
For and Against Calvinism 1

There is a new set of books coming out from Zondervan called “For Calvinism” and “Against 
Calvinism.” The former written by Michael Horton and the latter by Roger Olson. I got the latter 
first so I begin with it, but as soon as Horton’s book comes, I’ll begin to intersperse the books so 
that the series gains the flavor of the books. Olson, whose studies in the history of theology, is 
the ideal person to offer a critique of Calvinism in Against Calvinism 
[http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/031032467X/ref=as_li_ss_tl?ie=UTF8&tag=faithinirelan-
20&linkCode=as2&camp=217145&creative=399373&creativeASIN=031032467X] and Horton 
is ably fitted for his book For Calvinism 
[http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0310324653/ref=as_li_ss_tl?ie=UTF8&tag=faithinirelan-
20&linkCode=as2&camp=217145&creative=399373&creativeASIN=0310324653].
Roger  Olson is  a well-known Arminian,  and he has been an able defender  of  Arminianism 
against those who have made false charges and unfair caricatures of what Arminianism is, and 
Horton will do the same for Calvinism. So, if you are hoping for a fight, go somewhere else: this 
series is designed for education and for understanding, not for polemics.
Roger  Olson thinks it  is  time to  say a firm and loving No!  to  extreme comments by new 
Calvinists and it is time to make it clear what Calvinism and Reformed thinking teaches. Olson 
traces the origins of  the new Calvinists  to Lorainne Boettner,  John Piper,  RC Sproul,  John 
MacArthur, and Michael Horton. For some, the major influence has been Jonathan Edwards, and 
he tells an interesting story about how Piper discovered Edwards in a class by Lewis Smedes at 
Fuller  seminary.  But  Todd Billings  is  not  alone in  saying that  such forms of  Calvnism are 
overemphasizing some of the more exotic forms of Reformed theology. [On this blog I have 
pointed out this at times but I confess to being one who has learned from such voices as Ken 
Stewart and Jamie Smith that the popular new Calvinism does not represent all of Reformed 
thinking.]
So again from Olson: “So, the time has come for an irenic and loving but firm ‘No!’ to the 
extreme version  of  Calvinism being  promoted  by leaders  of  the  young,  restless,  Reformed 
generation and too often uncritically being embraced by their followers” (24). I was speaking at a 
conference not long ago, was in an engaging conversation with a young pastor about theological 
topics when I mentioned “the Reformed theologian Karl Barth” when the young pastor said, 
“Barth  wasn’t  Reformed.”  So  I  asked  him,  “What  was  he?”  His  response  was  “Liberal.” 
“Perhaps more liberal than you, but Barth was in the Reformed Church.” He was shocked so I 
asked him who he thinks represents Reformed theology today the best. His response: “Piper and 
Driscoll.” As I read Olson, that is the problem he is addressing.
“Someone has said that no theology is worth believing that cannot be preached standing in front 
of the gates of Auschwitz. I, for one, could not stand at those gates and preach a version of God’s 
sovereignty that makes the extermination of six million Jews, including many children, a part of 
the will and plan of God such that God foreordained and rendered it certain” (25). Olson wants to 
challenge  that  kind  of  high  Calvinism who  events  occur  in  the  plan  of  God  because God 
determined them to happen.
Part of the issue getting into this issue is what “Calvinism” means and what “Reformed” means. 
Does Calvinism mean a centralization and elevation of divine sovereignty? Olson says that is 
what some today think. But… the terms are contested, so he sketches the meaning of Calvinism 
and Reformed.



Olson  is  against  high  Calvinism  or  the  TULIP schemes  of  Reformed  theology,  or  radical 
Reformed theology, and he argues it is not the same as moderate Reformed theology. There is a 
World Communion of Reformed Churches (WCRC), and it does not include any Baptist (even if 
they call themselves Reformed); some identify as Reformed those who confess the three symbols 
of unity (Heidelberg Catechism, Belgic Confession, and Canons of Dort) but this excludes the 
Presbyterians (who focus on the Westminster Confession). A good example of a moderate, or 
revisionist, Reformed theologian is Alan P.F. Sell, who suggested that election was corporate. 
Sell  was  the  president  of  the  leading  coalition  of  Reformed  churches.  He  also  mentions 
Berkouwer, Hendrikus Berkhof, James Daane, and Andrio König.
Don  McKim,  a  notable  Reformed  theologian,  argued  that  “Reformed”  is  contested  and 
multivalent,  and  McKim  himself  is  a  moderate  Reformed.  RC  Sproul,  on  the  other  hand, 
represents a stronger form of Calvinism in seeing Calvinism in terms of TULIP, what some call 
the doctrines of grace. There the emphasis is on the total sovereignty of God. Olson then shows 
how Fuller President Richard Mouw walks between these two poles.
Olson  synthesizes  Reformed  to  three  points:  an  ideal  type  of  Prot  theology  tied  to  the 
Reformation through the Swiss (Zwingli, Calvin);  God’s supremacy and sovereignty (not the 
same as TULIP); it is confessional in that it is tied to Reformed Confessions. [In my view, it is 
fair to ask if anyone can call themselves "Reformed" accurately if their local church does not 
confess one of the Reformed confessions.]
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There is a new set of books coming out from Zondervan called “For Calvinism” and “Against 
Calvinism.” The former written by Michael Horton and the latter by Roger Olson. As I 
announced the other day, when I get Horton’s book I’ll begin blogging through it alongside 
Olson’s Against Calvinism 

[http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/031032467X/ref=as_li_ss_tl?ie=UTF8&tag=faithinirelan-
20&linkCode=as2&camp=217145&creative=399373&creativeASIN=031032467X]. (Horton’s 
is called For Calvinism [http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0310324653/ref=as_li_ss_tl?
ie=UTF8&tag=faithinirelan-
20&linkCode=as2&camp=217145&creative=399373&creativeASIN=0310324653].) I don’t 
relish this kind of debate, but I value the light that will come when two well-known and 
articulate theologians discuss their differences more than the discomfort of getting into the 
thickets of this debate.

Roger Olson has a valuable chp called “Mere Calvinism” in which he discusses TULIP — 
and how that acronym gets to the heart of the soteriology of Calvinists. But Olson wisely 
and constantly, so as not to be misunderstood, reminds us that TULIP Calvinism is not 
the same as “Reformed” nor does it represent what all Reformed (or even all Calvinists) 
believe. He is describing what he calls “garden variety Calvinists.”

OK, Calvinists, speak up today: Is this a fair characterization of the TULIP 
system? of “garden variety Calvinism”?

The essence of Calvinism begins with the theme of God’s sovereignty, and Calvinism is 
more or less  a  specification of  how God’s  sovereignty interacts  with  providence and 
predestination (and redemption is  part  of  this).  Olson uses  Loraine  Boettner  as  his 
principal  spokesperson,  but then supplements with others.  This  sovereignty is  about 
God ordaining and planning all and controlling all. Nothing is an accident; everything is 



planned  by  God.  Thus,  the  first  real  point  of  mere  Calvinism  is  “total,  absolute, 
meticulous sovereignty of God” (40).

“T” is for total depravity; this means comprehensive corruption and not that humans are 
pure evil.

“U” is for unconditional election; nothing in humans makes God choose them; it is all by 
God’s grace that he elects some. But this raises the spectre of double predestination, 
affirmed by Boettner, Calvin (later esp), Sproul, Piper, and many others. I agree with 
Olson and many Calvinists:  any kind of  soteriological  predestination is  logically  and 
ineluctably double predestination. E.g., Olson quotes Sproul on this one.

“L”  is  for  limited atonement;  this  means  that  Christ  died only  for  the  elect.  Not all 
Calvinists affirm this. There are number of nuances here, but I can’t sketch them all … 
nor does it matter. (You can read the book to get more on this one.) Boettner, Piper, 
Sproul. Boettner and Piper believe the cross however benefits all people in some ways, 
but savingly only the elect.

“I” is for irresistible grace; this means that God’s saving grace is aimed at the elect and it 
works in such a way that the elect can’t resist and respond willingly to God’s loving 
elective  grace  of  redemption.  Such  theologians  emphasize  that  this  is  not  coercion. 
Boettner, Calvin, Sproul, et al.

“P” is for perseverance; some see here “preservation” but the big idea is that the elect 
will be enabled by God’s grace to remain faithful.

Notice again the pervasiveness of God’s sovereignty in these themes, which are often 
called the “doctrines of grace.”

Not all Calvinists affirm each of the five, or each of any of them in identical forms. The 
most  commonly  denied  is  “L”  (limited  atonement).  Olson  points  to  AH Strong,  M. 
Erickson and James Daane.

Olson plumbs an issue that emerges from the total sovereignty of God, namely whether 
or not God is implicated in evil. And Olson (and I) agree that Calvinism that believes in 
meticulous sovereignty implicates God in evil, and some Calvinists say that very thing 
(he points to their emphasis of “permission” of evil/sin, eg., Paul Helm, Boettner) and 
John Frame says “permission” is not strong enough because God “actually brings evil 
about” (59). Olson points to Piper’s comments about tragedies as events “designed” by 
God.

I  know  of  no  way  to  escape  this  charge  for  anyone  who  believes  all  things  are 
preordained and controlled by God.

Olson  then  specifies  which  kind  of  Calvinism  he  is  “against”:  high  TULIP  kind  of 
Calvinism.  The  free  will  issue  is  not  his  central  concern  except  so  far  as  it  entails 
impugning God’s goodness, holiness and love. Olson is unconvinced that TULIP high 
Calvinism can be squared with God being good and love.

Olson: “I am opposed to any and every belief system that includes the ‘U,’ the ‘L,’ and/or 
the ‘I’ in TULIP” (62). He thinks these impugn God’s character as good. If it is all the 
will of God, a good God would redeem all.

Olson thinks this high Calvinism is characteristic of the young, restless Reformed. Olson 
finds the doctrine of reprobation repugnant and an idea that impugns the good love of 
God. He is not against the revisionist Reformed theology of folks like James Daane etc.
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Roger  Olson’s  newest  book,  Against  Calvinism 
[http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/031032467X/ref=as_li_ss_tl?ie=UTF8&tag=faithinirelan-
20&linkCode=as2&camp=217145&creative=399373&creativeASIN=031032467X],  is  a  fair-
minded description of “mere Calvinism,” a sketch of how this mere Calvinism is not the 
same or identical with Reformed theology, and is also a critique of mere Calvinism. This 
book is matched by Michael Horton’s book that defends Calvinism, a book I have not 
seen.  (Horton’s  is  called  For  Calvinism . 
[http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0310324653/ref=as_li_ss_tl?ie=UTF8&tag=faithinirelan-
20&linkCode=as2&camp=217145&creative=399373&creativeASIN=0310324653])  Olson’s 
approach is to examine what leading proponents of mere Calvinism actually say.

Roger Olson argues that it is not just Calvinism (or Reformed theology) that believes in 
God’s sovereignty, and he is arguing that some in today’s versions of Calvinism think 
they (and they alone) actually believe in divine sovereignty. Not so, so do Arminians. 
(But Olson’s not offering an Arminian theology.)

How  can  one  believe  in  “meticulous  providence”  and  not  make  God 
culpable of sin and evil? Does God control all in the sense of determining 
all?  Concretely:  Does God determine that children suffer  with cancer or 
that  a  sexual  maniac  rape  a  young  child?  How  is  God  extricated  from 
causation  in  such  matters  for  those  who  affirm  meticulous 
providence/determinism?

The issue  here is  “meticulous  providence,”  that  God ordains,  determines  and brings 
about everything. He begins with Zwingli, a notable influence on Calvin in this subject, 
then to Calvin, then Edwards, then Sproul, then Boettner, then Paul Helm and finally 
Piper. There are nuanced differences here, and you can go to the book for the details. 
Olson sums it up with this:

In high Calvinism, God’s sovereignty in his providence means that everything down to 
the minutest  details  of  history and individual  lives,  including persons’  thoughts and 
actions, are foreordained and rendered certain by God. Even evil thoughts and actions 
are planned and brought about such that God ’sees to it’ that they happen to carry out 
his will. Nothing at all, whatever, falls outside God’s predestining plan and activity.

Yet, God is not stained by the evil that creatures do even though he renders it certain…

God  renders  sin  and  evil  certain  not  by  coercing  or  forcing  people  to  do  them by 
withdrawing or withholding that divine influence that they would need not to sin and do 
evil.

Olson then responds to the problem of God’s reputation and to the problem of human 
freedom and divine responsibility.

Big  point:  “Calvinists  affirm  God’s  perfect  goodness  and  love,  but  their  belief  in 
meticulous  providence  and  absolute,  all-determining  sovereignty  (determinism) 
undermines what they say.” In other words, this “makes God the author of sin, evil and 
innocent suffering…”. Of course, mere Calvinists deny this by nuancing what “author” 
means, but in the end Olson is convinced (so am I) that the emphasis on sovereignty 
implicates God in evil. That is, what “goodness” means when applied to God loses its 
shape  to  what  we  know  to  be  true  about  goodness,  and  we  knows  this  from  the 
Incarnation itself.



One of the major issues is the meaning of permission. God permits but does not cause, 
etc.. Olson: “Who would believe that a teacher who withholds the information students 
need to pass a course merely permitted them to fail?… And what if the teacher argued 
that he or she actually planned and rendered the students’ failure certain for a good 
reason  — to  uphold  academic  standards  and  show a  great  teacher  he  or  she  is  by 
demonstrating how necessary his or her information is for students to pass? Would not 
these  admissions  only  deepen everyone’s  conviction  that  the  teacher  is  morally  and 
professionally wrong?” (85).

And he presses with others that the Calvinist notion of permission weakens its already-
stated conviction about God’s sovereignty. Where, for instance, did the desire for sin 
come from if not God — if God is deterninative?

Olson also questions the freedom of God. He wonders aloud if the statement that all is 
for  God’s  glory  ultimately  makes  God  somewhat  dependent  on  God’s  creation  and 
creatures. Olson contends that it is only by a sheer act of will that leads mere Calvinists 
to believe in the incoherence of these matters. That is, you can believe God is good and 
not involved in sin but the view of sovereignty is incoherent with goodness.

Olson’s book is not a defense of Arminianism but he contends this can all be resolved by 
a sovereign God who sovereignly self-limits himself. God permits because God chooses 
to grant humans the kind of freedom that God does not deny. God has a perfect will — 
what God wants for all — and a consequent will — what God wants in light of human 
rebellion. God is now allowing his sovereignty to be challenged.
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Finally,  Michael  Horton’s  book  arrived:  For  Calvinism 
[http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0310324653/ref=as_li_ss_tl?ie=UTF8&tag=faithinirelan-
20&linkCode=as2&camp=217145&creative=399373&creativeASIN=0310324653].  I  agree 
with  Roger  Olson,  whose  companion  volume in  this  series  (  Against  Calvinism) 
[http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/031032467X/ref=as_li_ss_tl?ie=UTF8&tag=faithinirelan-
20&linkCode=as2&camp=217145&creative=399373&creativeASIN=031032467X]  has  so  far 
been the focus of the first three posts, that Michael Horton is a fair-minded proponent 
of Calvinism and a fair-minded, firm critic of Arminianism.

Before I go forward I would like to register a disagreement with both Olson and Horton 
in the endorsement of terms like “synergism” and “monergism.” I understand that many 
are willing to say Arminianism is synergistic while Calvinism is monergistic, but I find 
the  terms  loaded  and  creative  of  a  false  dichotomy.  They  seem  to  emerge  when 
Calvinists set the agenda. Michael Horton, in the opening introduction, says as much: 
Arminians don’t think they contribute to salvation one bit and Calvinists believe in the 
necessity of a human acting in faith. The so-called “co-operation” in Arminian thinking 
is not equal: it is not the God does one part and we do our part, nor is the Calvinist 
denying the human is an actor in faith. There are differences here, to be sure, but I for 
one would like to register that I don’t think these terms help much.

Is Calvinism’s focus on justification an indicator of a soterian approach to 
the gospel? Which of Calvinism’s five (TULIP) give you the most trouble? Do 
you think the “synergism” and “monergism” labels help us understand each 
of these systems of thought?



Michael  Horton points  out something I  hinted at,  and something that  needed more 
development in  The King Jesus Gospel,  namely that  revivalism of  the Second Great 
Awakening  combined  evangelistic  zeal  and  modernity  and  American  pragmatism to 
create a reduced gospel, and that form led to what I call “pragmatic” soterianism. The 
Reformation emphasized soteriology, but it was only later in revivalism that the seed 
that had taken root flourished into a soterian gospel that is severely reductionistic.

Michael  prefers,  instead of  TULIP’s  typical  categories,  total  depravity,  unconditional 
election, particular redemption, effectual grace, and perseverance of the saints.

Michael refers to these as the “doctrines of grace” and “the richest and most faithful 
exposition of the gospel” (20), and I want to slow down to respond to this before I get to 
how Michael understands the “essence of Calvinism.” The first expression is typical for 
Calvinism, and I know why they like such terms (because they think their Calvinism 
exalts grace and is saturated by grace), and that is fine — as long as it is not suggested 
that they alone, or even most especially, teach true grace. (They think that; that’s fine; 
others of us disagree, and that’s worth saying).

That  Michael  Horton  can  refer  to  the  five  points  as  the  “richest  and  most  faithful 
exposition of the gospel” simply means to me that he’s got a soterian approach to the 
gospel, and not enough of the Story gospel of 1 Cor 15:3-28 (or 3-5), the sermons in Acts, 
and the Gospels themselves. Once one thinks the gospel is soterian, and Michael is what 
I  would  call  a  covenant  soterian,  one  can  then  deepen  one’s  theology  of  salvation 
through Calvinism, but this only works if one is a soterian. I would want to push back by 
suggesting that the richest and most faithful exposition of the gospel” is the one that 
exalts the person and Story of Jesus the most and makes it fully central. A soteriological 
system, then, for me can’t be the the richest or the most faithful understanding of the 
gospel.

Now back to Horton’s book, and chp one is exceptionally helpful: he has a nice sketch of 
the breadth of the Reformed faith (actually, Horton says the Reformed expression of the 
Christian faith) and, with Olson, he observes that the New Calvinism is not the one and 
only expression of the Reformed faith. In fact, the Reformed faith is much bigger than 
that group and Reformed theology is bigger than the five points.

Thus to be Reformed is to be  catholic in that it affirms the creeds. Reformers are not 
restorationists. To be Reformed is to be evangelical, in the sense of being committed to 
the gospel (not the movement). To be Reformed is to adhere to the solas: sola scriptura, 
sola gratia, solo Christo, sola fidei. This is Horton’s way of talking about what it means 
to say to be Reformed is to be evangelical.

Horton asks if there is a central feature of Calvinism. It is not predestination. Calvin 
wasn’t the first Calvinist, and he suggests that Aquinas is close to being a Calvinist, and 
neither  was  he  the  only  shaper  of  the  Reformed  tradition.  Nor  did  Calvin  see 
predestination  as  central.  For  Calvin  the  essence  was  justification,  and 
election/predestination became more prominent because of debates. He sees Calvinism 
as God-centered but especially Christ-centered.

This led to covenant theology as the architectural framework.

Michael  sketches  Pelagianism,  semi-Pelagianism,  and  Arminianism,  and  sees 
Arminianism  as  leaning  toward  semi-Pelagian.  To  me,  calling  Arminianism  semi-
Pelagianism  is  unhelpful  because  the  former  teaches  prevenient  grace  and  the  all-
pervasiveness of grace. (Same reason why I don’t like synergism.)
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This  series  will  go  back  and  forth  between  Roger  Olson’s  Against  Calvinism 
[http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/031032467X/ref=as_li_ss_tl?ie=UTF8&tag=faithinirelan-
20&linkCode=as2&camp=217145&creative=399373&creativeASIN=031032467X] and Michael 
Horton’s  For  Calvinism [http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0310324653/ref=as_li_ss_tl?
ie=UTF8&tag=faithinirelan-
20&linkCode=as2&camp=217145&creative=399373&creativeASIN=0310324653].  Today  I 
want to look at Michael Horton’s chp called “Of Regents and Rebels: The Human Condition,” 
which is a good sketch of Calvinism’s “T,” or total depravity.
Horton importantly begins on a note that might jar many who are suspicious of Calvinism: “no 
theological system has been more affirming of this world and human nature” and that “Calvinism 
teaches that humans beings are basically good in their intrinsic nature, endowed with free will, 
beauty of body and soul, reason, and moral excellence” (35). You might want to tweet that! Most 
don’t look at Calvinism that way, but Horton makes this clear: by nature, these things are true. In 
other words, as originally created.
But once the Fall happened, this all changes. As created, humans are good; as fallen, humans are 
comprehensively affected by sin in all areas of life.
Humans, after the fall, are bound to their sin nature. They are “bent toward unbelief and sin.” 
Humans have “lost this freedom for righteousness before God.” We are a “race of rebels” — 
having been designed to be “regents.” All of this is consistent in Calvin, the Canons of the Synod 
of Dort, the Belgic Confession and the Westminster tradition.
Depravity then is not inherent but something that happens to human nature. And this sinful 
nature incurs God’s judgment and it imprisons the whole person. Total means extensiveness not 
intensiveness. Comprehensively, humans are fallen (cracked Eikons). The image of God remains 
but humans are in a fallen condition. Humans are not deprived of will but soundness of will.
Which leads to a big question: Do Calvinists believe humans can do good of their own free will?
Horton contends for two major ideas: we need to distinguish between our natural and moral 
ability. We by nature can choose what is good but we have lost the moral ability to choose 
redemption. We cannot use those natural gifts in a way that pleases God. Humans are bound by 
sin until grace restores. Sin is a condition of humanity.
And we need to distinguish between freedom in relation to God and freedom in relation to other 
fallen human beings. His emphasis here that whatever we do is stained by sin so we can never be 
pleasing to God.
God is not the author of evil; here Horton is milder than some Calvinists (Olson sketched this 
theme in one of our recent posts).
In true Calvinist fashion (or should I say Augustinian/Calvinist fashion?), Horton sees humans as 
naturally Pelagian and that Pelagianism is the problem of the gospel and the church. Sin, he 
wants to re-affirm, is a condition: we are sinners. He thinks the contemporary church is worse 
than the medieval church. And he wants to re-affirm that humans are bound together into the 
covenant of works in solidarity with Adam. This is about all of being totally corrupted. And 
finally he re-affirms the elect are in Christ and therefore not condemned (the covenant of grace).
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One of the reasons I like this book by Michael Horton is that he’s talking about topics that, like 
the holy underwear of Mormons, are not subjects discussed in public. This series will go back 
and forth between Roger Olson’s Against Calvinism 
[http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/031032467X/ref=as_li_ss_tl?ie=UTF8&tag=faithinirelan-
20&linkCode=as2&camp=217145&creative=399373&creativeASIN=031032467X] and Michael 
Horton’sFor  Calvinism [http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0310324653/ref=as_li_ss_tl?
ie=UTF8&tag=faithinirelan-
20&linkCode=as2&camp=217145&creative=399373&creativeASIN=0310324653]. Today I 
want to look at Michael Horton’s chp on election, which he calls “Loved before Time.”
Horton’s will no doubt become a go-to book for those wanting a clear exposition of Calvinism, 
though (as both Horton and Olson constantly emphasize) Calvinism is not the same as Reformed, 
covenant theology. This is a book about Calvinism and a “For Reformed Theology” would be a 
different book.
Is election in Calvinism good and just?
No topic is more difficult than election. Michael’s conclusion has an idea that can be brought in 
first; election may be a mystery but there is no mystery that the Bible affirms election. How God 
elected, whom God elected, and the mechanics of election — these are not readily explained. But 
that God elects, that’s all over the Bible. (And Michael often appeals to Romans 9-11, but he has 
a good sketch of the Bible’s texts on this topic.)
Arminianism teaches election on the basis of God’s grace but in conjunction with human 
decision (Horton: “in view of” a person’s faith that God foresees) while Calvinism teaches that 
God elects “unto faith.” In other words, for one it is “conditional” and for the other it is 
“unconditional.”
Does this mean God chooses unto reprobation? This is often called double predestination. Horton 
emphasizes with many in the Reformed tradition that God doesn’t choose to damnation and that 
God’s choice unto redemption is active while the other is simply not acting. [I don't buy the 
escape on this one; the choice not to elect remains a choice.] The problem for the reprobate is 
their own will; the only hope of the saved is the act of God.Michael is also an advocate of God’s 
active will and God’s permissive will. [Again, this can be pushed back: the choice to permit is an 
active choice.]
One of Horton’s emphases is that in Calvinism’s sense of election it is all God’s action; while in 
Arminianism it “depends ultimately on us” (59). I don’t like the word “ultimately” but instead of 
playing with loaded terms like this, I want to provide an analogy: electricity. I liken God’s 
salvation to electricity in a home, a monstrous home big enough for all of us. Those who 
experience that electricity are those who turn the switch to on. That does not make it ultimately 
depends on us; it’s God electricity but we are called to turn on the switch. Some do, some don’t. 
In other words, there can be no question in this analogy of who is responsible — ultimately and 
totally — for the flow of electricity. (God.)
Is election individual or corporate, and this involves whether it is for redemption for other 
purposes? Arminians have often taught corporate election, and Calvinists see it both as corporate 
and individual. I think Arminians teach both, too, but the bigger issue here is that every text 
Michael appeals to here can be explained as corporate as easily as individual. This issue isn’t 
easily resolved.



Is election fair? Judgment is all that is fair. This is typical of Calvinism. I don’t approach this one 
this way: what kind of God do we have if God can intervene for humans by election but who 
refuses? So the issue here isn’t just is it fair but also is God good and loving and compassionate 
and merciful? If so, what does that do to this “fair” question?
When it comes to human responsibility and election, Horton adopts a form of compatibilism: that 
God has ordered a world in which divine election and human responsibility work together. Our 
free acts are part of God’s decree. He has a good discussion of this subject.
He has an exceptional discussion of election and assurance, pushing one line constantly: this isn’t 
about looking into ourselves but looking unto Christ, unto what God has done, and unto the 
covenant commitment God has for God’s people.

For and Against Calvinism 7
Did Jesus Christ die for everyone, from Adam to the last person ever born, or did Christ die only 
for the elect? Calvinism, or at least most of it, teaches what is called “limited atonement” or 
“particular redemption.” In other words, the mission of Jesus Christ’s death was to secure an 
atonement for those who are the elect of the Father. As you may know, we are this series on 
Roger Olson’s Against 
Calvinism [http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/031032467X/ref=as_li_ss_tl?
ie=UTF8&tag=faithinirelan-
20&linkCode=as2&camp=217145&creative=399373&creativeASIN=031032467X] and Michael 
Horton’s For Calvinism [http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0310324653/ref=as_li_ss_tl?
ie=UTF8&tag=faithinirelan-
20&linkCode=as2&camp=217145&creative=399373&creativeASIN=0310324653]. I began 
with Olson’s book before Horton’s arrived so I am catching up.
Horton’s sketch of atonement is, well, not as satisfactory as I’d like but his sketch of particular 
redemption is clear and accurate for what this Calvinist view affirms.
What do you believe about the atonement? For all or for the elect only? Do you think an 
atonement that makes possible redemption is less than an atonement that actually saves?
(Arminian vs. Calvinist.)
He sketches atonement theories: penal substitution, recapitulation, Christus Victor, satisfaction, 
moral exemplary theory, and governmental theory. Horton makes it abundantly clear that 
Calvinism isn’t just the substitutionary theory but includes all the others, but in this his words 
don’t go as far as his sketch for, by the time he’s done, the only one that really matters is penal 
substitution (he does give some attention to recapitulation, but it’s not easy to distinguish 
recapitulation and Christus Victor) and his view of PS is through and through forensic and legal, 
and therefore it comes down to justification theory. Fair enough; that’s one kind of Reformed 
theology.
Example: while Anselm grounded atonement in the need for God to be satisfied in his dignity, 
Reformation theology was grounded in God’s justice. (That’s a justification theory driving 
atonement theory.)
He observes that many today prefer subjective theories of the atonement — Abelard, Grotius 
(and I’m not sure this view is given enough attention here or, to be honest, anywhere; I know in 
my book, A Community called Atonement, I didn’t give it attention), J. Denny Weaver, and he 
seems to have avoided Girard, whose theory I would suggest is gaining ground.



He pleas for an integrated theory, but in this sketch he tips his hat to Christus Victor, gives some 
attention to recapitulation, but then says at the bottom of each is the legal/justification dimension 
of penal substitution.
On the extent of atonement, Horton says there are three options:
1. Universalism
2. His death made salvation possible for everyone
3. He actually redeemed all of the elect.
Horton gives a brief, but good, defense of particular redemption (#3).
1. This view maintains that Christ’s death actually saves; #2 says it made salvation possible. [I 
just don't buy this stuff; there is too much contingency of redemption on belief, and a good 
example is Acts 2:38: repent, believe and be baptized for the forgiveness of sins. Peter doesn't 
doubt Jesus' death is the ground of redemption but for it to be effective one must believe, etc. To 
say this is saying it is only "possible" compares two unequals, as I illustrated with electricity and 
turning on the switch. God's work in Christ is the whole thing; but it becomes effective for an 
individual only upon the conditions established by God himself in Scripture.]
2. This view emphasizes the Trinity, and I’m glad he brings this out: not all Calvinists sound this 
Trinitarian, and not all evangelicals sound this Trinitarian, but Horton shows that atonement is 
Trinitarian.
3. This view places the focus on Christ rather than on the believer. OK, I can hear him but 
frankly my reading of this chp is that there’s much more emphasis on divine justice and 
justification theory, and not enough (for me at least) on Jesus Christ. [And, of course, more on 
union with Christ.]
I’m pushing back only in moderate and expected ways.
But everything in this chp is dependent upon one category that shapes the whole discussion: 
Horton defines sin almost entirely as a legal condition: we offend the holy God, we offend the 
lawgiver, we offend God’s justice, and this puts us in a position of legal guilt. The issue here, and 
I have seen this often in discussions of atonement, is to ask how the Bible defines sin: is it so 
one-sidedly a law and forensic condition? I say No, what say you?

For and Against Calvinism 8
In high Calvinism God predestines the elect to salvation and the non-elect to damnation. 
Some Calvinists do not believe in double predestination; instead they believe in “single” 
predestination. Roger Olson, however, argues (along with many Calvinists) that single 
predestination necessarily  entails  double predestination.  Then Olson probes into the 
doctrine to say it makes a mockery of God’s love and goodness, and offers instead an 
Arminian  approach  to  election.  So,  he  argues  “Yes  to  election;  No  to  double 
predestination.”

Calvinism’s commitment to its form of election creates theological and logical problems 
for Calvinism. Do you think double predestination ultimately shakes confidence in God’s 
love and goodness?

As you may know, we are this series on Roger Olson’s Against 
Calvinism [http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/031032467X/ref=as_li_ss_tl?
ie=UTF8&tag=faithinirelan-
20&linkCode=as2&camp=217145&creative=399373&creativeASIN=031032467X] and 



Michael Horton’s For Calvinism 

[http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0310324653/ref=as_li_ss_tl?ie=UTF8&tag=faithinirelan-
20&linkCode=as2&camp=217145&creative=399373&creativeASIN=0310324653]. One of the 
most admirable characteristics of Roger Olson is his candor about what he thinks and 
what he thinks of others, seen for instance in his recent criticisms of JI Packer’s 
understanding of Arminianism   [http://www.patheos.com/blogs/rogereolson/2011/11/j-  
i-packer-and-arminianism/]. When Arminians criticize like this it is seen as arrogance 
or a lack of charity while when Calvinist theologians go after Arminians it is perceived as 
commitment to the truth and a willingness to defend the hard doctrines (of grace). 
Baloney on that one. Olson is simply being a good, sharp-minded theologian and is 
always open to discussion — and his recent public debates with Michael Horton, who 
like Olson is charitable and civil even when they disagree firmly and say strong things, 
are a good sign of this commitment to public civility. I digress.

Olson’s chp on election is admirably clear about what Calvinists believe and at the same 
time firm in disagreement. Olson is against double predestination for individuals; he is 
for “conditional election” for individuals. He is firmly against “unconditional individual 
election’s  inevitable correlate — reprobation” (104), and he sees it  contrary to God’s 
love.

Calvin believes in double predestination; so does Boettner, Edwin Palmer (“choosing 
implies leaving others unchosen”) and Palmer throws up his hands at times when it 
comes  to  the  logicality  of  this  viewpoint.  Sproul  believes  in  double  predestination 
(though he  sees one as positive,  the  other  as  negative;  active  vs.  passive,  etc.).  And 
James Daane argued that it was double or nothing when it comes to predestination of 
individuals.

Olson: this makes God morally ambiguous or worse, even monstrous.

The standard Calvinist response to criticisms is now called divine command theory, or 
that whatever God does is good and it is not ours to question it. This was seen recently in 
both Francis  Chan  and  Mark Galli’s  response  to  those  who  want  to  probe  into  the 
theodicy question of the morality of eternal punishment. Calvinists have often pushed 
back this way, and Olson argues this shows they believe their view of God is God as God 
is, while he wants to argue that their view (not God) is wrong. Another point made is 
that Calvinists, like Boettner and Piper,  often contend doctrines like these ultimately 
glorify God even if we cannot comprehend how or why. Olson contends such ideas often 
turn God into being arbitrary.

The issue here is how to square belief in God’s love and double predestination. Pushing 
back by saying we aren’t to question simply doesn’t do it. This is why some today see 
God’s love at several levels (Piper, Carson) or say God has two wills.

Olson argues there  are  strong Calvinists  theologians  who have  completely contested 
double predestination, including G.C. Berkouwer and James Daane. Then he sketches 
the powerful responses of John Wesley to Calvinism, where you will  hear ideas very 
similar to what we have heard from Olson in many contexts (mainly, this stuff cannot be 
squared with a God of love without diminishing God’s love, which is exactly what is 
often seen in some Calvinists).

The alternative? Election is corporate (those in Christ, who believe in Christ, are elect 
because  Christ  is  the  Elect  One).  Arminians,  too,  believe  in  the  priority  of  grace  in 
prevenient grace, in spite of what its critics often repeat. And with Jack Cottrell, Roger 



agrees God made a world in which God acts with self-limitation because God values the 
freedom of those whom God has created.

For and Against Calvinism 9
Michael Horton examines a basic question contested between Calvinists and Arminians: 
Is the grace of God resistible? Well, he reframes this with what is surely a more accurate 
framing of the issues into effectual calling rather than “irresistible,” arguing as he does 
that the latter sounds like coercion. Further, he addresses yet another 
topic: perseverance and apostasy. As you may know, we are this series on Roger Olson’s 
Against Calvinism [http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/031032467X/ref=as_li_ss_tl?
ie=UTF8&tag=faithinirelan-
20&linkCode=as2&camp=217145&creative=399373&creativeASIN=031032467X] and 
Michael Horton’s For Calvinism 
[http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0310324653/ref=as_li_ss_tl?ie=UTF8&tag=faithinirelan-
20&linkCode=as2&camp=217145&creative=399373&creativeASIN=0310324653].
Horton’s sketch here roams freely from Bible to the major statements in the Reformed 
tradition, and he has a constant eye on the Arminian and tosses some barbs at them. 
Central to this  whole debate is  whole debate is  the human condition, and he makes 
much of humans being “dead” in sins and that means they need to be awakened — by 
God’s  grace  — to  new life.  That  awakening  is  a  sovereign act  of  God.  And  Michael 
Horton knows the golden chain of Romans 8:30 – what God begins, God finishes. It’s all 
of God.

Do you believe in “eternal security”? Do you believe all genuine Christians 
will persevere to the end? Do you think genuine Christians can “fall away” 
and be finally lost?

The new birth, then, is an act of God; it is not dependent on human decision. (Here 
Horton pushes against synergism.) He thinks grace is always resisted by humans apart 
from God’s regenerating grace which then awakens a person to obedience.

Horton  believes  we  must  carefully  distinguish  “new  birth”  (an  act  of  God;  we  are 
passive) from “conversion” (we are active). The commands to respond to God are not 
“conditions” but “gifts” from God. [This sort of distinction requires positing information 
when the NT texts don't talk like this very often.] But the odd thing for me in this chp 
was that I think Horton becomes, in effect, synergistic in conversion but not in new 
birth. Yet, he works hard to deny that his approach here is synergistic. He sees us as 
“covenant partners,” not “synergists.” {My first response: OK, then, Arminians then can 
be covenant partners in the new birth.]

Horton  has  a  reasonable  sketch  of  perseverance,  esp  when  it  comes  to  apostasy. 
Essentially, his argument is that there is real apostasy (it is not hypothetical) but by 
those who are visibly connected to the church but not inwardly regenerated. None of 
this can be found in the texts in Hebrews so in his explanation he captures those texts 
through the grid of this approach. So, in Hebrews 6 we are reading about “those who 
belong only outwardly” and taste etc are not regenerative words but the experience of 
those outwardly connected to the visible community.



He then pokes the views of synergists: consistent and inconsistent synergism (former 
see everything in grace but push for it is a possiblity until the person responds, the latter 
emphasizing eternal security without perseverance where the emphasis is on personal 
decision). He sees Lutherans as inconsistent monergists.

For and Against Calvinism 10
The question at hand is this: Did Christ die for every human being and make atonement 
for every human being, or did Christ die effectively only for the elect? Strong Calvinists, or 
high Calvinists, contend Christ died only for the elect (particular redemption, limited atonement) 
while Arminians believe Christ died for all but only those who repent and believe have that 
atonement applied to them.
As you may know, we are doing this series on Roger Olson’s Against 
Calvinism [http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/031032467X/ref=as_li_ss_tl?
ie=UTF8&tag=faithinirelan-
20&linkCode=as2&camp=217145&creative=399373&creativeASIN=031032467X] and Michael 
Horton’s For Calvinism [http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0310324653/ref=as_li_ss_tl?
ie=UTF8&tag=faithinirelan-
20&linkCode=as2&camp=217145&creative=399373&creativeASIN=0310324653]. Olson 
contends limited atonement is not supportable from Scripture, is out of sync with the Great 
Tradition of the Church (no one believed this among the fathers, before Augustine), and takes 
exegetical ingenuity to make NT texts teach this. Roger Olson says it this way: “the high 
Calvinistic doctrine of limited atonement is confusing at best and blatantly self-contradictory and 
unscriptural at worst” (145).
Calvinism believes the death of Christ actually redeemed while Arminians contend it provided 
salvation but that redemption is only applied if one believes. The big nuance for Calvinists is 
this: the death of Christ was sufficient for all but efficient only for the elect. Olson contends there 
is virtually no difference between “sufficient for all” and the typical Christian view that Christ 
died for all. Since some Calvinists accuse others of believing necessarily of universalism if they 
believe Christ died for all (since that death actually saved), Olson argues that Calvinists ought to 
be universalists since they believe the death of Christ is actually sufficient for all. [Packer 
unfortunately says Arminians save themselves since they believe Christ's death potentially saves 
but only saves those who believe.]
Olson points out that Calvin did not believe in limited atonement and, in fact, often says Christ’s 
death expiated the sins of all humans. Olson admits what Calvin believed on this doesn’t matter 
that much; the issue is what the NT teaches.
Universal death does not necessitate universalism since both sides acknowledge the necessity of 
faith; high Calvinists have what I think is either a contradiction or an antinomy here: they can’t 
believe in the necessity of faith as a human act that “applies” atonement and that the death of 
Christ actually saves. So they affirm both. Olson affirms the potentiality and sufficiency of that 
death but that it doesn’t become effective until someone believes. In other words there is a 
difference between provision and application.
High Calvinists need to have more integrity when it comes to preaching salvation: if they believe 
in limited atonement they need to say either “if you are elect you can respond” or not say that 
God loves you and died for your sins.



Olson: “limited/particular atonement is aberrant church teaching” (154).

For and Against Calvinism 11
Michael Horton’s question in his new book, For Calvinism 

[http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0310324653/ref=as_li_ss_tl?ie=UTF8&tag=faithinirelan-
20&linkCode=as2&camp=217145&creative=399373&creativeASIN=0310324653], is to sketch 
and argue for Calvinism, including how Calvinism understands the Christian life.

Horton  shows  how  Calvinism is  neither  antinomian  nor  legalistic,  and  it  has  been 
accused of both and it should not be. For Calvinism the Christian life is a downward 
movement from God to us and out into the world. It’s a work of grace, and sanctification 
is to be kept separate from justification; to be sure, the latter leads to the former but 
they are not to be confused.

Furthermore, for Horton there is an emphasis on the Christian life as ecclesially shaped 
and  not  just  individualistically,  and  here  he  pushes  against  populist  evangelicalism 
(rightly,  I  think).  Election  does  not  minimize  godliness;  justification  leads  to 
sanctification.  The  means  of  grace  are  the  Word,  baptism,  Lord’s  Supper,  church 
membership … the Word flows into the home and into individuals, the home into the 
community.

Horton’s sketch says good and admirable things about the Christian life if one restricts 
one’s evidence to post-Jesus New Testament and to Reformed teachings, and much of 
what he says I’d agree with. It’s what he doesn’t cover that concerns me most. There is 
insufficient attention to the teachings of Jesus and to the Holy Spirit, to love, to self-
denial and the cost of discipleship, to the Sermon on the Mount, to the fruit and gifts of 
the Spirit, and to the Lord’s Prayer.

OK, for our Calvinist readers, if you were asked to sketch the Christian life according to 
Calvinism, What would be your top three points? [Other than, it's all of grace; got that. 
Other than, it's for the glory of God; got that, too.]

But, against Horton, I would want to argue that the Christian life includes the Gospels 
and not just Paul’s letters; and the church begins with Jesus (or Pentecost, or Abraham), 
not with nails on the door of the church in Wittenberg; and Jesus taught us how to live, 
he didn’t just die and rise for us.

This is the first chp in this book where I though Michael’s polemical edge got the best of 
the chp: it is a combination of a diatribe against populist evangelicalism and Keswick 
higher life Arminian theories of the second blessing. I’d like to have seen much more 
focus on how Calvinists frame the Christian life and a whole lot less on what’s wrong 
with other views.

For and Against Calvinism 12
Roger Olson is right: at the heart of the debate between Calvinism and Arminianism (or 
non-Calvinism) is this question: Is grace resistible or irresistible? To this end, I 
will begin a new series Monday (so come back to see what it will be about). But today’s 
post is Roger’s chp “Yes to Grace: No to Irresistible Grace/Monergism.”



I  will  put  my cards  on the  table  first:  I  believe  those  Calvinists  who push hard for 
irresistible or effectual grace sketch a God who coerces and I am convinced, regardless 
of  their  contentions,  that  they  effectively  (and effectually)  deny free will.  If  grace is 
irresistible, it is not chosen; if it is irresistible, humans aren’t free to say No to God. If 
that it is the case, … time to move to Roger’s chp.

Do you think irresistible grace is defensible morally? Does it deny free will 
for it to be true? If you and I were capable of saving an orphanage full of 
children who were starving and we chose instead to save only some, would 
we be called good? [Where does this analogy break down?]

Big one: If grace is resistible, is high Calvinism undermined? [I think it is.]

We are doing this series on Roger Olson’s Against 
Calvinism [http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/031032467X/ref=as_li_ss_tl?
ie=UTF8&tag=faithinirelan-
20&linkCode=as2&camp=217145&creative=399373&creativeASIN=031032467X] and 
Michael Horton’s For Calvinism     
[http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0310324653/ref=as_li_ss_tl?ie=UTF8&tag=faithinirelan-
20&linkCode=as2&camp=217145&creative=399373&creativeASIN=0310324653]. 
Monergism is the “belief that salvation is all God’s doing from beginning to end without 
any cooperation from the person being saved other than what God instills in that 
person” (156). That is, “God bends the elect person’s will so that he or she wants to 
come to Jesus with repentance and faith” (156). Since humans are dead in sins, since 
humans are incapable of turning to God, any turning or sign of life is God’s own doing.

Calvin believes in a kind of monergism and irresistible grace. So do Boettner, Steele and 
Thomas, Palmer, R.C. Sproul, and John Piper. [One of the features of this book I really 
like is Olson's rigorous method of citing principal high Calvinists and letting them speak 
in their own terms.]

Olson’s  contention  is  that  monergism  necessarily  entails  God’s  choice  not  to  act 
graciously toward others when God could, and Olson contends this denies the goodness 
of  God  or  at  least  impugns  the  reputation  of  God  as  a  God  of  love  and  grace  and 
goodness. How can God call us to love our enemies and God not do the same? 
How can God be capable of saving all and not save all if it is God’s choice 
and not ours?

Olson also argues anyone who argues that humans, because choice is necessary in order 
for salvation to take effect, are the deciding factor and therefore Arminianism is human-
centered is unfair: Arminianism teaches that it is all of God’s (prevenient) grace with the 
necessary,  relationally-necessary,  factor  of  human choice,  but  the  synergism here  is 
vastly unequal.

Arminianism has always believed it is all of grace: prevenient grace. Humans, because 
this is about genuine relationships, have to choose. God’s grace is resistible by God’s 
own self-limiting choice.

Is it fair to say “By force/coercion you are saved, and not of yourselves” (as 
Vernon Grounds once said)?

For and Against Calvinism 13



This will be our last in this series, and it merges with the series I began Monday and will 
continue later today. Michael Horton, in the last chapter of his book, For Calvinism, 
[http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0310324653/ref=as_li_ss_tl?ie=UTF8&tag=faithinirelan-
20&linkCode=as2&camp=217145&creative=399373&creativeASIN=0310324653]  does  a 
“SWOT”  analysis  of  (high)  Calvinism.  A  SWOT  analysis  is  from  organizations  and 
businesses  for  Strengths,  Weaknesses,  Opportunities  and  Threats.  I’m so  out  of  the 
business  world  I  didn’t  know what  this  was  so  I’m glad  he  explained  it.  I  applaud 
Horton’s candor and objectivity in this chp.

What  are  the  strengths  of  Calvinism?  What  are  the  weaknesses  of 
Calvinism?One rule: you can’t say a weakness without also giving a strength. (Fair 
enough?)

Here are his major categories for the SW, but I want to say one up front: the Calvinist 
movement  scorches  the  superficiality  of  theology  in  far  too  much  of  American 
evangelicalism.  And  because  it  is  theologically  robust  it  attracts  thinking  young 
evangelicals, and many of them know of no other places to camp.

Intellectual boldness and cold intellectualism: education and the intellectual life, 
from  church  to  community  to  universities,  have  been  important  to  the 
Reformed/Calvinist  movement.  Horton  observes  that  it  can  lead  to  smugness  and 
arrogance,  that heart  is often neglected (sermons can seem like lectures  and church 
services an exam), that sometimes it has caught the precision bug, and sometimes the 
doctrines leave people as cold as ice. And he argues the five points must not be divorced 
from the drama, the doctrines, the doxology and discipleship.

Love for truth and factionalism: love of God is the aim but sometimes Calvinism, 
Horton observes, is love for what is right and not enough for God or neighbor. Often 
there is  a  line  in the sand drawn: those who get  it  and those who don’t,  and some 
passionate Calvinists think they alone get it. He mentions that Clowney said Calvinists 
are the only ones proud of total depravity, and I have said it that they who believe most 
in  total  depravity  seem  to  think  it  has  influenced  their  system  the  least.  Horton’s 
engaging in friendly fire.

Respect for tradition and traditionalism: Calvinists love their traditions. Quoting 
one of their greats is nearly as powerful, or more powerful, as quoting the Bible.

I would add one, and it is one that both Horton and Olson develop in their books: too 
much  of  contemporary  Calvinism  equates  itself  and  its  newly-found  faithfulness  to 
Calvin with the entirety of the much more diverse Reformed Church of the Protestant 
branch of Christianity. Not a few theologians have criticized me for doing the same thing 
and I stand corrected; the new Calvinists need to spend more time in the breadth of the 
Reformed movement. (I’ve said this before, but one young Calvinist denied til he was 
blue in the face that Karl Barth was Reformed.) Horton brings this up in the next point.

And these for the OT:

Revived interest in the doctrines of grace and replacing the church with a 
movement:  The  Reformed  church  is  bigger  than  the  five  points.  And  Reformed 
theology has plenty of pietism and enthusiasm in its history. One need not go elsewhere 
to  find  those.  He  doesn’t  have  enthusiasm  for  new  Calvinism  unless  it  is  planting 
churches. [This strikes me as odd, for this is what many of them are committed to. No?]



A new interest in sound doctrine and a new fundamentalism: Here Michael 
argues that theology must both conserve and progress. He opposes false conservatism 
and false progressivism.

Good  book,  Michael,  Good  book,  Roger.  Good  series.  [I  don't  think  we  need  a  For 
Arminianism or an Against Arminianism, but maybe they are in the works.]


