonstrants. Thus, the so-called Five Points were not independenly
formulated by Calvinists as a summary of Calvinism. Rather, they emerged in response to the
Five Articles presented by the Arminians in opposition to the teaching of Calvin. The chart
below shows the Five Points displayed in the helpful acronym TULIP, which identifies the main
doctrines of salvation that relate to God’s sovereign grace.

 TheFive Points of Calvinism
- The Five Responses to the Remonstrance at Dot

TIU|L|I|P

Totad Unseitional Limited brresistible Perseysrance
Dopravity Elpction Atonemaent Grace of the Salnts

Question #108: What started the controversy between the Arminians and the Calvinists?

Question #109: What happened at the Synod of Dort and what was the resulting creed that was
published?
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