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Hyper-Calvinism: A Brief Definition 

Tim Challies June 28, 2007 

The term hyper-Calvinist is often used as a pejorative. Almost any Calvinist who 

adheres to the doctrines of grace is likely to be considered a hyper-Calvinist by at least 

someone. Frankly speaking, a hyper-Calvinist can be any Calvinist to a person who 

doesn’t understand Calvinism. So today, just briefly, and because the term has come 

up a few times in recent weeks, I want to narrow in on a more accurate definition of it. 

First we’ll look at a few examples of what does notconstitute hyper-Calvinism. Then 

we’ll actually define the term. 

While most Calvinists hold to the five points of Calvinism as summarized by the 

acronym TULIP, there are some who refer to themselves as six or seven-point 

Calvinists. One person who is known to identify himself as a seven-point Calvinist is 

John Piper. He does so half-jokingly but does so to communicate a truth that the five 

points of Calvinism are not exhaustive in a consideration of God’s sovereign saving 

grace. The Desiring God web site says, “Piper isn’t seeking to add two more points, but 

is simply calling attention to his belief in the traditional five points (total depravity, 

unconditional election, limited atonement, irresistible grace, and perseverance of the 

saints) in a way that also points toward two additional ‘Calvinistic’ truths that follow 

from them: double predestination and the best-of-all-possible worlds.” Double 

predestination is widely considered the sixth-point. It is simply the other side to 

predestination, that just as God sovereignly chooses those whom He will save, in the 

same way he chooses those whom He will not  save. There are some Calvinists who 

reject this idea, saying that God chooses His elect while everyone else makes their own 

choice to be condemned. A six-point Calvinist though, believes that God chooses some 

https://www.challies.com/articles/hyper-calvinism-a-brief-definition/
https://www.challies.com/articles/hyper-calvinism-a-brief-definition/
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for salvation and some for perdition and that He does so not on the basis that some 

people are better or worse than others, but simply through His sovereign choice. 

The seventh-point of Calvinism, at least according to John Piper (and I’m uncertain 

whether others regard this as the seventh point) is the best-of-all-possible worlds, 

which “means that God governs the course of history so that, in the long run, His glory 

will be more fully displayed and His people more fully satisfied than would have been 

the case in any other world.” Yet even someone who is willing to extend Calvinism 

beyond the five points is not “hyper.” A seven-point Calvinist is not a hyper-Calvinist. 

An Enthusiastic Calvinist, or a person who really, really likes to talk about these 

doctrines, is also not a hyper-Calvinist. Someone who is an ardent Calvinist, who 

believes in these doctrines and talks about nothing else is still not “hyper” according to 

the historic use of the word. 

So what, then, is a hyper-Calvinist? 

Part of the confusion about this term no doubt arises from the use of the prefix 

“hyper.” “Hyper” does not refer, as many might think, to enthusiasm or excitement. 

Rather its basic meaning is along the lines of “excessive or excessively.” You might 

think of the word hyperactive which means “excessively active.” Hyper- comes from 

the Greek prefix huper-, which comes from the preposition huper, meaning “over, 

beyond.” So a hyper-Calvinist is one who goes beyond and over the bounds of what 

Calvinism teaches (and thus over the bounds of what the Bible teaches). He is excessive 

in his application of the doctrines. This manifests itself in an over-emphasis of one 

aspect of God’s character at the expense of another. Hyper-Calvinists emphasize God’s 

sovereignty but de-emphasize God’s love. They tend to set God’s sovereignty at odds 

with the clear biblical call to human responsibility. We can see how these are worked 

out as we look at a concise definition of the term. Phil Johnson, who has done 
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extensive research on this subject very helpfully defines hyper-Calvinists using a 

five-fold definition. A hyper-Calvinist is one who: 

1. Denies that the gospel call applies to all who hear, OR 
2. Denies that faith is the duty of every sinner, OR 
3. Denies that the gospel makes any “offer” of Christ, salvation, or mercy to the 

non-elect (or denies that the offer of divine mercy is free and universal), OR 
4. Denies that there is such a thing as “common grace,” OR 
5. Denies that God has any sort of love for the non-elect. 

As Phil says, “All five varieties of hyper-Calvinism undermine evangelism or twist the 

gospel message.” So this is the key to understanding hyper-Calvinism: it undermines 

evangelism and/or somehow distorts the gospel message. 

Probably the most distinguishing characteristic of a Hyper-Calvinist is an 

unwillingness to evangelize at all, or to evangelize without extending a call to accept 

and believe the gospel. An example of a hyper-Calvinistic confession makes this clear. 

Article 33 of Articles of Faith of the Gospel Standard Aid and Poor Relief Societies  says, 

“Therefore, that for ministers in the present day to address unconverted persons, or 

indiscriminately all in a mixed congregation, calling upon them to savingly repent, 

believe, and receive Christ, or perform any other acts dependent upon the new 

creative power of the Holy Ghost, is, on the one hand, to imply creature power, and on 

the other, to deny the doctrine of special redemption.” In other words, they say, to 

command people to turn from their sin and to repent is to command them to do 

something they are unable to do for this would deny the doctrine of particular 

redemption. Yet this teaching is clearly at odds with the Bible’s call for all men to 

believe. The offer of the gospel is universal and God truly does command all men to 

heed it. Faith is a duty for all men. God’s common grace extends to all men and, while 

God does not love elect and non-elect in the same way, the Bible is clear that He does 

love all that He has created. 
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Keep that five-fold definition in mind and you’ll have a good idea of what it truly 

means to be a hyper-Calvinist. Of course I have little confidence that articles like this 

one will make any real difference. The term hyper-Calvinist is a convenient and 

baggage-filled one to lob into an argument or discussion. But at least now we know 

whether or not we truly fit that mold!   
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A Primer on Hyper-Calvinism 
By Phill Johnson  

Hyper-Calvinism,  simply stated, is a doctrine that emphasizes divine sovereignty to 
the exclusion of human responsibility. To call it "hyper-Calvinism" is something of a 
misnomer. It is actually a rejection of historic  Calvinism. Hyper-Calvinism entails a 
denial of what is taught in both Scripture and the major Calvinistic creeds, 
substituting instead an imbalanced and unbiblical notion of divine sovereignty. 

Hyper-Calvinism comes in several flavors, so it admits no simple, pithy definition. 
Here are a few definitions to consider. I'll comment briefly on these and then propose 
a more comprehensive definition: 

From a popular theological dictionary: 

1. [Hyper-Calvinism] is a system of theology framed to exalt the honour and glory 
of God and does so by acutely minimizing the moral and spiritual responsibility of 
sinners . . . It emphasizes irresistible grace to such an extent that there appears to be 
no real need to evangelize; furthermore, Christ may be offered only to the elect. . . . 

2. It is that school of supralapsarian 'five-point' Calvinism [n.b.—a school of 
supralapsarianism, not supralapsarianism in general] which so stresses the 
sovereignty of God by over-emphasizing the secret over the revealed will of God and 
eternity over time, that it minimizes the responsibility of sinners, notably with respect 
to the denial of the use of the word "offer" in relation to the preaching of the gospel; 
thus it undermines the universal duty of sinners to believe savingly in the Lord Jesus 
with the assurance that Christ actually died for them; and it encourages introspection 
in the search to know whether or not one is elect. [Peter Toon, "Hyper-Calvinism," New 
Dictionary of Theology(Leicester: IVP, 1988), 324.] 

 

Notice three very crucial points in that definition: First, it correctly points out that 
hyper-Calvinists tend to stress the secret (or decretive) will of God over His revealed 
(or preceptive) will. Indeed, in all their discussion of "the will of God," hyper-Calvinists 
routinely obscure any distinction between God's will as reflected in His commands and 
His will as reflected in his eternal decrees. Yet that distinction is an essential part of 
historic Reformed theology. (See John Piper, "Are There Two Wills in God?  Divine 

http://www.romans45.org/articles/hypercal.htm
http://www.desiringgod.org/library/topics/doctrines_grace/2wills.html
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Election and God's Desire for All To Be Saved" in Thomas R. Schreiner, ed., The Grace 
of God and the Bondage of the Will, 2 vols. Grand Rapids: Baker, 1995, 1:107-131.) 

Second,  take note of the stress the above definition places on hyper-Calvinists' 
"denial of the use of the word 'offer' in relation to the preaching of the gospel." This is 
virtually the epitome of the hyper-Calvinist spirit: it is a denial that the gospel message 
includes any sincere proposal of divine mercy to sinners in general. 

Third, mark the fact that hyper-Calvinism "encourages introspection in the 
search to know whether or not one is elect." Assurance tends to be elusive for people 
under the influence of hyper-Calvinist teaching. Therefore, hyper-Calvinism soon 
degenerates into a cold, lifeless dogma. Hyper-Calvinist churches and denominations 
tend to become either barren and inert, or militant and elitist (or all of the above). 

Some common (but not quite precise) definitions: Hyper-Calvinism is sometimes 
defined as the view that God will save the elect apart from any means. Some, but very 
few, modern hyper-Calvinists hold such an extreme view. Those who do hold this view 
oppose all forms of evangelism and preaching to the unsaved, because they believe 
God will save whomever He chooses, apart from human means. 

The most famous example of this kind of hyper-Calvinism was when John Ryland 
heard William Carey talking about becoming a missionary to India, and told him, "Sit 
down, young man. When God decides to save the heathen, He will do it without your 
help." 

Another common but incorrect definition equates hyper-Calvinism with fatalism. 
Fatalism is a mechanistic determinism, antithetical to the notion of a personal God. 
While it is true that the most extreme varieties of hyper-Calvinism tend to 
depersonalize God, it is not accurate to portray all hyper-Calvinists as fatalists. 

Hyper-Calvinism is often equated with supralapsarianism and 
double-predestination. But it is possible to be a supralapsarian, and to hold to a kind 
of "double-predestination" without embracing hyper-Calvinism. (Virtually all 
hyper-Calvinists are supralapsarians, but not all supralapsarians are hyper-Calvinists. 
For more information about supralapsarianism, see my "Notes on Supralapsarianism 
& Infralapsarianism.") 

Finally, some critics unthinkingly slap the label "hyper" on any variety of 
Calvinism that is higher than the view they hold to. Arminians like to equate 
all five-point Calvinism with hyper-Calvinism (as Calvary-Chapel author George 
Bryson does in his horrible little book, The Five Points of Calvinism: "Weighed and 
Found Wanting" [Costa Mesa: Word for Today, 1996]). That approach lacks integrity and 
only serves to confuse people. 

http://www.romans45.org/articles/sup_infr.htm
http://www.romans45.org/articles/sup_infr.htm
http://calvarychapel.com/library/bryson-george/books/fpocwafw.htm
http://calvarychapel.com/library/bryson-george/books/fpocwafw.htm
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A fivefold definition: The definition I am proposing outlines five varieties of 
hyper-Calvinism, listed here in a declining order, from the worst kind to a less 
extreme variety (which some might prefer to class as "ultra-high Calvinism"): 

A hyper-Calvinist is someone who either: 

1. Denies that the gospel call applies to all who hear, OR 
2. Denies that faith is the duty of every sinner, OR 
3. Denies that the gospel makes any "offer" of Christ, 

salvation, or mercy to the non-elect (or denies that the 
offer of divine mercy is free and universal), OR 

4. Denies that there is such a thing as "common grace," 
OR 

5. Denies that God has any sort of love for the non-elect. 

All five varieties of hyper-Calvinism undermine evangelism or twist the gospel 
message. 

Many modern hyper-Calvinists salve themselves by thinking their view cannot 
really be hyper-Calvinism because, after all, they believe in proclaiming the gospel to 
all. However, the "gospel" they proclaim is a truncated soteriology with an undue 
emphasis on God's decree as it pertains to the reprobate. One hyper-Calvinist, 
reacting to my comments about this subject on an e-mail list, declared, "The message 
of the Gospel is that God saves those who are His own and damns those who are not." 
Thus the good news about Christ's death and resurrection is supplanted by a message 
about election and reprobation—usually with an inordinate stress on reprobation. In 
practical terms, the hyper-Calvinist "gospel" often reduces to the message that God 
simply and single-mindedly hates those whom He has chosen to damn, and there is 
nothing whatsoever they can do about it. 

Deliberately excluded from hyper-Calvinist "evangelism" is any pleading with the 
sinner to be reconciled with God. Sinners are not told that God offers them 
forgiveness or salvation. In fact, most hyper-Calvinists categorically deny that God 
makes any offer in the gospel whatsoever. 

The hyper-Calvinist position at this point amounts to a repudiation of the very 
gist of 2 Corinthians 5:20: "Now then we are ambassadors for Christ, as though God did 
beseech you by us: we pray you in Christ's stead, be ye reconciled to God."  The whole thrust 
of the gospel, properly presented, is to convey an offer (in the sense of a tender, a 
proffer, or a proposal) of divine peace and mercy to all who come under its hearing. The 
apostle's language is even stronger, suggesting the true gospel preacher begs  sinners to 
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be reconciled to God—or rather he stands "in Christ's stead," pleading thus with the 
sinner. Hyper-Calvinism in essence denies the concept of human responsibility, and 
so it must eliminate any such pleading, resulting in a skewed presentation of the 
gospel. 

Let's examine individually each of the five varieties of hyper-Calvinism. 

1. The denial of the gospel call. This first and most extreme type of hyper-Calvinism 
denies that the gospel calls all sinners to repentance and faith. The gospel call (the 
invitation to come to Christ for salvation—Rev. 22:17; Matt. 11:28-29; Isa. 45:22; 55:1-7) is 
denied to all but the elect. 

Historic Reformed theology notes that there are two different senses in which 
Scripture uses the word "call."  The apostle Paul usually employs the word to speak of 
the effectual call, whereby an elect sinner is sovereignly drawn by God unto salvation. 
Obviously this "call" applies only to the elect alone (Rom. 8:28-30). 

But Scripture also describes a general call.  In Matthew 22:14, Jesus said, "Many are 
called, but few are chosen." Here, those who are "called" are clearly more in number 
than the elect. So our Lord is quite obviously using the word "call" in a different sense 
from how Paul used it in Romans 8:30. 

The general call, sometimes known as the external call, is the call to faith and 
repentance inherent in the gospel message itself. When the gospel is preached, the 
general call goes out indiscriminately to all who come under the preaching of the 
gospel. This call is issued by the preacher as an ambassador of Christ. 

The effectual call, sometimes known as the internal call, is the regenerating work 
of God in the hearts of His elect, whereby He draws them to Christ and opens their 
hearts unto faith. This call is for the elect alone and is issued by God alone. 

This first variety of hyper-Calvinism denies the general, external call, and insists 
that the gospel should be preached in a way that proclaims the facts about Christ's 
work and God's electing grace—without calling  for any kind of response. 

This is the worst form of hyper-Calvinism in vogue today. I'd class it as an 
extremely serious error, more  dangerous than the worst variety of Arminianism. At 
least the Arminian preaches enough of the gospel for the elect to hear it and be saved. 
The hyper-Calvinist who denies the gospel call doesn't even believe in calling sinners 
to Christ. He almost fears to whisper the gospel summons to other believers, lest 
anyone accuse him of violating divine sovereignty. 

English hyper-Calvinists (most happen to be Baptists), American "Gospel 
Standard" hypers, and Primitive Baptists have traditionally held to this form of 
hyper-Calvinism. They generally oppose evangelism of any kind. They would (usually) 
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also embrace all five errors of hyper-Calvinism listed above. Their rhetoric tends to be 
extremely arrogant and elitist—the natural outgrowth of such theology. Normally they 
claim that they alone are consistent and true to the doctrines of divine sovereignty, 
and label every other view "Arminianism" or (lately) "hypo-Calvinism." 

An early 18th-century British independent (baptistic) pastor named William 
Huntington is the godfather of this position. This brand of hyper-Calvinism often also 
has strong antinomian tendencies, traceable back to Huntington, who denied that the 
moral law is binding as a rule of life on the Christian. Such antinomianism harmonizes 
well with hyper-Calvinism's denial of human responsibility. (It is also an extension of 
the same wrong thinking that denies the preceptive will of God.) 

2. The denial of faith as a duty. This variety of hyper-Calvinism ("type-2 
hyper-Calvinism") suggests that since unbelievers are incapable of faith apart from 
enabling grace, believing in Christ must never be presented to them as a duty. (See 
Arthur Pink's excellent article "Duty-Faith," refuting this this erroneous notion.) 

Those holding this position go to great lengths to deny that faith is ever presented 
in Scripture as the duty of the unregenerate. (Obviously, much Scripture-twisting is 
necessary to justify such an opinion. See, for example, Acts 17:30.) Instead, advocates of 
this position suggest that each sinner must seek a warrant for his faith before 
presuming to exercise faith in Christ. The sinner does this by looking for evidence that 
he is elect (an utterly absurd notion, since faith isthe only real evidence of election). 

Understandably, this brand of hyper-Calvinism tends to make sinners obsessed 
with conviction of sin and self-examination. Those who hold this position rarely know 
true, settled assurance. 

The denial that faith is the sinner's duty illustrates how hyper-Calvinism and 
Arminianism arise from the same false notion. The one fallacy that lies at the heart of 
both Arminianism and hyper-Calvinism is the erroneous assumption that human 
inability nullifies responsibility. 

The Arminian reasons, If sinners are incapable of faith apart from God's enabling 
grace, then the gospel would not call them to believe. Therefore sinners must not really be in 
so helpless a state. And so the Arminian adjusts the message in a way that nullifies the 
doctrine of human inability. 

The hyper-Calvinist, on the other hand, reasons thus: If sinners are incapable of 
faith apart from God's enabling grace, then the gospel would not call them to faith. 
Therefore the gospel cannot really mean that faith is the sinner's duty.  And so the 
hyper-Calvinist adjusts the message in a way that nullifies the sinner's responsibility. 

http://www.romans45.org/articles/dutyfth.htm
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Scottish church historian John Macleod also noticed that Arminians and 
hyper-Calvinists err on the same point. He wrote, 

When we look into it, we find [in hyper-Calvinism] the common Arminian position 
that man's responsibility is limited by his ability. . . . Each side takes up the principle 
from its own end. They fail together to recognise that the sinner is responsible for his 
spiritual impotence. It is the fruit of sin; and man's sin does not destroy nor put out of 
court God's right to ask for . . . [obedience and] service and repentance and faith 
[despite the fact that] that His sinful creatures have disabled themselves from yielding 
to Him. His title to make His demand is entirely and absolutely unimpaired. . . . There 
is a glorious superiority to man's reasonings shown by Him who bids the deaf hear and 
the blind look that they may see. They cannot do what He bids them do. Yet He claims 
what is His own. . . . Do what we may, we cannot get away from the obligation that 
binds us to be all that God would have us to be, and to do all that He would have us to 
do. Such is our sin and not only our misery that we cannot yield the return of homage 
that our Maker and King calls for at our hand. [Scottish Theology (Edinburgh: Banner of 
Truth, 1974 reprint), 141-42.] 

 

In other words, the sinner's inability to obey God does not nullify his duty to do so. 
This is a crucial point—perhaps the most crucial point of all—because it is the very 
point that ultimately distinguishes true Calvinism from both Arminianism and 
hyper-Calvinism. Both Arminians and hyper-Calvinists will protest that it is illogical 
or unjust to teach that God demands what sin renders us incapable of doing. 

But it is neither illogical or unjust. Sin itself is a moral issue, and since sin is the 
cause of our inability, it is, as Jonathan Edwards said, a moral  inability, not a natural 
one. The defect in man is his own fault, not God's. Therefore man's own inability is 
something he is guilty for, and that inability cannot therefore be seen as something 
that relieves the sinner of responsibility. 

On this point, type-2 hyper-Calvinism is no better than Arminianism; in fact, the 
two spring from the same polluted source. 

 

3. The denial of the gospel offer. Type-3 hyper-Calvinism is based on a denial 
that the gospel makes any "offer" of Christ, salvation, or mercy to the non-elect. An 
alternative of this view merely denies that the offer of divine mercy is free and 
universal. For an excellent discussion of this issue, see "The Free Offer of the Gospel," 
by John Murray and Ned B. Stonehouse (also available at the Orthodox Presbyterian 
Church's Web site).  

http://public.csusm.edu/public/guests/rsclark/Free_Offer.html
http://www.opc.org/GA/free_offer.html
http://www.opc.org/GA/free_offer.html
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If the hyper-Calvinists in England tend to be Baptists, in America the 
Presbyterian variety seems more common. The best-known American 
hyper-Calvinists are the Protestant Reformed Churches (PRC). They deny that there is 
any sort of "offer" (in the sense of a proffer or tender or proposal of mercy) in the 
gospel message. They also deny that they are hyper-Calvinists, because they insist that 
the only variety of hyper-Calvinism is that which denies the gospel call (Type-1 above). 

The most articulate advocate of the PRC position is David Engelsma, whose book 
Hyper-Calvinism and the Call of the Gospel is an interesting but in my view terribly 
misleading study of the question of whether PRC theology properly qualifies as 
hyper-Calvinism. Engelsma does some selective quoting and interpretive gymnastics 
in order to argue that his view is mainstream Reformed theology. But a careful reading 
of his sources shows that he often quotes out of context, or ends a quote just before a 
qualifying statement that would totally negate the point he thinks he has made. Still, 
for those interested in these issues, I recommend his book, with a caution to read it 
very critically and with careful discernment. 

4. The denial of common grace. The Protestant Reformed Churches (see #3 
above) grew out of a controversy between Herman Hoeksema and the Christian 
Reformed Churches over the issue of common grace. Hoeksema denied that there is 
any such thing as common grace, and in the midst of the controversy, the PRC was 
founded. 

The idea of common grace is implicit throughout Scripture. "The Lord is good to 
all: and his tender mercies are over all his works" (Ps. 145:9). "He doth execute the 
judgment of the fatherless and widow, and loveth the stranger, in giving him food and 
raiment. Love ye therefore the stranger: for ye were strangers in the land of Egypt" 
(Deut. 10:18-19). "Love your enemies, bless them that curse you, do good to them that 
hate you, and pray for them which despitefully use you, and persecute you; that ye 
may be the children of your Father which is in heaven" (Matt. 5:44-45). 

The distinction between common grace and special grace closely parallels the 
distinction between the general call and the effectual call. Common grace is extended 
to everyone. It is God's goodness to humanity in general whereby God graciously 
restrains the full expression of sin and mitigates sin's destructive effects in human 
society. Common grace imposes moral constraints on people's behavior, maintains a 
semblance of order in human affairs, enforces a sense of right and wrong through 
conscience and civil government, enables men and women to appreciate beauty and 
goodness, and imparts blessings of all kinds to elect and non-elect alike. God "causes 
His sun to rise on the evil and the good, and sends rain on the righteous and the 
unrighteous" (Matt. 5:45). That is common grace. 
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The doctrine of common grace has a long history that goes all the way back to 
Calvin and even Augustine. But type-4 hyper-Calvinism denies the concept, insisting 
that God has no true goodwill toward the non-elect and therefore shows them no 
favor or "grace" of any kind. 

5. The denial of God's love toward the reprobate. Type-5 hyper-Calvinism is 
closely related to type-4. To deny that God in any sense loves the reprobate is to 
suggest that God holds us to a higher standard than He himself follows, for he 
instructs us to love our enemies—and Scripture teaches that when we love our 
enemies, we are behaving like God, who shows lovingkindness even to the reprobate 
(Deut. 10:18; Matt. 5:44-45). 

Furthermore, to insist that God's demeanor toward the non-elect is always and 
only hatred is a de facto denial of common grace—the same error of type-4 
hyper-Calvinism. 

There are some who hold this view, yet manage (by being inconsistent) to avoid 
other hyper-Calvinist opinions. The most influential advocate of the type-5 position 
was Arthur Pink. I hesitate to label him a hyper-Calvinist, frankly, because he fought 
the stronger varieties of hyper-Calvinism in his later years. A few other Puritan and 
mainstream Reformed theologians have also denied the love of God to the reprobate. 
They are a distinct minority, but they nonetheless have held this view. It's a 
hyper-Calvinistic tendency, but not all who hold the view are hyper-Calvinists in any 
other respect. 

This error stems from a failure to differentiate between God's redemptive 
love, which is reserved for the elect alone, and His love of compassion,  which is 
expressed in the goodness He shows to all His creatures (cf. Matt. 5:44-45; Acts 14:17). 
For an excellent antidote to the notion that God loves no one but the elect, see R. L. 
Dabney's superb article, "God's Indiscriminate Proposals of Mercy."   

http://www.romans45.org/articles/dutyfth.htm
http://www.romans45.org/articles/dutyfth.htm
http://www.romans45.org/dabney/mercy.htm


  13 

 

 

 

 
Thursday, December 30, 2004 

Hyper-Calvinism  by Steve 

The term "Hyper-Calvinism" is used in two or three different ways:  

1. It is used as a term of abuse for anyone who is more Calvinistic than the accuser. For 
example, a 4-point Calvinist will accuse a 5-point Calvinist of being a hyper-Calvinist.  

In this sense, it is used by someone who wants to strike a compromise between 
Reformed and Arminian theology. He believes that both are half-right, two halves of a 
whole, but their relation is one big imponderable paradox.  

This usage is unhelpful because it blurs the meaning of a term and confuses what 
something stands for with what we stand for. I can disagree with something without 
bending the meaning of the word all out of shape. Labels cease to be useful unless they 
clearly demarcate a given position and distinguish it from a contrary position. If 
someone doesn't believe in 5-point Calvinism, he should just find (or make up) a label 
for his own position rather than stealing ours.  

2. It is used of a preacher who refuses to call everyone in the audience to repent of 
their sins and believe in Christ.  

This begins with a Reformed premise, and derives what it considers to be a more 
consistently Calvinistic conclusion, to wit: if no one can come to Christ who is not 
chosen by the Father, redeemed by the Son, and regenerated by the Spirit, then it is 
inappropriate to call on the reprobate or unregenerate to repent of sin and believe in 
Christ. And since we don't know the state of grace, or graceless state, of every listener, 
we shouldn't call on anyone to repent and believe.  

http://www.romans45.org/dabney/mercy.htm
http://triablogue.blogspot.com/2004/12/hyper-calvinism.html
http://triablogue.blogspot.com/2004/12/hyper-calvinism.html
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To my knowledge, this is pretty rare. It seems more often to be a scarecrow erected by 
the enemies of Calvinism to frighten away any passersby who might take an interest in 
the doctrines of grace.  

By way of reply:  

i) Since we have examples of indiscriminate preaching in the OT prophets, the 
Gospels, and the Book of Acts, hyper-Calvinism, in this sense, is overscrupulous and 
unscriptural.  

ii) We can accept the premise, but reject the conclusion. Since the preacher doesn't 
know who's who, he should preach to everyone in order to reach the elect.  

iii) Since the preacher has no control over election, redemption, and regeneration, 
there is nothing he can say to make the reprobate come to Christ, or make the elect 
stay away. So what is he (the hyper-Calvinist) afraid of?  

In the name of God's sovereignty, he acts as though he might do something to violate 
God's sovereignty unless he's oh-so careful. But if God is sovereign, then there is 
nothing he can do to mess up God's plan.  

Ironically, the hyper-Calvinist is guilty of playing God. He's assuming responsibility for 
certain prior conditions (election, redemption, regeneration) for which God alone is 
responsible. He's trying to act on what he doesn't know, rather than acting on what he 
does know.  

iv) He is also buying into the old Pelagian principle that ability limits responsibility. If 
the reprobate or unregenerate can't believe in Christ, then they shouldn't believe in 
Christ. Hence, they shouldn't be told to believe in Christ.  

But this is another false inference. A man who is enslaved to a compulsive-addictive 
behavior (e.g., drugs, booze, gambling, pornography), may be unable to provide for his 
family. Yet his inability doesn't discharge him of his familial duties.  
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3. It is sometimes used of a preacher who does, in fact, call on everyone to repent and 
exercise faith, but who denies that God loves everyone or wants everyone to be saved 
or has conferred common grace on everyone.  

Ironically, this accuser is the mirror-image of the hyper-Calvinist. For he is saying 
that the objective offer of the gospel is invalid unless certain divine preconditions are 
acknowledged and respected. It isn't enough to call on everyone to repent and believe: 
unless you (the preacher) believe that God seconds your call from the pulpit, then the 
offer is insincere and sub-par.  

For more info on this debate, cf.  

I don't quite agree with everything he says, but he does a decent job of untangling the 
issues.  

*************************  

There is not much more for me to add to what I've already said. What your friend sent 
you is so confused that it's hard even to make sense of it, much less respond to it.  

i) I don't see that the infra/supra debate is relevant to the error of hyper-Calvinism. 
Infras believe in reprobation, double predestination, special redemption and spiritual 
inability right along with the supras, so the logic, if we want to call it that, of the 
hypers is the same under either the infra or supra view.  

ii) The summons to repentance and faith is not limited to a one-time conversion 
experience. Christians always have sins to repent of, and they must always exercise 
faith in Christ.  

iii) As to whether we characterize this summons as an "offer" or something else is 
one-sided. If you run through the various prooftexts for the offer of the gospel, it is 
various described as an offer, invitation, command, calling, gift, &c. It is a mistake to 
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insist on one of these formulations to the exclusion of the others. That leads to 
unscriptural reductionism.  

iv) To say that if the Arminian gospel is not the true gospel, then Arminians are not 
saved is muddled in several respects:  

a) Arminian theology is an admixture of truth and error. It can be taken in either a 
more evangelical direction or else a more Pelagian direction.  

b) We are saved by election, but not by believing in election. Because election is true, 
we should believe in it and commend that belief to others, but one of the things which 
makes sovereign grace to be sovereign is that it can save men and women with a 
defective theological understanding--up to a point.  

For example, I have no reason to doubt the salvation of John and Charles Wesley, or 
Moody, or Billy Graham. I'm not so sure about Finney.  

c) What, exactly, is there in the offer of the gospel (or whatever we want to call it) that 
we should not urge upon elect and reprobate alike?  

Take repentance. Don't all men have a moral duty to obey God? And if they sin, don't 
they have an obligation to repent?  

Total depravity subtracts from their ability, but not their duty. To say otherwise is to 
say that the more wicked I am, the less responsible I am for my sin. By that line of 
logic, the more evil I am, the more innocent I am. Talk about another gospel--that 
sounds like how the Devil would rewrite the gospel! :-)  

What about faith in Christ? If it is true that Christ is the Savior of the world and the 
Lord of the universe, then shouldn't everyone believe that and trust in him? Isn't there 
a standing obligation on the part of everyone to believe in whatever is true?  
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Ah, but if Christ didn't die for the reprobate, then they are not qualified to believe in 
him, right?  

Wrong! It's Arminians who define the offer of the gospel in those terms. In the 
examples of Gospel preaching in the NT, you never run across a conversion formula 
which consists of believing that Christ died for me as a condition of salvation.  

The *fact* that Christ died for the elect alone is a condition of salvation, but 
*believing* that Christ died for the elect alone is not a condition of salvation. Since the 
Scriptural offer of the gospel is never framed in those terms, it is applicable to elect 
and reprobate alike.  

As, as a practical matter, the reprobate will never believe it any way, while only the 
elect will believe it, so where's the harm?  

The elect will believe that Christ died for them as a result of believing in him. Let's not 
get the cart before the horse.  

Again, the point is not that the preacher goes self-consciously out of his way to target 
the reprobate. No, the point is that he shouldn't be inhibited by any self-conscious 
scruples and anxieties. Leave the sorting out of the sheep and the goats to God on the 
day of judgment!  

I actually don't seem much point in getting into an argument with a hyper. Its like 
debating with a Shaker. Some problems have a way of taking care of themselves. Just 
as cults which insist on celibacy have a way of dying out of their own accord, for lack 
of physical offspring--cults which don't evangelize have a way of dying out for lack of 
spiritual offspring. They lose by winning!  

A few other points:  

i) Most of the folks on this website are nobodies. Those worth reading are: Brine, 
Hoeksema, Owen, Pink, Romaine, Rushton, Spurgeon, and Toplady.  
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ii) As to Hoeksema, I think Hoeksema is right about the well-meant offer, and Murray 
is wrong; I think that Murray is right about common grace, and Hoeksema is wrong.  

Hoeksema's strong points are as follows: he has a very logical mind. As a restored 
backslider, he has a heavy doctrinal and existential emphasis on the grace of God. He 
is also a clear-headed critic of Arminian theology and Arminian tendencies in 
theology.  

But his strengths can also be weaknesses. He is not much of an exegete. Yes, he did 
commentaries on Romans and Revelation, but these are really exercises in systematic 
theology under the garb of expository preaching.  

He is something of a Johnny-one-note on his pet causes. In addition, his reactionary 
fixation betrats him into some half-truths and errors.  

As to Murray, Murray is a much better exegete. Murray is not nearly as polemical. In 
addition, Murray has no hobby horse to ride. With Murray, you get a more panoramic 
vision of Biblical truth.  

iii) Puritans and neo-Puritans are excellent at systematic theology and practical 
theology. They are not as good at exegetical theology. They show their age.  

Systematic and practical theology do not date in the same that exegetical theology 
does. Systematics is dependent on having a good eye for the broad contours of Biblical 
theology. You can make some mistakes on the interpretation of individual verses, and 
still get it right on the big picture.  

But the art of commentary writing has made advances over the centuries. If you want 
to know what the Bible means at a verse-by-verse level, you should read a good 
modern commentary rather than a Puritan or neo-Puritan writer.  

Of course, commentators have a theological slant, too. One must be mindful of that. 
But too many modern-day Calvinists are getting their exegesis from the Puritans. And, 
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frankly, they are inhabiting an allegorical cloud land. It needs to have a firmer footing 
in the text as it was originally heard.    
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The Will of God - Hyper-Calvinism Versus Historic Calvinism 

by John Hendryx 

 

I had a very interesting online discussion recently with a brother who took issue with a 
comment in an earlier article on HyperCalvinism. In that essay I alluded to the idea 
that evangelical/historic Calvinists believe that God's will is that all mankind obey the 
gospel and in this respect, he desires their salvation. I contrasted the Calvinist position 
with both extremes of Aminianism and Hyper-Calvinism. But this brother took offense 
when I wrote, "The Hyper-Calvinists will argue that God has no desire whatsoever that 
all men be saved." His position was that God's had no desire "to save the reprobate" ... 
but he didn't consider himself a "hypercalvinist" since he believed in the free and 
promiscuous proclamation of the gospel to all men. I assured him then that I did not 
think he fit the label of hypercalvinist since there is a world of difference between 
God's desire for sinners to repent and obey the gospel and God's desire TO SAVE the 
reprobate. While this may seem like a difficulty at first glance, I will explain what I 
mean in more detail below. 

 

Consider the following two statements, both of which, I believe, can be forcefully 
demonstrated from the Scriptures:  

(1) God desires all PERSONS TO OBEY the gospel to be saved & 

(2) God does not desire TO SAVE the reprobate.  

Are these two statements contradictory? 

 

The first principle we need to remember is that the truth of God's word is honored not 
in holding exclusively to one revealed truth to the exclusion of another revealed truth, 
but rather, in believing the whole counsel of God. So If we don't understand how both 
kinds of desires can be true, and must have a rational explanation for every doctrine, 
we should consider that we also cannot rationally explain the Trinity or the depths of 
mystery in the incarnation. There is certainly mystery involved here in God having 
desires at various levels. Let's not be hasty to draw quick conclusions when speaking 
of God. God is infinitely bigger than our simple understanding. Even so, I think that in 
this case the concept is just within our grasp. To believe, as some do, that my position 

http://www.monergism.com/thethreshold/articles/onsite/hyper_vs_historic.html
http://www.monergism.com/thethreshold/articles/onsite/hyper_vs_historic.html
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makes God a "double-minded fool" is to have too small a view of God, Imho. This would 
be to conclude that we finite creatures must be able to grasp God's ontological essence 
at the level of His desires, rather than just embrace the clear "paradox" the Scripture 
holds forth. It may be helpful to see one as His ultimate will and the other His 
penultimate will. Questions of mystery such as this should really serve to increase our 
appreciation of God's greatness. 

 

The following two statements are not contradictory and both are Scriptural 

 

(1) God's desire is for all people to obey the gospel, repent and be saved 

 

(2) God in no way desires to save the reprobate 

 

Sentence (1) is God's revealed preceptive will toward mankind about what man should 
do (his duty). God desires that man obey his will. It would be hopelessly contradictory 
to say that God wills (commands) that the reprobate obey the gospel and say this has 
nothing to do with His desire at any level. Jesus even weeps over the reprobate who 
refuse to recognize the time of His coming to Jerusalem. He says, "Jerusalem, 
Jerusalem, who kills the prophets and stones those who are sent to her! How often I 
wanted to gather your children together, the way a hen gathers her chicks under her 
wings, and you were unwilling." If that does not express some kind of desire then I 
don't know what does. Note that Jesus even uses the term "wanted" here. Therefore, 
God's preceptive WILL for man to obey is the same as His DESIRE for them to obey, 
even for the reprobate. It is not saying He desires to save them Himself, it is saying He 
desires that they obey His preceptive commands to believe the gospel. But sentence (2) 
speaks specifically about what God HIMSELF does not desire to do - in this case to 
save the reprobate. God does not desire TO SAVE the reprobate but (1) He does desire 
that THEY REPENT and be saved. Of course they will not do it for they love darkness. 

 

For God to desire both be true is as if He said, "I want you to obey because rebellion is 
a breach of my holy law and an offense against Me so it is deserving of my just wrath. I 
want you to come but you won't. And for very good and just reasons (My sovereign 
will) though not yet discernable to you, I refuse to do it for you. My affection and help 
is reserved for those in my family." 

 



  22 

... In fact seen this way we can come very close to understanding this at a human level 
because we also desire things at various levels in every day life. And if finite humans 
have ultimate and penultimate wills concerning the same object then certainly it is not 
beyond God to. For example, I desire to live, but my desire is greater for my wife to 
live so I would lay down my life for her if it came down to it. God has reasons we 
cannot even comprehend, and though I don't know them, He has revealed His desires 
on both levels in the Scripture so I trust in His truthfulnesss regardless of whether I 
have full comprehension of how it can be done. But even if you cannot fully 
comprehend it let these truths serve to increase your appreciation of God's infinite 
wisdom and accept that His ways that are above your ways. 

 

We must learn to distinguish between God's decrees and God's precepts. -- the first 
has to do with what must and what will happen with certainty, the second has to do 
with what God morally requires of mankind, and has nothing to do with whether man 
will actually do it. God's command is what He wants man to do on a preceptive level. 
God's decree determines what actually happens. 

 

Reformed Theology teaches the concept "Semper Reformanda" (Always Reforming) 
which means we can always grow in our understanding of Scripture in ways that can 
further illumine truths already discovered in the Scripture and expressed in the 
confessions. This endnote to my essay is in no way a modified form of Reformed 
Theology, as some may suggest. The belief in God's eternal decree remains wholly 
unchanged in my theology, (that God from all eternity determines whatsoever comes 
to pass, including who will be saved and who will be lost - for everything falls within 
the purview of His providence). These only express a deeper understanding of this 
long held truth. Historic Calvinists may indeed have said that God does not desire all 
men to be saved but most were only referring to God's decretive will (which I agree 
with), not His revealed prescriptive will --- so I would NOT usually place them under 
the banner of "hypercalvinism" on this issue, unless warranted. In other words I 
believe Calvin and others have always themselves believed that God wants people to 
repent and be saved on a preceptive level even though they may not have considered 
or expressed the nuance we are exploring here. The point is that I am not calling those 
who believe that "God does not desire TO SAVE the reprobate" hypercalvinists. But 
rather, I am criticizing a form of hypercalvinism which takes this extraordinary truth 
of God's eternal decree and brings it into the realm of the prescriptive will of God. This 
is exemplified by those hypercalvinists who have have said that since God does not 
want to save the reprobate so we must therefore never preach the gospel to the 
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non-elect but must find those who are elect and preach only to them. No historic 
evangelical Calvinist, including John Calvin himself, ever believed this. Such teaching, 
in my view, completely misapprehends the Scripture and promotes a very unhealthy 
imbalance which is obviously a source of great harm to the cause of the gospel. 
Thankfully the number of persons who believe such things are but few. 

So again I think it is critical that we should learn differentiate between God's desire for 
someone to BE SAVED (prescriptive will) and God's desire TO SAVE (will of decree).   
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Reformed Theology Vs. Hyper-Calvinism 

by Michael Horton 

Before the average believer today learns what Reformed theology (i.e., Calvinism) 

actually is , he first usually has to learn what it’s not. Often, detractors define Reformed 

theology not according to what it actually teaches, but according to where they think 

its logic naturally leads. Even more tragically, some hyper-Calvinists have followed the 

same course. Either way, “Calvinism” ends up being defined by extreme positions that 

it does not in fact hold as scriptural. The charges leveled against Reformed theology, of 

which hyper-Calvinism is actually guilty, received a definitive response at the 

international Synod of Dort (1618–1619), along with the Westminster Confession of 

Faith and Catechisms. 

Is God the Author of Sin? 

The God of Israel “is perfect, for all his ways are justice. A God of faithfulness and 

without iniquity, just and upright is he” (Deut. 32:4–5). In fact, James seems to have real 

people in mind when he cautions, “Let no one say when he is tempted, ‘I am being 

tempted by God,’ for God cannot be tempted with evil, and he himself tempts no one” 

( James 1:13 ). Sin and evil have their origin not in God or creation, but in the personal 

will and action of creatures. 

Scripture sets forth two guardrails here: On one hand, God “works all things after the 

counsel of his own will” (Eph. 1:15); on the other, God does not — in fact, cannot  — do 

evil. We catch a glimpse of these two guardrails at once in several passages, most 

notably in Genesis 45 and Acts 2. In the former, Joseph recognizes that while the 

intention of his brothers in selling him into slavery was evil, God meant it for good, so 

https://www.ligonier.org/learn/articles/reformed-theology-vs-hyper-calvinism/
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http://biblia.com/bible/esv/Eph.%201.15


  25 
that many people could be saved during this famine (vv. 4–8). We read in the same 

breath in Acts 2:23 that “lawless men” are blamed for the crucifixion, and yet Jesus was 

“delivered up according to the definite plan and foreknowledge of God….” The 

challenge is to affirm what Scripture teaches without venturing any further. We know 

from Scripture that both are true, but not how. Perhaps the most succinct statement of 

this point is found in the Westminster Confession of Faith (chap. 3.1): “God, from all 

eternity, did, by the most wise and holy counsel of his own will, freely, and 

unchangeably ordain whatsoever comes to pass;” — there’s one guardrail — “yet so, as 

thereby neither is God the author of sin, nor is violence offered to the will of the 

creature; nor is the liberty or contingency of second causes taken away, but rather 

established,” and with that, the second guardrail. The same point is made in the Belgic 

Confession of Faith (Article 13), adding that whatever God has left to His own secret 

judgment is not for us to probe any further. 

Is the Gospel for Everyone? 

Isn’t it a bit of false advertising to say on one hand that God has already determined 

who will be saved and on the other hand to insist that the good news of the Gospel be 

sincerely and indiscriminately proclaimed to everyone? 

But didn’t Christ die for the elect alone? The Canons of Dort pick up on a phrase that 

was often found in the medieval textbooks (“sufficient for the world, efficient for the 

elect only”) when it affirms that Christ’s death “is of infinite worth and value, 

abundantly sufficient to expiate the sins of the whole world” (Second Head, Article 3). 

Therefore, we hold out to the world “the promise of the gospel … to all persons … 

without distinction ….” Although many do not embrace it, this “is not owing to any 

defect or insufficiency in the sacrifice offered by Christ upon the cross, but is wholly 

to be imputed to themselves” (Second Head, Articles 5–6). 

Here once again we are faced with mystery — and the two guardrails that keep us from 

careening off the cliff in speculation. God loves the world and calls everyone in the 

http://biblia.com/bible/esv/Acts%202.23


  26 
world to Christ outwardlythrough the Gospel, and yet God loves the elect with a saving 

purpose and calls them by His Spirit inwardly through the same Gospel ( John 6:63–64; 

10:3–5 , 11 , 14–18 , 25–30; Acts 13:48; Rom. 8:28–30; 2 Tim. 1:9). Both Arminians and 

hyper-Calvinists ignore crucial passages of Scripture, resolving the mystery in favor of 

the either-or: either election or the free offer of the Gospel. 

Grace for Everybody? 

Does God love everybody, or is His kindness simply a cloak for His wrath — fattening 

the wicked for the slaughter, as some hyper-Calvinists have argued? 

Scripture is full of examples of God’s providential goodness, particularly in the Psalms: 

“The Lord is good to all, and his mercy is over all that he has made …. You open your 

hand; you satisfy the desire of every living thing” (Ps. 145:9, 16 ). Jesus calls upon His 

followers to pray for their enemies for just this reason: “For he makes his sun rise on 

the evil and on the good, and sends rain on the just and on the unjust” (Matt. 5:44). 

Christians are supposed to imitate this divine attitude. 

The doctrine we are talking about has come to be called “common grace,” in 

distinction from “saving grace.” Some have objected to this term (some even to the 

concept), insisting that there is nothing common about grace: there is only one kind of 

grace, which is sovereign, electing grace. However, it must be said that whatever 

kindness God shows to anyone for any reason after the fall, can only be regarded as 

gracious. Once again, we face two guardrails that we dare not transgress: God acts 

graciously to save the elect and also to sustain the non-elect and cause them to 

flourish in this mortal life. While it is among the sweetest consolations for believers, 

election is not the whole story of God’s dealing with this world. 

When we, as Christians, affirm common grace, we take this world seriously in all of its 

sinfulness as well as in all of its goodness as created and sustained by God. We see 

Christ as the mediator of saving grace to the elect but also of God’s general blessings 
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to a world that is under the curse. Thus, unbelievers can even enrich the lives of 

believers. John Calvin pleads against the fanaticism that would forbid all secular 

influence on Christians, concluding that when we disparage the truth, goodness, and 

beauty found among unbelievers, we are heaping contempt on the Holy Spirit Himself 

who bestows such gifts of His common grace (Institutes of the Christian Religion, 2.2.15). 

Is Calvinism a License to Sin? 

The first thing we need to say, with Martyn Lloyd-Jones, is that if we are never accused 

of preaching antinomianism (that is, grace-as-license), we probably have not preached 

the Gospel correctly. After all, Paul anticipates the question, “Shall we then sin that 

grace may abound?” precisely because his own argument from 3:9 to this point has 

pressed it: “Where sin abounds, grace abounds all the more” (5:21). At the same time, 

some Reformed Christians, especially those liberated from legalistic backgrounds, 

seem to end Paul’s argument at Romans 5:21, concluding, in effect, “God likes to 

forgive, I like to sin — the perfect relationship!” 

The difference between being accused of antinomianism (literally, anti-law-ism) and 

being guilty as charged is whether we are willing to follow Paul on into chapter 6. 

There the apostle answers this charge by an announcement of what God has done! At 

first, this would seem to favor antinomians, since they place all of the emphasis on 

what God has done and reject, or at least downplay, the importance of imperatives. Yet 

in fact, what Paul announces is that God has accomplished not only our justification in 

Christ, but our baptism into Christ. His argument is basically this: being united to 

Christ necessarily brings justification and regeneration, which issues in sanctification. 

He does not say that Christians should not, or must not, live in sin as the principle of 

their existence, but that they cannot — it is an impossibility. That they do continue to 

sin is evident enough, especially in chapter 7, but now they struggle against it. 

The fathers at Dort recognized the charge that the Reformed doctrine “ leads off the 

minds of men from all piety and religion; that it is an opiate administered by the flesh 

http://biblia.com/bible/esv/Romans%205.21
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and the devil,” and leads inevitably to “libertinism” and “renders men carnally secure, 

since they are persuaded by it that nothing can hinder the salvation of the elect, let 

them live as they please” (Conclusion). Yet they would neither surrender the comfort 

of justification by Christ’s righteousness imputed nor of sanctification by Christ’s 

resurrection life imparted. Perfection of sanctification in this life is impossible, but 

just as impossible is a condition known today as the “carnal Christian.” One is either 

dead in Adam or alive in Christ. Again, some wish to resolve this mystery: either we 

can be free from all known sin, as John Wesley taught, or we can be in a state of 

spiritual death, as antinomianism teaches. However satisfying to our reason, such an 

easy resolution in either direction ignores the clear teaching of Scripture and robs us 

of the joy of such a full salvation. 

So the two guardrails on this point emerge from the fog of legalism and 

antinomianism: justification and sanctification are not to be confused, but they are 

also not to be separated. 

In addition to these other charges, Reformed theology is often regarded as 

“rationalistic” — that is, a system built on logic rather than on Scripture. However, I 

hope we have begun to see that the real rationalists are the extremists on either side of 

these debates. The wisdom of the Reformed confessions is that they refuse to 

speculate beyond Scripture and insist on proclaiming the whole counsel of God, not 

simply the passages that seem to reinforce one-sided emphases. It is not a question of 

where the logic should lead us but where the Scriptures do lead us. It might be easier 

to resolve the mystery in simple, either-or solutions, but such a course would 

certainly not be safer. So let us too strive to read all of the Scriptures together, keeping 

a sharp lookout for those guardrails! 
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The Bane of Neo-Gnostic Calvinism  

by Greg Fields 

 

Who among us who have been illuminated by the Spirit of God to heartily 
embrace that exalted system of Pauline Theology commonly called "Calvinism" 
can forget the sublime joy experienced when these verities became manifest in 

our believing heart? For many of us grasping these truths or better, being 
gripped by these truths, was the real "second blessing" in our Christian 

pilgrimage. For me personally, sovereign grace teaching revivified my entire 
demeanor as a saint and delivered me from the morbid introspection 
engendered by Arminian, fundamentalist pietism. I have a passionate 

commitment to Calvinistic soteriology and am quite emphatic in my apologia for 
these truths that so exalt and glorify the grandeur of the Sovereign Triune Lord. 

Thus, it is with both sadness and reticence that I issue this urgent caveat 
regarding an extreme chimerical form of Calvinism that is spreading great 

mischief among the elect of God and dear souls seeking spiritual solace. 

I have subsumed this subtle heresy under the rubric neo-gnostic Calvinism 
because the main tenets of this aberration of Calvinism involve primarily a 
comprehensive cognitive system of knowledge (gnosis) that must be firmly 
grasped and indoctrinated into before the professing Calvinist or seeking 

Arminian is truly considered "saved" by these ersatz-Calvinist "teachers". The 
subtlety involved in this neo-gnostic Calvinistic soteriology is that they 

vigorously promote truths that any committed believer would commend. For 
example, they incessantly exhort all to focus on Christ's imputation of 

Righteousness as being indispensable to one's salvation. Of course this is true 
and this needs to be emphatically declared in our presentation of the gospel. 

Particular Redemption is stressed with great vigor. Again, a hearty amen to the 
vital importance of this great doctrine is in order. They clearly enumerate the 

"five points" with undiminished zeal. Again, I concur and wish we all would 
stress these great doctrines with the zeal demonstrated by these men. 

If this was the focus and crux of what these men taught, I would be promoting 
their writings and encouraging all interested Calvinists to bookmark their 

websites and to participate in their e-group discussions. But, alas, these glorious 
doctrines are merely the frosting on the cake of their real agenda. After 

elucidating these verities they then go on to add to these truths a dogmatic 
unsubstantiated requirement for salvation that in effect nullifies all the peace 
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and joy that should attend sovereign grace. They assert with bellicose intensity 
that unequivocally, all Arminians are lost because "Arminianism is a false gospel" 

and under the anathema of Gal. 1:8-9. They set the stage for this "leap of logic", 
by describing the five points of Arminianism and showing how incompatible 

Arminianism is with the gospel of grace. Again, any thoroughgoing evaluation of 
Arminianism would demonstrate this to be true but they then use this 

evaluation to assert that all who have never yet grasped the doctrines of grace to 
be by default, Arminians, thereby validating their "lostness". The insidious 

nature of their neo-gnosticism becomes manifestly transparent here. The major 
tenet of gnosticism was the acquisition of knowledge to achieve, N. B., salvation. 
Similarly they make the precise apprehension of soteriological doctrine the sine 

qua non of salvation. By utilizing a patina of superspirituality, they create a 
psychological ambiance that can easily intimidate a young believer who may be 
new to Calvinism or a seeking Arminian (although most folk, if we are honest 
are utterly oblivious to this historical-theological debacle) to capitulate to this 
cold, unrelenting dogmatism, creating a vituperative unloving demeanor and 

ironically robbing them of the comfort and joy these glorious doctrines should 
inculcate in their hearts. This, to my mind, is the most utterly insidious forms of 
"works-righteousness" that I have ever encountered. By cleverly demanding that 
for one to truly be saved they must achieve a solid understanding of Calvinistic 
soteriology is to "make the cross of Christ of none effect". "Nothing in my hand I 

bring, simply to Thy cross I cling" as Toplady's exquisitely penned words 
succinctly state is the essence of the gospel offer. To make mere cognition the 
predicate of entrance into the kingdom of God's dear son is to despise God's 

sovereignty, Christ's finished work on the cross, and the blessed Holy Spirit's 
sovereign application of the redemption accomplished to "the apple of his eye", 

his beloved elect. It is vital beloved to discern the subtlety of their enticing 
words of wisdom. It is Christ who saves through faith, not our soteriological 

knowledge. 

To further exacerbate their dissimulation, they dare to go even further. They 
dogmatically and shockingly assert that any professing Calvinist that does not 

concur with their Calvinistic neo-gnostic pretensions and believes that 
Arminians can be saved has "spoke peace to Arminians" thereby abrogating their 

own salvation. As one gleans their writings on this matter, one amazingly 
discovers that according to this chimerical premise, the most eminent saints in 

church history are apparently "lost"! A. A. Hodge, Spurgeon, D. Martyn-Lloyd 
Jones, Gordon Clark, Van Till ad infinitum, ad nauseum, are consigned to God's 
wrath by the unmitigated temerity of these neo-gnostics. These men simply did 



  31 

not "measure up" to their conceptualization of what constitutes "the doctrines of 
grace" and furthermore, they had the audacity to be gentle and forbearing and 
tenderhearted (they even dared to offer them Christian equanimity) to those of 
non-reformed persuasion. The tragic, belligerent absurdity promoted by these 
neo-gnostics should be evident to the discerning saint. Again, this is why it is 

vital to "study to show thyself approved, a workman that needeth not to be 
ashamed, rightly dividing the word of truth" to counter this ancient heresy in 

new garb. The emperor still has no clothes as gnosticism, Satan’s grand 
masquerade, nefariously continues to attempt to vex and thwart God's saints in 

their earthly pilgrimage. It is admittedly difficult and requires God-given 
wisdom to sound forth these wonderfully God-centered, Christ-exalting truths 
in a bold yet loving manner that will in God's providence engender interest in 

Calvinism while giving glory to our Sovereignly Majestic Thrice-Holy Lord. 
Worshipping our Majestic Lord in spirit and in truth is true Calvinism. May our 

Lord illuminate our hearts to this glorious truth thereby granting us the 
Spirit-wrought discernment to live righteously, soberly and godly in this 

present evil age and to keep us from the evil one's subtleties, such as 
neo-gnosticist "Calvinism". 
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Further Reflections On Neo-Gnostic Calvinism  

by Greg Fields 

 

Recent dialogue regarding the excesses of a certain group (s) of "Calvinist" 
zealots has prompted me to write this brief follow up to my essay The Bane Of 

Neo-gnostic Calvinism, that was disseminated via email and posted on a few 
websites. It is not my intention to exacerbate but to D. V. , illuminate  the 

discourse regarding the neo-gnostic propensities of these sincere but heretical 
folk. I write this out of concern for those, who not yet grounded in the faith 

"once for all delivered to the saints" (Jude 3), may become ensnared by the subtle, 
specious "logic" of the neo-gnostic "Calvinists". The reason I persist in putting 
Calvinism in quotes when applied to the zealots, is because their "Calvinism" , 

when closely scrutinized, is a radical departure from historical biblical 
Calvinism. Calvinism, in the excellent words of Basil Manly, an eminent 19th 

century Southern Baptist theologian is "that exalted system of Pauline theology 
commonly called Calvinism". It is indeed a thoroughgoing God-centered system 
of biblical/systematic/historical theology that displays the Majesty of the Triune 

Sovereign Lord, unfettered by the dictates of carnal human reason. It is ipso 
facto antithetical to the aspirations of the natural man who under the adamic 

curse would "be as gods". This natural aspiration of the fallen intellect is, in point 
of fact, one of the major tenets of gnosticism. 

The focus of gnostic redemption is not on God, but ultimately upon the 
individual's self-understanding and the resulting freedom it provides. This 

accords accurately with the pretensions of the neo-gnostic Calvinists who a 
priori demand a comprehensively cognitive grasp of Calvinistic soteriology in 
order for potential converts to be saved. This cognitive grasp fails to take into 
account what is theologically dubbed "the noetic  effects of sin". Simply stated, 

this means our minds are so affected by our native depravity that prior to 
regeneration, we are unable to spiritually apprehend any of God's thoughts 
revealed in His word. (1 Cor. 2:14, Eph. 4:18, e. g. ) The "continental divide" 

between Arminian and Calvinistic soteriology is that in Calvinism, regeneration 
precedes  faith. We must be born again to see  the kingdom of God. It is quite 

possible for the unregenerate to give merely notional ("bare assent") to Scripture, 
deceiving themselves into thinking what the Puritan divines called "fancy" is true 
faith. The eminent Puritan, Thomas Watson , wrote in regard to this: Some bless 
themselves that they have a stock of knowledge, but what is knowledge good for 

without repentance? It is better to mortify one sin than to understand all 
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mysteries. Impure speculatists do but resemble Satan transformed into an angel 
of light. Learning and a bad heart is like a fair face with a cancer in the breast. 
Knowledge without repentance will be but a torch to light men to hell (Thomas 
Watson, The Doctrine of Repentance (Edinburgh: Banner, 1987), pp. 12-13, 59, 77). 
The neo-gnostic Calvinists in a similar vein exalt the bare mental assent to the 

doctrines of grace as being the sine qua non  of entrance into the "kingdom of 
God's dear Son". The late Professor John Murray of Westminster Theological 

Seminary has a most felicitous comment to refute this: "Saving faith is not 
simply assent to propositions of truth respecting Christ, and defining the person 
that he is, nor simply assent to a proposition respecting his sufficiency to meet 

and satisfy our deepest needs. Faith must rise to trust, and trust that consists in 
entrustment to him. In faith there is the engagement of person to person in the 

inner movement of the whole man to receive and rest upon Christ alone for 
salvation. It means the abandonment of confidence in our own or any human 

resources in a totality act of self-commitment to Christ.  

This fiducial character, consisting in entrustment to Christ for salvation, serves 
to correct misapprehensions. Faith is not belief that we have been saved, nor 

belief that Christ has saved us, nor even belief that Christ died for us. It is 
necessary to appreciate the point of distinction. Faith is in its essence 

commitment to Christ that we may be saved. The premise of that commitment is 
that we are unsaved and we believe on Christ in order that we may be saved. . . It 

is to lost sinners that Christ is offered, and the demand of that overture is 
simply and solely that we commit ourselves to him in order that we may be 

saved.  

Faith is a whole-souled movement of intelligent, consenting, and confiding 
self-commitment, and all these elements or ingredients coalesce to make faith 

what it is. Intellect, feeling and will converge upon Christ in those exercises 
which belong properly to these distinct though inseparable aspects of psychial 

activity" ( Collected Writings of John Murray (Edinburgh: Banner, 1977), Volume 2, 
pp. 257-260). 

It is utterly amazing and soul-vexing to see how folk who discover the 
wonderful doctrines of grace via excellent Christian literature like A. W. Pink's 
The Sovereignty of God  or Boettner's The Reformed Doctrine of Predestination 
or the books of R. C. Sproul, Michael Horton, James Boice, et. al. , can so easily 
become infatuated with their own learning and misconstrue that learning (as 
vital as solid theological understanding is! ) as the alpha and omega of their 

relationship with Christ. He is the Alpha and the Omega. "Of Him, to Him, and 
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through Him are all things," not whether or not we have things right in our 
minds. Knowledge is indeed vital, brethren. Let us never discount this. 
Anti-intellectualism is indeed one of the terrible legacies of American 

fundamentalism, primarily derived from Arminian presuppositions. But, alas, 
new converts to Calvinism can so easily be seduced by their own incredible 

arrogance and so overemphasize one aspect of Calvinist soteriology, that they 
become blinded to other important areas of biblical revelation and lose all sense 

of proportion in their thinking. The neo-gnostic spirit is spawned by spiritual 
pride. The whole  counsel of God, contained in Holy Writ, must be assiduously 
studied and obeyed (!) in the power of the Holy Spirit with a contrite heart to 

arrest this nefarious impulse before it takes root in the heart. 

It is my earnest plea to all who read this, whether seasoned saints or new 
converts, to take heed to the admonition of the great apostle Paul (whose great 

epistles contain the richest truths of sovereign grace): "As ye have therefore 
received Christ Jesus the Lord, so walk ye in Him: rooted and built up in Him, 

and stablished in the faith, as ye have been taught, abounding therein with 
thanksgiving. Beware lest any man spoil you through philosophy and vain 

deceit, after the tradition of men, after the rudiments of the world, and not after 
Christ. For in Him dwelleth all the fullness of the Godhead bodily. And ye are 

complete in Him, which is the Head of all principality and power. " (Colossians 
2:6-10)  
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True Calvinism versus Neo-gnostic "Calvinism"  

The importance of comprehensively studying Calvinism,  

biblically, systematically, and historically to preserve true  

orthodoxy and to protect the church and individual  

believer from neo-gnostic sectarianism 

by Greg Fields 

 

As I have further reflected on the bane of neo-gnostic "calvinism" and its 
concomitant sectarianism, there is a vital issue to address. When 

understandably recoiling from the baneful theological pontificating of the 
neo-gnostics, we need to stress that there is an urgent need in the present 

theological malaise of modern evangelicalism to comprehensively  study and teach 
the salient features of Calvinism biblically, systematically, and historically. Many 
of the "grass roots" Sovereign Grace fellowshipsemerging from this malaise have 

seriously truncated the sweeping grandeur of God's Redemptive Plan by 
focusing almost exclusively on the "Five Points Of Calvinism". This emphasis can 

very quickly lead to incredible arrogance. Each fresh discovery of Sovereign 
Grace (as exhilarating as this is!) can easily obviate other equally vital truths, 

such as "pursuing holiness in the Fear of God", " mortifying our members which 
are upon the earth", "Setting our minds on things above", and many other 
exhortations to greater conformity to Christ. The primary impetus of our 

professed Calvinism in the evocative words of the Puritan Robert Bolton is that " 
(by) a sincere endeavor, punctually and precisely, to manage, conduct, and 

dispose all our thoughts, words, and deeds, all our behavior and conversation, in 
reverence and fear, with humility and singleness of heart, as in the sight of an 
invisible GOD, under the perpetual presence of His all-seeing, glorious, pure 

eye, and by a comfortable consequence, to enjoy, by the assistance and exercise 
of faith, an unutterable sweet communion and humble familiarity with His Holy 

Majesty; in a word, to live in heaven upon earth". This attitude is as far as the 
east is from the west from the theological hubris  of many believers indoctrinated 

in these nascent fellowships. As John Armstrong has keenly observed :"And if 
these same individuals read several books and study a bit further they will often 
be filled with incredible arrogance regarding what they have now learned. It has 
always amazed me that men who insist the knowledge of the truth is given by a 
gracious God act as if they somehow had so much to do with getting things right in 
their minds. In contrast to the above approach, truly sound learning will always 
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humble us and make us aware of how much we still do not know!" ( VIEWPOINT 
July-September 1998, pg. 3, emphasis added) . 

"We believe that it is impossible to bring out accurately, fully, and definitely, the 
sum and substance of what is taught in Scripture concerning the place which 

the Father, the Son, and the Holy Ghost hold in the salvation of sinners, without 
taking up Calvinistic ground, without being in a manner, necessitated to assert 

the fundamental principles of the Calvinistic system of theology. " (William 
Cunningham) These stirring words should constrain us to thoroughly study 

under the illumination of the Holy Spirit these "fundamental principles", to "gird 
up the loins of our minds", to think clearly and objectively, having our 

knowledge formed by grace. This is no small task. It requires diligence, 
longsuffering, and a humble teachable spirit. Amid the bewildering welter of 

ephemeral ideologies that we will inevitably confront in this pursuit of learning 
true Calvinism, we need to meditate upon the memorable words of Thomas 
Goodwin: "God is the most glorious object that our minds could ever fasten 

upon, the most alluring. Thoughts of Him should therefore swallow up all other 
thoughts. . . . ". "But let him that glorieth glory in this, that he understandeth and 

knoweth Me, that I am the Lord. . . . . . " (Jer. 9:24a) . 

As Charnock observed, "a man may be theologically knowing but spiritually 
ignorant". A thoroughgoing Scriptural knowledge of Biblical soteriology is only 

truly engendered by a fervent love for "The Lord Christ" (as Owen affectionately 
and reverently addressed our Regal Lord and Saviour) . The proper attitude of a 

Calvinist imbued with this fervent love for our Lord, and possessing a 
comprehensive knowledge of Biblical, Systematic, and Historical Calvinism, was 
wonderfully exemplified by a stalwart of the nineteenth century, Mr. Alexander 

Carson. His remarks form a fitting conclusion to this essay: " If there is a 
progress in the Christian's knowledge of the Gospel itself, every step in that 

progress, he must get rid of a proportional  degree of ignorance and error. This 
proves, then , that perfect uniformity of view, much less of language, even with 
respect to the gospel itself; is not to be expected among Christians. According to 
their respective progress, there will be a difference, whether expressed or not. 

As far as Christians are taught of God they will agree. But even in the Gospel 
they are not all equally taught of God. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Nothing, then, is farther 
from my wish then to be understood as dooming to damnation all who are not 

prepared to adopt the whole of my views. . . . . . . . . . . that arrogance that makes a god 
and saviour of its clear views, that confines salvation to a mode of expressing faith, 
that looks with contempt on the body of Christians, as a sort of pious infidels, that 
seems to delight in the fewness of the saved, finds no sanction from the Scriptures, 
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and originates in the pride of human nature, not in godly zeal for the truth. When a 
man seems anxious to find out something in the faith of professing Christians at 

which to cavil, when he strains their language to condemn them, there is no ground 
to suppose that he is influenced by love. Keeping clear, therefore, of a censorious 
spirit, I would wish to impress Christians with the importance of my views of the 

subject. They have no sectarian tendency, but address themselves to the candor. . . . . 
of all Christians. The strength, the beauty, the glory of Christianity will appear in 

proportion as it is viewed in this light. " (My emphasis)  
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"To Humble Ourselves Under  

The Mighty Hand of God" 

John Owen Our Guide:  

The Proper Attitude of The Calvinist 

by Greg Fields 

 

This essay is an attempt, using the great Puritan theologian John Owen as a 
guide, to present what I have observed to be sadly lacking from professing 

calvinists in this so called post-modern era of church history. What is urgently 
needed among brethern who have been gripped by grace, who have (at least) 
intellectually  embraced Reformed theology and Calvinistic soteriology, is a 
Spirit-Wrought, God-centered, Scripturally grounded, and Theologically 

articulate apprehension of the Fear of God. After writing two previous essays of 
a polemical  nature against the egregious arrogance of some professing 

"calvinists", I have earnestly desired to write a third essay that would didactically 
promulgate the essence  of authentic Biblical Calvinism. Recently, I have been 
reading and meditating upon two striking passages from Owen's magisterial 
seven volume An Exposition of the Epistle to The Hebrews that majestically 

encapsulate this essence. I will defer to that "mighty Apollo among the Puritans" 
as commentary on this vital matter. I will use ellipses  to endeavor to capture the 

kernel  of Owen's exposition. The passages are contained in Volume III of The 
Banner of Truth Trust Edition of 1991. It is my earnest prayer that these sublime 

words will humble your heart, illumine your mind, and ignite your will to live 
Soli Deo Gloria. To wit: 

"First, let us exercise ourselves unto holy thoughts of God's infinite excellencies. 
Meditation, accompanied with holy admiration is the fountain of this duty. Some 

men have over busily and curiously inquired into the nature and properties of 
God, and have foolishly endeavoured to measure infinite things by the miserable 
short line of their own reason, and to suit the deep things of God unto their own 

narrow apprehensions. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Our duty lies in what God hath 
revealed of Himself in His Word. . . . . . . . . . with holy admiration, reverence, and 

fear. . . . . . . . . . . . . Heb. xii. 28, 29. In this way serious thoughts of God's 
excellencies and properties, His greatness, immensity, self-sufficiency, power, 

and wisdom, are exceedingly useful  unto our souls. When these have filled us with 
wonder, when they have prostrated our spirits before Him, and laid our mouths 
in the dust and our persons on the ground, and when the glory of them shines 
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round about us, and our whole souls are filled with astonishment, then, - 
Secondly, let us take a view of ourselves, our extract, our fraility, our vileness on 
every account. How poor, how undeserving are we!What a little sinful dust and 
ashes, before or in the sight of this God of Glory?What is there in us, what is 
there belonging unto us, that is not suited to abase us;-alive one day, dead 

another;quiet one moment, troubled another;fearing caring, rejoicing 
causelessly, sinning always;in our best condition "altogether vanity?". . . . . . . . . . . . 

. . . in ourselves we are inexpressibly miserable , and, . . . . . . . . . . . . . "less than 
vanity and nothing. ". . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Thirdly, let the result of these thoughts 

be a holy admiration of God's infinite love, care, grace, and condescension, in 
having any regard unto us. . . . . . . . . Hence will praise, hence will thankfulness, 

hence will self-abasement ensue. " (pages 352-353, emphasis added) 

"Now, . . . . . . . . . . . . . , we may learn, -. . . to admire the riches of the grace of God, 
which hath provided so great salvation for poor sinners. . . . . . . . . Nothing could 

be abated without our eternal ruin. But when divine wisdom, goodness, love, 
grace, and mercy, shall set themselves at work, what will they not accomplish?. . 
. . . . . . . . . . In this will God be glorified and amired unto all eternity. . . . . . . . . . . . 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . The eternal counsel of God, the person of Christ, His 
mediation and grace, the promises of the gospel, the evil and wrath we are freed 
from, the glory and redemption purchased for us, the privileges we are admitted 

unto a participation of, the consolations and joys of the Spirit, the communion 
with God that we are called unto, . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Here lies our treasure, here 
lies our inheritance;. . . . . . . . . . . . . . Were our minds fixed on these things as 

they ought, how would the glory of them cast out our cares, subdue our fears, 
sweeten our afflictions and persecutions, and take off our affections from the 

fading, perishing things of this world, and make us in every condition rejoice in 
hope of the glory that shall be revealed!" (page 313, emphasis added) 

Greg Fields 

  

 

What's the Difference Between Arminianism, Calvinism and Hyper-Calvinism? 

TOM ASCOL  | MAY 10, 2016 

The late Martyn Lloyd-Jones was reported to have said that “the ignorant Arminian 
doesn’t know the difference between Calvinism and hyper-Calvinism.” Based on the 
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frequency with which the two are often confused I would suggest that the ignorance is 
not limited to our Arminian friends. While much more could be said, the following 
summary reveals the basic differences between Arminianism, Calvinism, and 
hyper-Calvinism. 

The Similarity of Arminianism and hyper-Calvinism 

In one sense, hyper-Calvinism, like Arminianism, is a rationalistic perversion of true 
Calvinism. Whereas Arminianism undermines divine sovereignty, hyper-Calvinism 
undermines human responsibility. The irony is that both Arminianism and 
hyper-Calvinism start from the same, erroneous rationalistic presupposition, namely 
that human ability and responsibility are coextensive. That is, they must match up 
exactly or else it is irrational. If a man is to be held responsible for something, then he 
must have the ability to do it. On the other hand, if a man does not have the ability to 
perform it, he cannot be obligated to do it. 

Arminian Rationalism 

The Arminian looks at this premise and says, “Agreed! We know that the Bible holds all 
people responsible to repent and believe [which is true]. Therefore we must conclude 
that all men have the ability in themselves to repent and believe [which is false, 
according to the Bible].” Thus, Arminians teach that unconverted people have within 
themselves the spiritual ability to repent and believe, albeit such ability must be aided 
by grace. 

Hyper-Calvinist Rationalism 

The hyper-Calvinist takes the same premise (that man’s ability and responsibility are 
coextensive) and says, “Agreed! We know that the Bible teaches that in and of 
themselves all men are without spiritual ability to repent and believe [which is true]. 
Therefore we must conclude that unconverted people are not under obligation to 
repent and believe the gospel [which is false, according to the Bible].” 

Biblical Calvinism 

In contrast to both of these, the Calvinist looks at the premise and says, “Wrong! While 
it looks reasonable, it is not biblical. The Bible teaches both that fallen man is without 
spiritual ability and that he is obligated to repent and believe. Only by the powerful, 
regenerating work of the Holy Spirit is man given the ability to fulfill his duty to repent 
and believe.” And though this may seem unreasonable to rationalistic minds, there is 
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no contradiction, and it is precisely the position the Bible teaches. The Calvinist view 
may appear irrational but in reality is supra-rational—it is revealed. 

 

 
Hyper-Calvinism, Rationalism, and Anti-Predestinarians 

By Scott Clark 

 
By definition, “hyper-Calvinism” is that doctrine which goes “beyond” ( hyper) Calvin. 
Often, however, it is used incorrectly by critics of predestination to describe anyone 
who believes in reprobation. If teaching reprobation makes one “hyper-Calvinist” then 
Calvin would be “hyper-Calvinist” and that’s just silly.  Justin alerts us Phil Johnson’s 
response  to the allegations about “hyper-Calvinism” emanating from the recent John 
3:16 conference. Phil is right. The free offer of the gospel is at the center of the 
question. Let’s be clear here. Believing in predestination and reprobation does not 
make one a “hyper-Calvinist.” Denying the free-offer of the gospel does.John Murray 
wrote one of the best defenses of the free offer  in recent times. I first posted Murray’s 
essay on the free offer about 8 years ago, so there is no reason why anyone at the John 
3:16 conference could not know about that stout, exegetically rigorous defense of the 
free offer made by an equally stout confessor of absolute, double predestination and 
limited atonement. 

Donald John MacLean has been writing about the free offer for some time and I’ve 
published an essay, in The Pattern of Sound Doctrine , attempting to explain why real, 
honest-to-goodness hyper-Calvinists don’t accept the doctrine of the free offer of the 
gospel and what the theological basis, within confessional Reformed theology, is for 
the free offer. 

Those predestinarians who deny the free offer usually do so because of some form of 
rationalism, i.e. they’ve set up things so that, unless they can provide a comprehensive 
explanation of how something works, it can’t be. Thus, because they can’t see how God 
can both predestine the elect and the reprobate and freely offer salvation to all, they 
conclude that it cannot be. They reject mystery. In contrast, the mainstream of 
orthodox Calvinism, including Calvin, has always embraced the mystery and paradox 
of the free offer. The Synod of Dort (whence the so-called “Five Points of Calvinism”) 
embraced this mystery: 

Moreover, the promise of the gospel is that whosoever believes in Christ crucified 
shall not perish, but have eternal life. This promise, together with the command to 
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repent and believe, ought to be declared and published to all nations, and to all 
persons promiscuously and without distinction, to whom God out of His good pleasure 
sends the gospel ( Canons of Dort , 2.5) 

Indeed, in my essay, I show that there is a connection between the rationalism of the 
hyper-Calvinists and the rationalism of Arminius and the Remonstrants (with whom 
apparently at least some of the speakers at the John 3:16 conference identified). 

Ironically, the “evangelical” universalists and the “hyper-Calvinists” (we should speak 
of “hyper-predestinarians”) deserve each other! The universalists can’t see how it is 
that God can freely and genuinely offer the gospel to all unless it is the case that Christ 
actually died for everyone who ever lived and unless it is that Christ’s death has made 
it possible for all to be saved if they will only do their part. Methodologically, in both 
cases, what their nets can’t catch aren’t butterflies. The limits of their intellects are the 
limits of what God can or cannot do. 

Orthodox, confessional Calvinism doesn’t limit God by the limits of our 
comprehension. We understand that God transcends our ability to comprehend Him. 
We may be wrong, but we really do believe that we’re following God’s Word when we 
confess both that God has known his elect from all eternity and that He reprobates 
some by passing them by and that Christ died for those whom the Father gave to him 
from all eternity ( pactum salutis ) and that God has ordained that the gospel of free 
salvation through faith alone (sola fide ), by grace alone (sola gratia ), in Christ alone (solo 
Christo) should be preached and offered freely to all as a “well-meant” offer of the 
gospel. 

Further, confessional Calvinism teaches what it does, not because of some rationalist a 
priori about the way things “must be” or on the basis that “we all know that….” Rather, 
we teach and hold what we do because we believe it is taught in God’s Word. I wasn’t 
raised a confessional Calvinist. I was raised a Unitarian Universalist. I know this 
movement from the inside. Those folks are the rationalists. They are those who begin 
with the a priori  about what can and can’t be about the way things work, and it is they 
who make deductions from their premise, and it is they who impute their way of 
thinking to us. This is nothing other than projection. We don’t operate like that. Our 
faith is full of mystery of paradoxes to wit, the holy Trinity, the two natures and one 
person of Christ, divine sovereignty and human responsibility (who has flattened out 
that one but the anti-predestinarians?), the free offer, the true presence of Christ in 
the Supper, and means of grace (the Spirit operates through the foolishness of Gospel 
preaching) and that’s the short list. 

http://www.wscal.edu/clark/predestination.php
http://www.wscal.edu/clark/atonement.php
http://www.wscal.edu/clark/covtheology.php
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How can we do it? We do so because we distinguish between the way God knows 
things and the way we know things. As I’ve argued at length in Recovering the Reformed 
Confession, this “categorical distinction” is fundamental to Reformed theology. In 
fairness to the critics of Reformed theology at the John 3:16 conference, many 
contemporary Reformed folk seem to have forgotten this distinction (hence the book) 
so we understand a little why critics might not know about this distinction. 
Nevertheless, it has been basic to Reformed theology from the beginning. Calvin 
articulated it very clearly as did the mainstream of Reformed orthodoxy. 

I have not listened to the lectures from the John 3:16 conference, but I have seen some 
of the fallout on the web and I have had lots of discussions with anti-predestinarians. I 
must say that, in most cases, I am more than a little disappointed with the poor 
scholarship on the part of many of the critics. They do not seem to know even the 
basics of Reformed theology. Here’s what I think happens—I have good reason for 
thinking thus: a college or seminary student hears an uninformed lecture about Calvin 
and Calvinism. The lecturer has not done due diligence, and the old Socinian and 
Remonstrant caricatures of Calvin or Calvinism are repeated as fact, and that distorted 
picture becomes the basis for a lifetime of thinking about Calvin and Calvinism. I’ve 
heard such lectures, and I’ve read them. 

About a decade ago, the learned Baptist historian William Estep published a 
remarkably ignorant, misleading, and even bigoted essay in the Baptist Standard of 
Texas .  In this essay Estep repeats some of the most tired anti-Calvin bromides. I was 
shocked not that Estep rejected Calvin and Calvinism. I’m used to that. We’re part of a 
tradition in which tens of thousands were killed in one week in 1572. If you’re not ready 
for rejection, don’t become a Calvinist! I was not prepared, however, to see such a 
public display of gross ignorance about historical matters that could be corrected by 
doing the most basic research. If a senior scholar such as Estep was willing to publish 
this stuff, what must he say to his students? The thought of the hundreds and perhaps 
thousands of students who had been seriously misled about the nature of Calvinism by 
ill-informed lectures, for whom that might be their only exposure to Calvinism, was 
truly disheartening. I was and remain thankful for Roger Nicole’s gracious response. 

I don’t expect anti-predestinarians to like my theology. I don’t expect them to agree 
with me, but I do reasonably expect them to be able to represent my theology 
accurately and to understand how I read the Scriptures and what the history of 
Reformed theology actually is, and what I actually confess. The amazing thing is that it 
is now so easy to find out what we actually believe. Indeed, it’s never been very hard. 
How difficult is it to read the Heidelberg Catechism ? How hard is it to find out what 

http://www.wscal.edu/bookstore/store/details.php?id=2043
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http://www.founders.org/journal/fj29/article1.html
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http://www.wscal.edu/clark/heidelbergcatechism.php
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actually happened in the Servetus case? (check out the bizarre discussion in the 
comments to Tom Ascol’s post!) 

The great irony in all this is that, in American religion and religious studies, the 
anti-predestinarians are the overwhelming majority. The SBC may “only” be 6 million 
souls but I guess the overwhelming majority of them are not predestinarian. At most, 
the NAPARC  churches count only 600,000 souls and probably fewer. Of the 60 million 
evangelicals in the USA only a handful are predestinarian. We’re a tiny minority. Why 
on earth do the critics in the SBC such as Estep and others find a handful of 
predestinarians so threatening? Who is attempting to drown whom here? Who, 
metaphorically, is turning whom over to the authorities for punishment?  Is it the 
mean old predestinarians or the peace-loving universalists? On what basis? The 
reaction of the anti-predestinarians appears to be driven by fear and ignorance and 
that’s a shame because it is so easily remedied. 

Update 10 Dec 08 

To my hyper-Calvinist friends and correspondents (see the combox below), I was 
reminded by a post on Reformation Theology by John Samson, of this verse: “who 
desires all people to be saved and to come to the knowledge of the truth.” The English 
verb “to desire” translates the Greek verb which is usually translated “to will” 
(θελειν). Against the free or well-meant offer, it has been argued that we cannot 
speak of God’s will in two aspects or in two ways, that we must speak univocally. 
Univocity, however, assumes an intersection between the divine and human intellects, 
and that is, of course, a form of rationalism. It’s not Reformed theology, which is 
premised on the Creator/creature distinction. 

Further, if God’s will can only be spoken of in one sense then we would become 
universalists! Nevertheless, we must deal honestly with God’s Word and recognize 
that, given the hiddenness of the divine decree, there is a genuine and true sense in 
which God must be said to will the salvation of all. It is in light of this sort of biblical 
language that the Reformed faith has historically taught the substance of what has 
come to be called the “free” or “well-meant” offer of the gospel. 

The real issue here, as I argued in the essay in the Strimple Festschrift, (do the 
opponents of the Free Offer ever read anything but their own in-house stuff?) is not 
really what God’s Word says. The real question is why opponents of the Free Offer 
reject out of hand exegetical arguments for the free or well-meant offer? The answer 
is because they reject the premise on which that exegetical work is done, and the 
framework within which historic Reformed orthodoxy has read Scripture, namely, 
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that all divine revelation is accommodated to human finitude, and that we humans 
have only analogical knowledge of God. Because of that fact, we cannot go behind the 
revelation of God in Scripture to some other a priori truth by which to leverage 
Scripture, and that Scripture reveals God as not willing the death of sinners. So God 
has spoken and so we too must speak to sinners, knowing that Scripture also says that 
the same God works sovereignly and freely through the preaching of the gospel to call 
his elect to faith in Christ. Praise God for his mercy and for his means of grace! 

 


