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Reviewed by Dennis L. Feucht
When I was in my twenties, fellow ACs didn't know what Calvinism was other than that it was bad. Such arguments did not impress me favorably enough to keep me ignorant of it too, so I read some of John Calvin's Institutes of the Christian Religion and material from representative Calvinists of our time, such as Vern Poythress, Greg Bahnsen, Geoffrey Paxton and Robert Brinsmead. 
Like Christianity more generally, Calvinism has been widely misunderstood and misrepresented. It is the distortions of Calvinism that most AC criticism has been directed toward. This is reasonable to expect because much popular "Calvinist" teaching is not what Calvin or his followers taught, and this is what ACs have largely encountered. But to address Calvinism requires that one address the teachings of its best expositors. Few ACs have read or even heard of these people (ever read Calvin or Murray?), yet works such as theirs must be given adequate attention before any credible critique of Calvinism can follow.
The authors make the first attempt I have seen of addressing Calvinism, though most of their criticisms are still aimed at degenerate forms of "Calvinism" and not what Calvin or the opposers of the Remonstrants would have said. The title of this article could more aptly have been, "Doctrinal Deviations from Calvinsim." In the interest of encouraging further study of genuine Calvinism, I will elaborate on what I think is at the root of misunderstanding of the authors (and many ACs) about both Calvinism and the biblical worldview upon which it is based. I am not so much interested in exchanging proof-texts (I am assuming we are all familiar with the relevant biblical texts). Instead, I accept all of them at face value, for only in accepting the whole truth of scripture can one envision the fuller biblical picture that is lacking in the authors’ critique of Calvinism.
Part 1: Divine Determinism and Human Free Will
What is Sovereignty?
Under "Total Depravity," the authors state the teaching correctly, that we are dead in our sins until, by God’s grace, we are called by him to repentance and faith in Christ. In early church history, the Pelagian controversy established the orthodox view that unless God would call us to faith, nobody would respond. The heresy of Pelagius was to think that God merely sets out salvation, like a basket of fruit on a table; some will choose to take the fruit, and others not. But what Augustine recognized is that in our fallen state, none of us would take the fruit. 
Pelagianism has an incomplete Fall of humanity and an underestimation of the extent of human depravity. Our will is also fallen and it is our rejection of a right relationship to God that is at the root of our sinfulness. Our salvation rests totally on the grace of God. We cannot take credit for our salvation in contributing our choice, for unless our hearts were prepared by God’s Spirit, we would not have been inclined to make such a choice. 
What the authors object to is that "we are unable to choose other than what God has predetermined." But this is a misunderstanding of TULIP. It is by our choosing of God that we know he has chosen us. We have no privileged access to the private knowledge of God. Neither do Calvinists claim to have. We can only know God’s intentions for us by how we have acted.
It is by our choosing of God that we know he has chosen us.
The authors further state: 
  The paradox is that God ensures that His choice does not in any way interfere with our ability to also choose. 

God’s will does not interact with ours in a way that would give rise to interference. What the authors have not resolved, and what appears repeatedly in the article, are objections to Calvinism based on the authors’ misunderstanding of how God’s sovereign choosing relates to human choosing. Top on the priority list should be the resolution of the profound question of how God can be sovereign and yet we can choose freely.
First, "sovereignty" needs clarification. The authors acknowledge that 
  There is no question that God is sovereign, and, without the mercy of God, no one would come to Him. However, we see that God, in His mercy, draws all unto Himself through Christ  
The authors seem to be affirming God’s sovereignty in the first clause, but then subtly deny it by viewing God to be offering his mercy generally, like a basket of fruit on a table, where anyone can draw from it as they will. By leaving it open as to who responds to his mercy, God is not choosing those upon whom he will have mercy; they are choosing him. Yet the scriptures plainly say that both God and man chooses. God not only shows mercy, hoping that some may avail themselves of it, but he actively creates a people for himself where there were no people. Israel did not choose Yahweh; he chose them. So it was for Abraham and so it is for us. God initiates the relationship and we respond. A "conditional sovereignty" is as much a contradiction as "square circles." 
So who really does the choosing, God or man? The authors’ answer is: man. The Calvinist answer is: both, but in different ways – God in eternity and man in history. The Bible affirms both explicitly.
God in Time and Eternity
To reconcile God’s sovereignty and human responsibility, we must first consider God’s relationship to his creation. The Bible presents God from two perspectives, eternity and history. For the first, God is "outside" of our universe of space and time. Its complete history – past and future – is before him as a given fact. From this view, God simply knows all events, for nothing of our universe is before or after him. Eternity is not merely time unending; it is a state independent of time itself. The Bible speaks of God as Lord over time. God in eternity does not experience our time scales; he does not move along with us in history. One day for him is as a thousand years to us. 
The second viewpoint is that God is within time, is a part of history, as we are, but unlike us, can foresee the future. This is the view of the authors; God moves along with us in time. Which view of God is biblical? The Bible speaks strongly of God in both senses, and both must be accounted for in our theology to have a full biblical view. And that is a large part of the problem. Calvinism accounts for both aspects. Hypercalvinism opts for a God-in-eternity only view and the authors strongly lean in the direction of a God-in-time only view. 
There are serious theological problems with either a god who is wholly outside of history or a god who is wholly within it. A god who is wholly transcendent is the god of deism and hypercalvinism, a god who does not share our setting with us and live with us. He is an abstract god who does not interact. It is a short step from deism to atheism, for a wholly noninteractive god is indistinguishable from no god at all. This distortion of Calvinist teaching takes the Calvinist insistence upon God’s transcendence and makes it the only view of God. This is what the authors are largely objecting to – and correctly so, though it is not Calvinism to which the are objecting, but a distortion of it. 
The opposing error is to have a god who is wholly immanent in our universe. Such a god is no "bigger" than the universe and consequently is subject to it’s space-time limitations. This god eventually becomes indistinguishable from the universe. The biblical God is both transcendent and immanent, though distinctions must be made between these two "dimensions" of God. For example, we distinguish between God the Father, in eternity, whom no one has seen, and God in history – God incarnate, in the person of the Son. If God were wholly immanent, it would make no sense to talk of the Incarnation or of the Son emptying himself of transcendent aspects of godhood in it. And we also distinguish God the Spirit, who is God as we know him within our spiritual experience. 
The authors seem compelled to accept a God-in-time-only view to avoid a fatalism of human will. But if it can be shown that if God is the Sovereign that scripture says he is, and we can retain free will in a certain precise sense that denies fatalism, then it is not necessary to shrink from (or minimize the significance of) the eternity-oriented texts in scripture. 
The Logic of Free Will
The common difficulty (and not only that of the authors’) in reconciling divine sovereignty and human freedom of the will is due to the kind of logic we employ in attempting to understand their relationship. We are encultured to think in the logic of Western tradition, the propositional logic of Aristotle. This is generally quite beneficial, for it gives our thinking a formal framework of support. However, it has been understood for centuries that our familiar logic has its limits in helping us understand paradoxical concepts. 
It is paradox, or more precisely, antinomy, that reveals limits to logic. The Apostle Paul referred to an antinomy, a statement of a Cretan (Titus 1:12): Cretans are all liars, etc. Of course, "all Cretans" includes the Cretan who uttered the statement. Consequently, the statement must be false. But if it is not true, then Epimenides (the most likely Cretan to have said this) might have told the truth. Yet, if true, then the statement could not be true.
(Titus 1:12): Cretans are all liars, etc. Of course, "all Cretans" includes the Cretan who uttered the statement.
Antinomies go around in logical circles like this and logicians consider them "logically indeterminate." Their truth-value (true or false) cannot be determined. Logical indeterminacy appears to be essential to understanding the relationship between God’s sovereignty and our free will, and between God’s action in time and eternity.
In deference to the authors’ unwillingness to accept God’s sovereignty as deterministic (that is, as determining all things, even the fall of dice), the weaker idea, that God-in-time can only foresee but not determine the future with absolute accuracy is a sufficient starting point for demonstrating where both Calvinism and scripture lead us. So let’s start with a God who merely knows the future deterministically but does not himself determine it. (Such a view of God makes it difficult to know whether God or Nature is in charge of the universe. But that is another matter.) Furthermore, let us assume human freedom of choice, and in particular for Joe. God-in-time can then predict the outcome of future events involving choices Joe will make – for example, whether he will read Exhortations, or accept the gospel or not. God watches and waits, and his predictions come true every time. 
Now, what would be the logical status of these predictions if he were to offer them to Joe? Is Joe bound by their truth to believe them? If the secret knowledge of God were to be revealed to Joe, as the authors suppose is the case in Calvinism (where God presumably "interferes" with Joe’s ability to choose) would Joe be mistaken to believe otherwise? 
If Joe’s freedom of choice is understood in the specific sense that there cannot exist a prediction of Joe’s choice that he would be bound to accept as true, then the answer is no. There cannot exist a prediction about Joe which he would be both correct to believe and incorrect to disbelieve, if only he knew it. Let’s see why this is so.
If Joe is offered the prediction about a choice he will make, and he believes it, then the "Joe" who believes it is not the "Joe" described by the prediction. In offering the prediction to Joe, it changes Joe so that he is no longer the "Joe" of the prediction. The prediction does not take into account one of the critical factors about Joe, namely, his believing the prediction.
But God can also take into account the effect that the prediction will have on Joe. Suppose further that God modifies the prediction to take into account Joe’s believing it. That way, when Joe believes it, the prediction remains valid. Joe’s believing it has been taken into account in it. But in this case, Joe would not be incorrect to disbelieve the prediction, because a "Joe" who does not believe it is also not the (believing) Joe described in it. For either prediction, whether the prediction is true or not depends on whether Joe believes it or not. Whether a given prediction is true or not is up to Joe.
In disclosing the prediction to Joe, God has interacted ("interfered") with Joe, causing the otherwise true prediction to be "out of date" due to the interaction. God-in-time, in interaction with us, also participates in the logical indeterminacy that underlies Joe’s free choice. But a God whose secret knowledge of all history is not disclosed to Joe, can know with certainty Joe’s choices. And Joe can know them, but only by knowing his own choices.
The scriptures present us with the curious fact that both "views" of God are needed to express his full "dimensionality." It is not difficult to extend the above argument to allow for God-in-eternity (the Father, perhaps) to be the predestinarian of Calvinism, who causes all events by the counsel of his will, while also allowing for God-in-time (the Son, perhaps) in the incarnation, God who is closer to us than hands and feet. The scriptures describe the Son as the one who is in dialog with us, who is the mediator between us and the Father, through the Spirit. Even Christ claimed not to know the future, but only the Father knows, he said. 
There cannot exist predictions about our future choices which we would be both correct to believe and incorrect to disbelieve, if only we knew them. 
To fail to distinguish between God-in-time and God-in-eternity leads to the confused situation the authors detect. Even God cannot disclose to us foreknowledge of our choices that we would be both correct to believe and mistaken to disbelieve. It is simply a logical fact (though by a higher-order logic than that of Aristotle) that we can be free and God be sovereign. 
Part 2: Obedience and the Gospel
The consequences of equally affirming both divine sovereignty and human responsibility can be applied to the remaining claims of the article. Under "Unconditional Election," the authors state:
  The Calvinist teaching is that God has predetermined who will be saved (referred to as the "elect"), and nothing can change this predetermined outcome. 

If God indeed chooses the elect, as scripture says, and there is no greater power behind God, then God’s plans stand firm, as stated. We can have confidence that what God disposes will be done. The clinker here is: Who knows the outcome? The authors go on to assume that because such knowledge exists (with God) then our fate is determined, no matter how we believe. But by Part 1, this conclusion simply does not follow. 
If I become despondent because I assume I will not be saved, then the only way I know that is by my consequent unbelief. But even then I cannot be sure that I am not going to be saved; future circumstances might cause me to have a different outlook and I could change my mind. The only way we know we are saved is by our actual response to the gospel. If we are believing, God thereby reveals his determinate counsel and foreknowledge through our response throughout our life history. But he does not reveal such knowledge to us ahead of time. Knowing that God is sovereign does not tell us whether we will be saved or not. Only our consequent responses reveal his sovereign will.
Knowing that God is sovereign does not tell us whether we will be saved or not. Only our consequent responses reveal his sovereign will.
The authors refer to God’s Book of Life, containing the roster of the saved. The authors write:
   God says in Exodus 32:31-33 that he will blot names out of His book: 

This statement talks about God making changes in response to human events. Whoever sins, God says to Moses, will be blotted out of the book. This is God acting within history, in response to historic events. Man acts; God reacts. It is not God in eternity, whose determinate will is timeless. The Old Testament is especially time-conditioned in its presentation of God’s activity. God participates with Israel in the historic saving events. The OT, of course, does recognize God before anything else existed, in eternity, but the covenantal relationship between God and his people is played out in history.
Christ, as the Incarnate Son, also participated as one of us in our history. But he existed from eternity. His sacrificial act for his people, in saving them by atoning for their sins on the cross, is an act that occurred at one time and place in history. But everyone from Moses to Samuel Froehlich, from its past and into its future, is saved by that one event. This saving act at one point in time has significance for all of time, for anyone who was, is or will be saved, is saved on the basis of this single historic event. We can speak of our salvation as accomplished in the past, when we were baptized, as ongoing in the present, and we will be saved at the future return of Christ. In this sense, our salvation also has a timeless quality to it.
In the same sense, Christ’s death is timeless in its efficacy. The authors misunderstand Romans 3:25, where Paul is talking about history, not the nature of Christian existence, but about the basis on which saints of the past – of the Old Testament – are saved. God’s wrath against Moses’ sins were propitiated on the same basis as Paul’s or ours: by the punishment of Christ for them. Old Testament saints looked in faith to such a blood sacrifice through the ritual symbolism of their animal sacrifices. They too were saved by faith in the atoning blood of Christ, though this event was not a historical fact they could know, but only envision afar off in the future. 
The authors then address how "sins committed by the believer" are to be dealt with. But their consideration is limited to sins which are open, habitual and possibly even intentional, requiring that the church deal with such behavior. The authors are silent, however, on the most common kinds of sins in the lives of all Christians, whereby we fall short of God’s absolute standard of righteousness. It is by faith in Christ’s righteousness for us that we can see in him how our own righteousness falls short. Only a person filled with such faith would be driven to daily ask the Father for forgiveness on the basis of his Substitute’s sacrificial act in first-century Palestine. 
The authors miss by a wide mark the basic gospel message when they think Paul looked to his own righteousness for saving assurance.
The Apostle Paul looked to the work of Christ for his assurance of salvation and found his righteousness in Christ, not in his own Spirit-filled religious experience. The authors miss by a wide mark the basic gospel message when they think Paul looked to his own righteousness for saving assurance. They say:
  His assurance came from the knowledge that, after God made him a new creature in His mercy through the power of the Holy Spirit, Paul lived a life of obedience to the voice of that same Holy Spirit. 

Paul’s response to this distortion of his gospel message was given to the Galatian church, where he called such faith in one’s own righteousness "a different gospel – which is really no gospel at all." (Gal. 1:7). Jews of Paul’s day would have understood that to "observe the Law" is to seek justification before God by a righteousness within their own experience. They fancied that they could keep the broad claims and uncompromising demands of the Law and stand before God justified in their own righteousness. 
God’s justice must be satisfied by a perfect keeping of the Law, a perfection not found in any of the saints.
The authors differ only in that they suppose that the Holy Spirit can work such a righteousness in the believer. This was (and is) the essential Roman Catholic position rejected by the Reformers. Paul admitted, after having run the race of the Christian life and "fighting the good fight" of faith, that in his own obedience he had not achieved a righteousness that would satisfy the Law on judgment day. As he looked back on his life, he said: "I have kept the faith." (2 Tim. 4:7, 8) By faith he saw a heavenly righteousness that would be given him on that day. He did not glory in his own attainment of righteousness in his earthly life, but saw (by faith) a far grander, more glorious righteousness than anything he had experienced. And it was his, but by faith. He did not yet possess it in his person. 
The authors quote verses about confessing sins and asking their forgiveness but are strangely silent in giving any basis for why God should forgive them. Nowhere do they recognize that God’s justice must be satisfied by a perfect keeping of the Law, a perfection not found in any of the saints. Their "gospel of obedience" points us away from the need to rely only on the atoning work of Christ for the assurance that we are forgiven. 
In contrast, Paul said: "Clearly no one is justified before God by the law, because, ‘The righteous will live by faith.’ The law is not based on faith; on the contrary, ‘The man who does these things will live by them.’" (Gal. 3:11, 12) And the person who does not keep the Law in minute detail will, conversely, die by them. The authors are preoccupied with driving home the point, which in the right context is a good one, that we must take the Law of God seriously in our lives. But what distinguishes Christianity from living "under the Law" is what motivates obedience to it. 
Nowhere in this article do the authors appeal to the gospel as the motivation for Christian obedience.
Nowhere in this article do the authors appeal to the gospel – the doing and dying of Christ on our behalf, for our justification, and as our Representative and Substitute – as the motivation for Christian obedience. They recognize the importance of the Law, but so do those "under the Law." What is most spiritually disturbing about their focus is that they give no evidence that they are not themselves "under the Law." No greater work than what is achievable within the Christian life seems relevant to their religious concerns. 
Closure and Advice
Under "Limited Atonement" and "Irresistible Grace," biblical texts are thrown at the reader without comment. It is assumed that the reader will reach the same conclusions as the authors. The presentation remains a one-sided God-in-time-only approach. No attempt is made to address the "L" and "I" of TULIP from the eternal perspective in which they are given. Instead, refutation is attempted by more proof-texting. Discussion of Limted Atonement deserves an article in itself, for the theology of atonement must first be presented as background. Irresistible Grace is not, as the authors suggest by their description of it, another attempt at God to "interfere" with human will. It means simply that, as Dennis Johnson has put it,
  God  is not content simply to make available a salvation from which no one may benefit, but who graciously and sovereignly applies the redemption accomplished by Jesus Christ.  God does not simply offer life-giving elixir to every corpse who will come and ask – He performs resurrection on dead men. 
In Jesus’ comment in John 6:44, "No one can come to me unless the Father who sent me draws him," the word draw is the same word used in chapter 21 with reference to the dragging in of fish nets. As we saw in Part 1, there is no need whatsoever to have to deny the sovereignty of God’s saving activity in order to provide man a place for choice. Both can be fully affirmed without contradiction.
In their conclusion about the "dangers" of TULIP, as they understand them, the authors show no regard for any other understanding of Calvinism than its perversions, which Calvinism equally rejects. They commit a logical fallacy in assuming that one must take sides; either for human responsibility or for God’s sovereignty. They fail to show any indication that scripture affirms both nor do they offer any insight into the harmony between them. They do not address any weaknesses in arguments in support of Calvinism, but assume that the mere enumeration of texts is all that is required to refute them. This is perhaps the most revealing in that the authors are in over their heads. Cessna pilots are trying to fly the Space Shuttle. 
There is much literature that offers competent exposition of the Calvinist understanding of Christianity. The reader is best advised to be like the Bereans and find out for yourself. Truth is very important to Christians. Do not be satisfied that you have found it in either the article of the authors or this review. If you accept the authors’ insistence upon the importance of Christian effort (with which this reviewer agrees), then you must do the work of reading for yourself genuine Calvinist literature and thinking through the issues for yourself. Do not be discouraged against investigation by demagoguery or religious conceits. Given below are some selected references to get you started.
Institutes of the Christian Religion, John Calvin, Eerdmans, 1975. This is the definitive work of Calvin (as translated into English) and the place to start with Calvinism.
The Imputation of Adam’s Sin, John Murray, Presbyterian and Reformed Publishing Co., Box 817, Phillipsburg, NJ 08865. This classic little work deals with basic theological concepts from a Reformed or Calvinist point of view.
Space, Time & Incarnation, Thomas F. Torrance, Oxford U. Press, 1969. Torrance is a well-respected Scottish theologian. This book offers an in-depth look at the relationship of the temporal and the eternal.
Christianity in a Mechanistic Universe, Donald M. MacKay, Ed., InterVarsity Press, 1966. This compendium includes MacKay’s "Man as a mechanism," and contains the argument about the logical indeterminacy of a free choice.
Free Grace Versus Free Will, W. E. Best, Baker Book House, 1977. Best rightly explains Calvinist thinking, and shows that the biblical doctrine of predestination does not result in fatalism, eliminate man’s free agency or reduce man to a mere machine.
Divine Sovereignty and Human Freedom, Samuel Fisk, Loizeaux Brothers, Neptune. NJ, 1973. Another harmony of free will and divine sovereignty. The title page quotes American evangelist Charles H. Spurgeon as saying: "Brethren, be willing to see both sides of the shield of truth. Rise above the babyhood which cannot believe two doctrines until it sees the connecting link. Have you not two eyes, man? Must you needs put one of them out in order to see clearly?"
Human Nature, Election, and History, Wolfhart Pannenberg, Westminster Press, Philadephia, 1977. German theologian Pannenberg argues against hypercalvinism in support of a biblical doctrine of election.
The Doctrine of Repentance, Thomas Watson, Puritan Paperbacks, Banner of Truth Trust, P. O. Box 621, Carlisle, PA 17013, first published in 1668. Watson discusses a favorite AC subject from a Calvinist perspective.
Introductory Essay: An Introduction to John Owen’s The Death of Christ in the Death of Death, J. I. Packer, Chapel Library, 2603 W. Wright St., Pensacola, FL 32505; (904)438-6666; fax: (904)438-0227. Packer is a leading Puritan theologian who explains Calvinism and TULIP in a readable style.
Systematic Theology, L. Berkhof, Eerdmans, 1941. Basic textbook of Reformed theology discusses a full range of major biblical topics of the Christian faith (including many unknown to most ACs).
Systematic Theology, Augustus H. Strong, Fleming Revel, 1907. Another systematic treatment of theology, but from a Reformed Baptist.
The History of Christian Doctrines, Louis Berkhof, Baker, 1937. Covers major theological issues in history, including the Pelagian controversy. There is significant church history between the Apostle Paul and Samuel Froehlich!
Tabletalk, published by Ligonier Ministries, Inc., P. O. Box 547500, Orlando, FL 32854; (800)435-4343; R. C. Sproul, Jr., Editor. A periodical in the Reformed/Calvinist tradition.


Editor's Note:
Though the term 'Calvinsm' is thrown around loosely and most often times misunderstood, we, The Apostolic Christian Church of Orange County, CA will go on record to say we are not Calvinistic, nor do we propogate the teachings of any one man.  We do however hold strongly to the doctrines of grace as revealed in the scriptures; as formulated in the historic creeds of the Christian faith; and as taught by the Christian church throughout history. Subsequesntly, John Clavin in the 1600's, along with the majority of the Christian thinkers and teachers throughout history and today, recognize and subscribe to these glorious, God centered doctrines, and likewise are committed to expose the falasies and errors of Christian teachings that selectively proof text the scriptures, elevate fallen man, minimize sin, and ultimately rob God of the glory and honor due only to Him.
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