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An Ancient and Everlasting Controversy 

A wise man once said that we should let sleeping dogs lie, but some dogs never seem to 

rest.  Some ideas arouse the primal passions of men to soaring heights.  The few who 

comprehend the stakes involved fiercely defend the plot on which they stand.  Some dogs must 

be wrestled anew by every generation.  Perhaps the biggest and most imposing “dog” in the 

history of the Christian Church is the controversy over the nature and extent of man’s sin and 

God’s grace.  The implications span the philosophical spectrum to include such topics as the 

nature of man’s free will and the predetermination of history.  According to James White (an 

active contemporary participant in the debate), the crux of the debate for the Christian “has to do 

with abilities and inabilities”1.  Do men possess the innate ability to please God?  And if man 

will be saved from his sin unto salvation, to what extent and degree must God graciously 

intervene?  The controversy began with a new teaching from the pen of a monk named Pelagius 

in the 5th century. 

Pelagianism 

“Pelagianism received its name from Pelagius and designates a heresy of the fifth 

century, which denied original sin as well as Christian grace.”2  Pelagius energetically called 

people to repentance by appealing to the free and unencumbered will of man.  According to 

Pelagius, “man has the possibility and the freedom to decide in favor of the good…If a man wills 

what is evil, he sins.  But there is nothing to prevent him from choosing the good, thereby 

                                                 
1 James R. White, The Potter’s Freedom (Amityville, NY: Calvary Press Publishing, 2000), p. 284. 

2 Joseph Pohle, “Pelagius and Pelagianism,” in The Catholic Encyclopedia (ed. Remy Lafort; vol. XI of The 
Catholic Encyclopedia; Online Edition; K. Knight, 2003). Cited 8 January 2004. Online:  
http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/11604a.htm. 
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avoiding sin.”3  He viewed sin in an external sense as essentially bad habits or isolated evil 

actions, and therefore denied the doctrine of original sin and man’s corrupt, fallen nature.  

Consequently, he saw no need of God’s intervening grace to change man’s nature.  He taught 

“grace means that man has been equipped from the beginning with a will that is free to choose 

the good.”4  Grace merely assists the free will to choose the good through the proclamation of the 

Law, the example of the life and death of Christ, and the psychological benefits of the knowledge 

of past sins forgiven.  In the final analysis, God’s assisting grace is necessary, but more 

importantly man possesses the inherit ability to choose the good. 

Augustine of Hippo confronted the popular teaching of Pelagius, and the Augustinian 

position on sin and grace was eventually accepted as the orthodox and scriptural doctrine of the 

church.  Pelagianism was formally declared heretical in the west at the Council of Carthage in 

418, and subsequently in the east at the Council of Ephesus in 431.  Traces of Pelagian teaching 

in the church slowly diminished over the next 100 years, and his teachings have never 

experienced a serious academic revival in church history. 

Augustinianism 

Augustine of Hippo countered his contemporary Pelagius with his own doctrine of sin 

and grace.  He viewed the teachings of Pelagius as extremely aberrant and inherently un-

Christian, and proposed his own interpretation of the doctrines at the opposite extreme.  He felt 

justified in his polar opposite position based on the testimony of scripture.  “The basic impulse in 

Augustine’s doctrines of sin and grace…is to ascribe all good to God alone.  Fallen humanity so 

                                                 
3 Bengt Hägglund, History of Theology (Translated by Gene J. Lund; St. Louis, MO: Concordia Publishing House, 
1968), p. 133. 
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easily delights only in the creature rather than delight in God through the created thing.”5  His 

teaching on sin and grace ascribed no praise to man’s will since (in his view) the will of man is 

fallen and cannot choose the good.  The will does not choose the good because its nature is fallen 

and “ensnared in the toils of desire and driven by concupiscence.  This is a condition which he is 

powerless to change.”6  But all hope is not lost for man; the sovereign and powerful grace of God 

is the solution to man’s predicament. 

Augustine’s teaching on grace may be summarized as follows: Humanity shared in 
Adam’s sin and therefore has become a massa damnationis from which no one can be 
extricated save by a special gift of divine grace that cannot be merited; yet God in his 
inscrutable wisdom chooses some to be saved and grants graces that will infallibly but 
freely lead them to salvation.  The number of the elect is set and can be neither 
increased nor decreased.7 

According to Augustine, God’s grace is inextricably linked to the doctrines of election 

(predestination) and God’s sovereign choice to grant prevenient grace to sinners.  At this point 

Augustine’s teaching inflames the passions of those who wish to defend the free agency and 

corresponding responsibility of man.  Augustine’s doctrine of the nature of man’s will 

necessitated prevenient grace for the sinner to inherit salvation. 

As fallen humans we still have free agency – but we freely choose sin and evil, lacking 
the power to do otherwise.  Thus this very freedom of ours is itself a kind of unfreedom, 
‘for he is freely in bondage who does with pleasure the will of his master.’  We are free, 
responsible, and unfree all at once.  Agency we have; what we lack is the power to 
change our choices and our motives.  Only after regeneration by the extrinsic power of 
God can we believe in him and do good out of pure love for him.8 

                                                                                                                                                             
4 Ibid., p. 134. 

5 Bradley J. Gundlach, “Augustine of Hippo,” in Evangelical Dictionary of Theology (2d ed. Walter A. Elwell; 
Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2001), p. 123. 

6 Hägglund, History of Theology, p. 135. 

7 Richard Kyle, “Semi-Pelagianism,” in Evangelical Dictionary of Theology (2d ed. Walter A. Elwell; Grand 
Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2001), p 1089. 

8 Gundlach, “Augustine of Hippo,” p. 123. 
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Augustinianism became the church’s official stance on the doctrines of sin and grace, but 

some saw it as unnecessarily extreme and sought a mediating position between Pelagius and 

Augustine to grant more dignity, responsibility, and ability to man. 

Semi-Pelagianism 

In the 5th century, John Cassianus and Faustus of Riez were the main proponents of the 

so-called Semi-Pelagian school.  Cassianus was the architect of the system, while Faustus built 

on Cassianus’ theories and moved it closer to Pelagianism.  They proposed the following points 

in an attempt to soften the difficult Augustinian doctrines: 

(1) In distinguishing between the beginning of faith and the increase of faith, one may 
refer the former to the power of the free will, while the faith itself and its increase is 
absolutely dependent upon God; (2) The gratuity of grace is to be maintained against 
Pelagius in so far as every strictly natural merit is excluded; this, however, does not 
prevent nature and its works from having a certain claim to grace; and (3) As regards 
final perseverance in particular, it must not be regarded as a special gift of grace, since 
the justified man may of his own strength persevere to the end.9 

Accordingly, grace is indispensable for the salvation of man, but the will retains its ability 

(despite its overall corrupt nature) to reach up to God for salvation.  Grace “does not necessarily 

need to precede a free human choice, because, despite the weakness of human volition, the will 

takes the initiative toward God.  In other words, divine grace and human free will must work 

together in salvation.”10  Augustine’s definition of grace as regenerative (prevenient) grace 

working extrinsically in the heart was rejected and replaced with the Pelagian definition of grace 

as the gift of free will intrinsic to man.  They rejected the Augustinian concept of predestination 

and monergistic grace and emphasized the residual freedom in the will that takes the initial step 

                                                 
9 Joseph Pohle, “Semipelagianism,” in The Catholic Encyclopedia (ed. Remy Lafort; vol. XIII of The Catholic 
Encyclopedia; Online Edition; K. Knight, 2003). Cited 8 January 2004. Online:  
http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/13703a.htm. 

10 Kyle, “Semi-Pelagianism,” p. 1090. 
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toward God.  “The characteristic principle of the Semi-Pelagian theory…is that the sinner begins 

the work of conversion.  God helps those only who begin to help themselves.  He is found only 

of those who seek Him.”11 

Semi-Pelagians objected to Augustine’s doctrines of sin, grace, and free will by retorting: 

If man is unable to choose and do the good, then he cannot be held responsible for his sin.  And 

if God only gives prevenient grace to those whom He chooses, then those who do not receive 

prevenient grace cannot be held responsible for their sin.  Furthermore, if God does not grant 

prevenient grace to every sinner, then God is not all-loving, and thus His character is impugned.  

The Princetonian theologian Charles Hodge described the primary objection to the Augustinian 

doctrine of regeneration. 

If all men are dead in sin, destitute of the power to restore themselves to life, then not 
only is it unjust that they should be condemned, but it is also incompatible with the divine 
rectitude that God should exert his almighty power in the regeneration of some, while He 
leaves others to perish.  Justice, it is said, demands that all should have an equal 
opportunity; that all should have, by nature or from grace, power to secure their own 
salvation.12 

The Semi-Pelagians also understood that Augustine’s doctrine of regeneration had its 

foundation in his doctrine of election, and that it must be equally denied: “if regeneration was 

admitted to be the ‘simple, mediate, instantaneous effort of almighty power,’ they must admit the 

‘sovereignty of God in election and all the other features of the Augustinian system.’”13 

                                                 
11 Charles Hodge, Systematic Theology (vol. 2 of Systematic Theology; repr., Peabody: MA: Hendrickson 
Publishers, Inc., 2003), pp. 712-713. 

12 Charles Hodge, Systematic Theology (vol. 3 of Systematic Theology; repr., Peabody: MA: Hendrickson 
Publishers, Inc., 2003), p. 38. 

13 Hodge, Systematic Theology, vol. 2, p. 714. 
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Augustine and one of his most able disciples (Fulgentius of Ruspe) were the chief 

contemporary opponents of Semi-Pelagianism.  After it was examined and judged heretical at the 

Synod of Orange in 529, “Semi-Pelagianism, as a historical movement, subsequently declined, 

but the pivotal issue of Semi-Pelagianism – the priority of the human will over the grace of God 

in the initial work of salvation – did not die out.”14 

The debate over the innate abilities and inabilities of man has continued to be a dividing 

line for Christians throughout church history.  One thousand years later at the dawn of the 

Protestant Reformation, an Augustinian monk named Martin Luther called the bondage of the 

will the key issue at hand. 

Reformed Theology in the Third Millennium 

The various viewpoints on the doctrines of sin and grace have been contested afresh and 

refined at several historical junctures.  Augustine and his disciples began the contest against 

Pelagius and later the Semi-Pelagians, but there was no serious discussion until the 16th century 

because of the universal monolithic influence of the Roman Catholic church in ecclesiastical and 

civil affairs.  But as the European medieval era gave way to the Renaissance, Luther revived and 

refined the debate with his opponent Desiderius Erasmus.  John Calvin and the rest of the 

Protestant reformers through the 17th century further developed Luther’s Augustinian views and 

eventually systematized them into what came to be known as “Calvinism” or “Reformed 

theology”.  Since the disciples of Jacobus Arminius took issue with Reformed theology in the 

17th century and produced five points of doctrine pertaining to sin, grace, and free will, their 

theology (which was built on Semi-Pelagian doctrine) has come to be known as 

                                                 
14 Kyle, “Semi-Pelagianism,” p. 1090. 
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“Arminianism”.15  As a result, the ancient controversy over sin and grace between Augustine and 

Semi-Pelagians is now frequently referred to as the debate between “Calvinism” and 

“Arminianism”. 

Reformed theology and its classic five-point acrostic TULIP are pitted against the 

corresponding alternative points of Arminianism.  Calvinists have described the nature of sin in 

terms of man’s “total depravity” or his complete lack of ability to perform any meritorious work 

unto salvation.  Grace, according to Calvinists, is ultimately effectual and “irresistible” as God’s 

act of replacing a sinner’s unwilling and evil heart with a willing heart that desires God.  This 

divine sovereign act is based on an “unconditional election” that predestines those to salvation 

whom God chooses to give regenerative grace.  The Arminian doctrines of sin and grace virtually 

mirror the Semi-Pelagian position: man is sinful but can make the first move toward God by 

praying for regeneration and salvation, and all persons indiscriminately experience a grace from 

God that woos and lovingly calls them to repentance and saving faith (but without violating or 

altering man’s free will).  Thus the ancient Augustinian/Semi-Pelagian debate continues today. 

Popular American Evangelical Theology in the Third Millennium 

Popular Evangelicalism in America at the turn of the third millennium cannot be 

characterized as either Calvinist or Arminian in its understanding of sin and grace.  Some have 

facetiously nicknamed our era as “Calminian”16 to attempt to accurately portray the spillover that 

                                                 
15 The basic five-point theological structure of Arminianism is historically codified in the Remonstrances (protests), 
which were presented to the State of Holland in 1610 as an official petition to edit the State Church’s teachings in 
the Belgic Confession and Heidelberg Catechism.  The famous Five Points of Calvinism were constructed as a 
response to the Remonstrances. 

16 More recently the “Calminian” position has been described as “Moderate Calvinism” by Norman Geisler, who 
argues for a middle view between the two extremes (as he defines them) of Hyper-Calvinism and Extreme 
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has occurred between these two positions.  Although one may sympathize with the proposed 

descriptor, the current prevailing view is generally not helpful and contributes little of value to 

the historic debate because it generates great confusion by (1) mischaracterizing the Calvinist 

position, and (2) the nature of its own theologically inconsistent system.  Arminians have 

frequently been guilty of the former, but their system is as coherent and consistent as Calvinism; 

those who hold today’s popular position are guilty of both.  This has enabled both traditional 

Calvinists and traditional Arminians to turn their guns against the popular position by using not 

just scriptural arguments, but logic as well. 

Pop soteriology can be loosely described as Semi-Pelagianism with an emphasis on the 

eternal security of the believer.  For example, it insists that man’s free will cannot be violated by 

a loving God (echoing Arminianism), but firmly holds to a “once saved, always saved” position 

regarding the believer’s eternal security in Christ (a hybrid borrowed from Calvinism).  The 

internal tension lies in its insistence on man’s free will to initially choose salvation, but its denial 

of the same true believer’s choice to subsequently opt out of the faith via his freely willed choice.  

The popular position also strives to hold the historic Reformed doctrine of Christ’s 

substitutionary and forensic atonement for sin (contra the governmental atonement theory of 

Arminianism), but it unwittingly defines the gospel message in muddled fashion.  Accordingly, 

they preach that Christ paid for everyone’s sins on the one hand, but on the other hand many are 

punished for their sins (which have supposedly been paid for by Christ’s atoning sacrificial 

death).  The contradiction is explained by declaring that salvation is a gift that each must accept, 

and that if not freely, willingly, and individually accepted then it never becomes a personal 

                                                                                                                                                             
Arminianism.  His position (articulated in his book Chosen But Free) attempts to create “a balanced viewpoint of 
divine election.” 
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possession.  But illogical tension surfaces here: if Christ suffered, was punished, and atoned 

(paid) for sin, then how can God justly punish the same sin twice (once in Christ and again in the 

sinner)?  The reply is usually the re-explanation or clarification of the same gift analogy (as if 

their position must have been misunderstood if it garnered rejection).  The legal nature of 

Christ’s propitiation for sin is not understood, ignored, or fundamentally rejected – usually in an 

unconscious manner.  These logical inconsistencies exist because the popular position borrows 

elements from both Calvinism and Arminianism without recognizing that they are mutually 

exclusive.  Their justification for mixing the two systems of doctrine is rooted in an attempt to be 

honest with the panoply of scriptural evidence – which on the surface appears to offer a decent 

case for both Calvinism and Arminianism (depending on which passages are given more 

theological weight than others). 

Accusations, Objections and Misrepresentations 

The controversy over sin and grace has become particularly lively since 1996.  

Responding to R.C. Sproul’s influential and accessible book Chosen By God, which several years 

earlier restated the Reformed doctrine of election and touched on the Calvinistic doctrines of sin 

and grace, four American evangelical authors have intensified the controversy at a grass-roots 

level by writing introductory-level books and debating each other with gusto.  The three men 

representing the popular evangelical position are George Bryson, Dave Hunt, and Norman 

Geisler, while James White has tirelessly met their challenges by defending the Reformed 

position of sin and grace. 

The inconsistent nature of the popular interpretation of sin and grace causes 

misunderstanding on all sides, and inevitably leads to accusations and fallacious straw-man 

arguments.  One of the most contested doctrines is the nature of regeneration.  The Calvinist 
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would say that regeneration is a sovereign act of God based on His eternal and predestined 

decree of unconditional election.  Thus God regenerates sinners by removing their stone hearts 

and replacing them with hearts of flesh in order to believe with saving faith.  Today’s typical 

evangelical would vigorously object by proclaiming that man’s free will cannot be violated by a 

loving God, and rather that sinners must ask with saving faith for the grace of regeneration in 

order to exchange their stone heart for a heart of flesh.  Faith and unbelief are characterized as 

simply matters of exercising free will.  But this misses the point – the Calvinist is calling into 

question the sinner’s ability to exercise their will in faith.  Bryson simply assumes this matter of 

contention and then summarily dismisses the issue.  According to Bryson, 

The difference between the saved and the lost is the difference between Faith and 
Unbelief. The difference between those merely convicted by the Holy Spirit, and those 
who yield to the Spirit when they are drawn, is the difference between the willing and the 
unwilling. Thus, the 4th point of Calvinism [Irresistible Grace, or Regeneration Preceding 
Faith] misses the whole point.17 

Another common error occurs when the general nature of salvation is confused with one 

of the logical or temporal steps in the ordo salutis.  Calvinists and Arminians disagree on the 

placement of regeneration in the order of salvation, but they can agree that it is distinct from 

saving faith, repentance, justification, and so forth.  But today, regeneration (being “born again”) 

and its resultant deliverance from spiritual blindness to spiritual sight is sometimes confused 

with “salvation” in its general sense and with all of its benefits.  Bryson argues that faith must 

precede the new birth, but he does so by equivocating on the term “life”.  What Bryson fails to 

grasp is that the Calvinist makes a particular-general distinction between the new birth as “life” 

and salvation as “life in His name”.  By equating the two, Bryson falsely argues that if the new 

birth (regeneration) precedes faith, then a circular argument necessarily follows. 
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Every Evangelical believer would agree that life in His name cannot come apart from the 
new birth. That is, the new birth is the beginning of that life. If we must believe Jesus is 
the Christ, the Son of God to have life in His name, how can the Calvinist maintain that 
the new birth must come before faith? This would mean that life comes before birth. In 
keeping with the Calvinist interpretation of John 1:12,13 and the implication of the 
Calvinist view of Depravity, you would have to believe that you must have life (i.e., be 
born again) so you can believe Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God and thereby receive 
life in His name. In other words, you have to have the life to get the life. But if you already 
have it, why would you need to get it?18 

In this quote Bryson begins by defining “life in His name” as salvation in the general 

sense.  Then he defines the “new birth” as the particular beginning of that life (which he 

previously defined as salvation in the general sense).  So far the Calvinist is nodding his head.  

But only a few sentences later he commits the fallacy of equivocation by smuggling in a new 

meaning for “life” by redefining it as the “new birth” (or being born again) as salvation in the 

general sense.  Finally he lops off the head of his erroneously constructed Calvinist by showing 

the absurdity of “you have to have the life to get the life”, not realizing that he’s really just 

saying you have to have the new birth to get salvation in the general sense – ironically the very 

position he affirms in his first sentence! 

The popular evangelical teaching that faith precedes regeneration is rooted in its 

anthropology.  Man is said to be spiritually dead, but his will is given life.  More specifically, 

man is capable of conjuring or exercising saving faith within himself by his own free will.  This 

is the single good thing that man contributes to his salvation, and at this point stands together 

with the Semi-Pelagian.  This popular teaching on the extent of man’s sinfulness completely 

contrasts with the Calvinist doctrinal pillar of the total inability of man to contribute any good 

thing to his salvation.  Hunt defends the absolute freedom of man’s will to the ridiculous extreme 

                                                                                                                                                             
17 George Bryson, The Five Points of Calvinism – Weighed and Found Wanting (Costa Mesa, CA: Word For Today, 
1996), chap. 9. Cited 8 January 2004. Online:  http://calvarychapel.com/library/bryson-george/books/fpocwafw.htm. 
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by insisting that if a man is made willing to do something, then he must have been willing to be 

made willing! 

Once it is admitted that man has a will, it is impossible to maintain either that it is in 
bondage or to explain how it was delivered except by its own choice.  The Westminster 
Confession says that the elect come to Christ “most freely, being made willing by his 
[God’s] grace.”  So the will which was totally depraved and set against God has been 
made willing through regeneration.  It is not a new will but the same will the person had 
before, now made willing.  No one, however, is made willing against his will but must 
have been willing to be made willing…“Regeneration” will not solve the problem of the 
will.  If it would, then God would have made Adam and Eve and all of us that way in the 
beginning.  The whole point is that for man to be a morally accountable being, able to 
love and receive love, he must have a free will…Once it is acknowledged that man has a 
will there is no escape from it.  Whatever change takes place in a man must involve his 
will; and for that to happen the will must be willing.  If the will was in bondage and has 
been delivered, the will must have been willing to be delivered.19 (Emphasis mine) 

By declaring (without supporting reasons) that no man’s will is made willing against his 

will (which is a distortion of the Calvinist position on sin’s affect on the will), this kind of 

argumentation assumes the falsity of the point of contention (the ability of the fallen will to 

choose the good) a priori. 

White uses the language of scripture to respond with clarity by presenting the Reformed 

position of sin’s effect on the will of man: 

The one who commits sin is the slave of sin.  Slavery is servitude, not freedom.  Christ’s 
words [John 8:31-34] tell us that sin is a taskmaster, we the servants.  We do not rule 
over it.  It rules those who are under its power.  Slavery is antithetical to “free will.”  Man 
in sin is not free to do what is good.20 

A basic assumption inherent to popular evangelicalism’s view of ability, free will, and 

sin’s affect on fallen man’s moral abilities is that a duty imposed necessarily implies the ability to 

perform.  Geisler summarizes this tenet with the phrase “ought implies can”.  For example, God 

calls sinners to repent and believe, therefore it is implied that they must have the ability to repent 

                                                                                                                                                             
18 Ibid., chap. 6. 

19 Dave Hunt, What Love Is This? (Sisters, OR: Loyola Publishing, Inc., 2002), pp. 183-184. 
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and believe.  Augustinians from the beginning have countered that this reasoning completely 

misunderstands the nature of obligation; the purpose of the biblical Law plainly reveals that God 

requires men to obey, but they do not because they can not (Rom 3:10-20).  Nevertheless, 

Geisler’s freewill theism causes him to follow the philosopher Immanuel Kant in his 

speculations: 

Logic seems to insist that such moral obligations imply that we have self-determining 
moral free choice.  For ought implies can…Good reason appears to insist that if God 
demands it, then we can do it.  Moral obligation implies moral freedom.21 

“Ought implies can” only in the sense that we can by the grace of God.  Without His 
grace we cannot overcome sin…God never prescribes anything without providing the 
way to accomplish it.  If we are morally bound, then we must be morally free.22 

This exaltation of man’s freedom moves Geisler to slander the Reformed doctrine of 

regeneration by portraying God as forcing unwilling people to love Him.  White counters by 

restating Geisler’s objection and then provides a rebuttal. 

God could not “force” someone (i.e., resurrect someone without asking their permission) 
into the kingdom of God without violating His loving nature [according to Geisler’s 
position]…“Forced love” for the Arminian is resurrection life for the Calvinist.  Lazarus 
was glad Jesus “forced” His love upon him, and we are eternally thankful that He raised 
us from spiritual death as well.23 

These types of misunderstandings and mischaracterizations are unfortunate because they 

inevitably lead to sloganeering and mean-spirited accusations between Christians due to the 

theological passions invoked.  During a recent Bible Answer Man broadcast featuring a debate 

on God’s Sovereignty between James White and George Bryson (and moderated by host Hank 

Hanegraaff), Bryson and Hanegraaff both offered the following descriptions of Calvinism: 

                                                                                                                                                             
20 White, The Potter’s Freedom, p. 87. 

21 Norman L. Geisler, Chosen But Free (2d ed.; Bloomington, MN: Bethany House Publishers, 2001), p. 30. 

22 Ibid., p. 31. 

23 White, The Potter’s Freedom, pp. 302-303. 
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Billions are doomed before the womb; Calvinism is theistic fatalism; Calvinism is a “caste” 
system rather than a “class” system; Calvinists have turned Sola Fide into “Nola Fide”; 
Reprobation is the “dark side” of Calvinism (one supposes that Calvinists must think 
Darth Vader is God!); The changing of the heart by the Calvinist God is coerced love, 
which is not real love.24 

These types of accusations were bandied about for two days and stymied the debate from 

intelligent and fruitful discussion.  Not until the third and final broadcast did White have an 

uninterrupted opportunity to present the Reformed view of God’s sovereignty from his 

perspective, but doubtless many discouraged listeners had tuned out by then amidst the hopeless 

theological catfight. 

Popular American evangelicalism’s passion for discussing the doctrines of sin and grace 

is in a sad state indeed.  For zeal to defend man’s free will and God’s omni-benevolence, a 

theological position has been erected that is internally inconsistent and ignorant of the 

Augustinian-Calvinist position.  Until the prejudices and hostilities are put aside, honest and 

humble discussion cannot occur.  Christians with different doctrines of sin and grace should 

recognize that both popular and reformed evangelicals desire to worship the God of the Bible in 

spirit and in truth, and should proceed in further discussions by utilizing honest biblical exegesis, 

and building a sound and consistent biblical theology.  Such an ancient and everlasting 

controversy deserves no less. 

 

                                                 
24 These phases were presented during the Bible Answer Man broadcast, hosted by Hank Hanegraaff, on December 
16-18, 2003.  The topic of debate was God’s Sovereignty and Man’s Free Will.  The studio guests were James R. 
White and George Bryson.  The Christian Research Institute located in Santa Margarita, CA, sponsors the Bible 
Answer Man broadcast.  Prerecorded tapes are available through their web site at http://www.equip.org. 
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Appendix – Index of Terms 

A Priori – a Latin term meaning existing in the mind independent of experience; conceived 

beforehand; a presupposition. 

Concupiscence – the sinful lust or primal desire that drives one to commit outwardly sinful acts. 

Monergism – the doctrine that God alone works in the hearts of sinners to enable them to 

exercise saving faith.  Its opposite is synergism, which teaches that both God and man contribute 

incomplete portions to the process of salvation that are only completely effectual when both God 

and man cooperate.  Synergism teaches that God attempts to save man by drawing him to 

Himself, but man always retains the power to yield or resist the drawing of God.  Monergism 

teaches that God always succeeds in drawing man to Himself because God resurrects the heart of 

man from spiritual death to life so that man will desire and run to God for salvation. 

Ordo Salutis – a Latin term for the order of salvation.  The logical order of steps of an 

individual’s salvation (according to the Reformed position) are (1) foreknowledge, (2) 

predestination, (3) effectual calling/regeneration, (4) repentance and saving faith, (5) 

justification, (6) adoption, (7) sanctification, and (8) glorification.  The Semipelagian and 

popular evangelical essentially transpose steps 3 and 4, although they tend to define the 

individual steps in slightly different ways. 

Prevenient Grace – as Augustinianism is concerned, it is essentially the same as the Reformed 

doctrine of regeneration.  The term “prevenient grace” is currently primarily used in Roman 

Catholic theology; it has been supplanted with the term “regeneration” in Protestant theology.  
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Regeneration – the occurrence of being born again to spiritual life.  It is the act of God that 

transforms the hard heart of stone (which is disposed to hate God) to a soft heart of flesh (which 

is disposed to love God in saving faith).  Reformed theology places regeneration before saving 

faith as a monergistic act of God to enable the sinner to exercised saving faith.  Popular 

evangelicalism places regeneration (being born again) after saving faith as a synergistic act of 

both God and the sinner for the purpose of enabling the believer to live the faithful Christian life. 

TULIP – the acrostic that summarizes the Five Points of Calvinism (regarding salvation): Total 

Depravity, Unconditional Election, Limited Atonement, Irresistible Grace, and Perseverance of 

the Saints.  Total Depravity pertains to the complete inability of man to perform any good 

pleasing to God – including the act of reaching toward God for salvation.  Unconditional 

Election refers to God’s choice in eternity past to save many (but not all) people based on God’s 

purpose and pleasure to glorify Himself – not based on any foreseen faith or good nature in man.  

Limited Atonement addresses the question, for who did Christ die, by answering that the 

designed purpose of the sacrificial payment of sin on the cross is meant for the elect (believers) 

only – not for every person in general.  Irresistible Grace is the sovereign and ultimately effective 

drawing of a sinner to God through the means of regeneration – not a gracious drawing by God 

that can be thwarted by the stubborn will of man.  Perseverance teaches that God’s plan to bring 

those to salvation that he has already chosen and regenerated will certainly come to pass through 

the faithful perseverance of believers enabled with God’s preserving grace – not that once a 

person outwardly professes to be a Christian that he will certainly inherit eternal life despite his 

lifestyle and fruits exhibited afterward. 
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