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1. How is there hope in Calvinism?  
 
First what is Calvinism? 
 
Let me say first: 
• This question is asking to defend Calvinism, therefore, if it sounds like I am 

leaning that way it is because of the question. I would also defend Armianism if 
that was the question. With each theology we take out the meat and spit out the 
bones.  

 
Wycliffe Bible Encyclopedia  

This is the name of that system of theological thought which was brought to its most 
complete expression by the great Swiss reformer John Calvin (1509–64).  

• It is also called Reformed doctrine. Its emphases include predestination and the 
sovereignty of God.  

• It must not be forgotten that Calvinism holds, besides its distinctives, to those 
doctrines common to all historic Christianity, such as the full truthfulness of 
Scripture, the Trinity, the deity of Christ, His supernatural miracles, bodily 
resurrection, etc. Without these basic and fundamental doctrines a theology 
cannot properly be called Calvinistic or Reformed. 

• Although Calvin gave the Reformed doctrine its most thorough formulation, the 
theology had long been held. Calvin would have been the first to have denied its 
novelty. He found it in the Church Fathers and, of course, in the Bible.  

• This theology and its main opposing view, now called Arminianism (q.v.), were 
much discussed through the Middle Ages in the Latin church.  

• Augustine was a prominent protagonist of the position later held by Calvin. 
Indeed, Calvinism is often called Augustinianism. In the Council of Trent in 
1545, the Roman Catholic church, partly in reaction to the reformers, officially 
espoused the Arminian view. 

• Martin Luther’s view on the sovereignty of God was very similar to Calvin’s. His 
tract on The Bondage of the Will speaks strongly of total depravity.  

• Later, Lutheran thought on these matters inclined more toward Melancthon’s 
Arminian views.  

• In post-Reformation days a reaction set in and in Holland Jacob Arminius (1560–
1609) advocated a greater emphasis on free will. His five theses were condemned 

 
q.v. quod vide (which see) 
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by the Synod of Dort (1618) which formulated the famous five points of 
Calvinism remembered by the acronym TULIP: total depravity, unconditional 
election, limited atonement (now often called definite atonement), irresistible 
grace, and perseverance of the saints (or as now sometimes put, the perseverance 
of God in the saints). 

• Prominent Calvinistic creeds are the Westminister Confession, the Heidelberg 
Catechism, the Belgic Confession, and the Scotch Confession of 1560.  

• The Arminian position has been adopted especially in Methodism; the 
Calvinistic, in Presbyterian, Reformed, the older Espiscopal, and many of the 
older Baptist churches. 

• It must be remembered that Calvinism does not deny free will. It declares that 
God’s sovereignty extends to all things and persons, but that His sovereign 
control in some inscrutable way does not deny man’s free moral agency and 
responsibility. Note also that the problem of sovereignty and freedom was not 
originated by Calvinism or even by Christianity. Plato struggled with the problem 
and concluded with belief in a creator limited by his refractory materials. Muslim 
theologians also face the problem and adopt the position of fatalism. Calvinism 
does not claim to solve the problem, but only to put it in the Scripture focus and 
leave it there, not going beyond what is written. 

R. L. H.1 
• The response to Calvinism was through Arminianism (see below) and later 

Wesley.  
 

• It should be noted that John Wesley said that he was about a hair’s breadth 
away from Calvin. 

 
Another source: 
Calvinism and Arminianism are two systems of theology that attempt to explain 
the relationship between God’s sovereignty and man’s responsibility in the matter 
of salvation2 
 

 
R. L. H. HARRIS, R. Laird, Ph.D., Professor of Old Testament, Covenant Theological Seminary, St. 
Louis, Mo. 
1 R. Laird Harris, “Calvinism,” in The Wycliffe Bible Encyclopedia, ed. Charles F. Pfeiffer, Howard 
F. Vos, and John Rea (Moody Press, 1975). 
2 Got Questions Ministries, Got Questions? Bible Questions Answered (Bellingham, WA: Logos 
Bible Software, 2002–2013). 
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Calvinism is named for John Calvin, a French theologian who lived from 1509–
1564. Arminianism is named for Jacobus Arminius, a Dutch theologian who lived 
from 1560–1609.3 
 
Both systems can be summarized with five points.  
• Calvinism holds to the total depravity of man while Arminianism holds to 

partial depravity.  
o Total depravity states that every aspect of humanity is tainted by sin; 

therefore, human beings are unable to come to God on their own accord.  
o Partial depravity states that every aspect of humanity is tainted by sin, but 

not to the extent that human beings are unable to place faith in God of 
their own accord. Note—classical Arminianism rejects “partial 
depravity” and holds a view very close to Calvinistic “total depravity.”4 

• Calvinism includes the belief that election is unconditional, while Arminianism 
believes in conditional election.  

o Unconditional election is the view that God elects individuals to salvation 
based entirely on His will, not on anything inherently worthy in the 
individual.  

o Conditional election states that God elects individuals to salvation based 
on His foreknowledge of who will believe in Christ unto salvation, 
thereby on the condition that the individual chooses God.5 

• Calvinism sees the atonement as limited, while Arminianism sees it as 
unlimited. This is the most controversial of the five points.  

o Limited atonement is the belief that Jesus only died for the elect.  
o Unlimited atonement is the belief that Jesus died for all, but that His 

death is not effectual until a person receives Him by faith.6 
• Calvinism includes the belief that God’s grace is irresistible, while 

Arminianism says that an individual can resist the grace of God.  
o Irresistible grace argues that when God calls a person to salvation, that 

person will inevitably come to salvation.  
o Resistible grace states that God calls all to salvation, but that many 

people resist and reject this call.7 
• Calvinism holds to perseverance of the saints while Arminianism holds to 

conditional salvation.  
 

3 Ibid.  
4 Ibid.  
5 Ibid.  
6 Ibid. 
7 Ibid.  
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o Perseverance of the saints refers to the concept that a person who is 
elected by God will persevere in faith and will not permanently deny 
Christ or turn away from Him. Conditional salvation is the view that a 
believer in Christ can, of his/her own free will, turn away from Christ and 
thereby lose salvation.  

o Note—many Arminians deny “conditional salvation” and instead hold to 
“eternal security.”8 

 
What about hope? 
First, what is the issue? For me the issue has always been unconditional 
election and predestination.  

• Predestination and election are in the Bible so we must deal with it.  
• There are various ways: 
• Some would say that it is a corporate predestination. It is the church.  
• Others say that it is based off of foreknowledge, but God would have to 

choose them to foreknow them.  
• I do favor middle knowledge. This is what I shared before: 

o The Bible affirms God’s sovereignty, but also our freewill.  
o Salvation does start with God, but we do have freewill.  
o Salvation is God’s idea.  
o We were dead in our sins, but God wants a relationship with us and if 

we are totally depraved how do we receive Christ? We need the Holy 
Spirit to draw us to Him. So, that is predestination. 

o This is called “prevenient grace.” This means the grace of the Lord 
coming before-hand giving us the convicting power of the Holy Spirit 
so we can be saved.  

o  “Molinism,” or “Middle-Knowledge.” I am leaning towards this 
view. This would be the view that God knows any choice we would 
freely make in any possible circumstance, in any possible world. God 
knows in any possible world if with the convicting power of the Holy 
Spirit, with prevenient grace, we would freely receive Jesus as Lord 
and Savior. God then puts us in those situations. Then God 
providentially orchestrates us into events, but those are the events that 
God knows we would freely choose.  

§ This is called “middle knowledge” because it is based on God’s 
“middle knowledge.” Williams Lane Craig shares:  

• In the first moment is God’s knowledge of all necessary 
truths, for example, the laws of logic. 
 

8 Ibid.  
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• To skip ahead, the third moment of God’s knowledge is 
his knowledge of the actual world which he has created 
[God’s free knowledge]. In between God’s natural 
knowledge and his free knowledge, in the second moment 
of omniscience, In between God’s natural knowledge and 
his free knowledge, in the second moment of 
omniscience, omniscience, stands God’s middle 
knowledge. In this moment God knows what every 
possible creature would do (not just could do) in any 
possible set of circumstances. For example, he knows 
whether Peter, if he were placed in certain 
circumstances, would deny Christ three times. By his 
natural knowledge God knew in the first moment all the 
possible things that Peter could do if placed in such 
circumstances. But now in this second moment he knows 
what Peter would in fact freely choose to do under such 
circumstances. This is not because Peter would be 
causally determined by the circumstances to act in this 
way. No, Peter is entirely free, and under the same 
circumstances he could choose to act in another way. But 
God knows which way Peter would freely choose. God’s 
knowledge of Peter in this respect is not simple 
foreknowledge. For maybe God will decide not to place 
Peter under such circumstances or even not to create him 
at all. Middle knowledge, like natural knowledge, thus is 
logically prior to the decision of the divine will to create 
a world.9  

§ God knows the middle knowledge and God orchestrates it so 
that we are predestined and yet free because the predestination 
is based on our free choice which He knows because of His 
omniscience.  

§ Foreknowledge says God knows what will happen. Middle 
knowledge means God knows what “could” happen. God 
knows the subjunctives. God knows what a person will do in 
their free will in any possible world and God orchestrates that. 
They do it of their free will but God predetermined it but based 
on their free will.  

 
9 Craig, William L.. The Only Wise God: The Compatibility of Divine Foreknowledge and Human 
Freedom (pp. 128-130). Wipf & Stock, an Imprint of Wipf and Stock Publishers. Kindle Edition. 
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§ This means that no one is eternally damned to hell who would 
be saved given the opportunity.  

Read with me: 
Romans 9:14–29 (ESV) 
14What shall we say then? Is there injustice on God’s part? By no means!  
15For he says to Moses, “I will have mercy on whom I have mercy, and I will have 
compassion on whom I have compassion.”  
16So then it depends not on human will or exertion, but on God, who has mercy.  
17For the Scripture says to Pharaoh, “For this very purpose I have raised you up, 
that I might show my power in you, and that my name might be proclaimed in all 
the earth.”  
18So then he has mercy on whomever he wills, and he hardens whomever he wills.  
19You will say to me then, “Why does he still find fault? For who can resist his 
will?”  
20But who are you, O man, to answer back to God? Will what is molded say to its 
molder, “Why have you made me like this?”  
21Has the potter no right over the clay, to make out of the same lump one vessel for 
honorable use and another for dishonorable use?  
22What if God, desiring to show his wrath and to make known his power, has 
endured with much patience vessels of wrath prepared for destruction,  
23in order to make known the riches of his glory for vessels of mercy, which he has 
prepared beforehand for glory—  
24even us whom he has called, not from the Jews only but also from the Gentiles?  
25As indeed he says in Hosea, “Those who were not my people I will call ‘my 
people,’ and her who was not beloved I will call ‘beloved.’ ”  
26“And in the very place where it was said to them, ‘You are not my people,’ there 
they will be called ‘sons of the living God.’ ”  
27And Isaiah cries out concerning Israel: “Though the number of the sons of Israel 
be as the sand of the sea, only a remnant of them will be saved,  
28for the Lord will carry out his sentence upon the earth fully and without delay.”  
29And as Isaiah predicted, “If the Lord of hosts had not left us offspring, we would 
have been like Sodom and become like Gomorrah.” 
 
• To an extent Paul addresses our questions in the above passage.  
• I do think there is a mystery to how God factors in freewill and molinism as 

explained above helps us interpret or understand that.  
• However, no matter what we must lean on the sovereignty of God. Remember 

Abraham in Genesis 18:25 (ESV) 
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• 25Far be it from you to do such a thing, to put the righteous to death with the 
wicked, so that the righteous fare as the wicked! Far be that from you! Shall not 
the Judge of all the earth do what is just?” 

• Some would say that Calvinistic teaching is showing that people are predestined 
to hell. That is what has troubled me, but we are all lost except by God’s grace 
predestining us. The Bible does show that God is sovereign.  

• Would we rather lean on salvation dependent on us, or on the sovereignty of our 
loving God? 

• So, I am not a Calvinist or Arminian, but I do like the Calvinistic focus on the 
sovereignty of God.  

• This question is asking to defend Calvinism, therefore, if it sounds like I am 
leaning that way it is because of the question. I would also defend Armianism if 
that was the question. With each theology we take out the meat and spit out the 
bones.  

 
Here are 10 points from John Piper. These will guide the rest of the discussion: 
 

1. These truths make me stand in awe of God and lead me into the depth of true 

God-centered worship. 

I recall the time I first saw, while teaching Ephesians at Bethel College in the late 

'70's, the threefold statement of the goal of all God's work, namely, "to the praise 

of the glory of his grace" (Ephesians 1:6, 12, 14). 

It has led me to see that we cannot enrich God and that therefore his glory shines 

most brightly not when we try to meet his needs but when we are satisfied in him 

as the essence of our deeds. "From him and through him and to him are all things. 

To him the glory forever" (Romans 11:36). Worship becomes an end in itself. 

It has made me feel how low and inadequate are my affections, so that the Psalms 

of longing come alive and make worship intense. 

2. These truths help protect me from trifling with divine things. 

One of the curses of our culture is banality, cuteness, cleverness. Television is the 

main sustainer of our addiction to superficiality and triviality. 
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God is swept into this. Hence the trifling with divine things. 

Earnestness is not excessive in our day. It might have been once. And, yes, there 

are imbalances in certain people today who don't seem to be able to relax and talk 

about the weather. 

Robertson Nicole said of Spurgeon, "Evangelism of the humorous type [we might 

say, church growth of the marketing type] may attract multitudes, but it lays the 

soul in ashes and destroys the very germs of religion. Mr. Spurgeon is often 

thought by those who do not know his sermons to have been a humorous preacher. 

As a matter of fact there was no preacher whose tone was more uniformly earnest, 

reverent and solemn" (Quoted in The Supremacy of God in Preaching, p. 57). 

3. These truths make me marvel at my own salvation. 

After laying out the great, God-wrought salvation in Ephesians 1, Paul prays, in the 

last part of that chapter, that the effect of that theology will be the enlightenment of 

our hearts so that we marvel at our hope, and at the riches of the glory of our 

inheritance, and at the power of God at work in us – that is, the power to raise the 

dead. 

Every ground of boasting is removed. Brokenhearted joy and gratitude abound. 

The piety of Jonathan Edwards begins to grow. When God has given us a taste of 

his own majesty and our own wickedness, then the Christian life becomes a thing 

very different than conventional piety. Edwards describes it beautifully when he 

says, 
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The desires of the saints, however earnest, are humble desires: their hope is a 

humble hope, and their joy, even when it is unspeakable, and full of glory, is 

humble, brokenhearted joy, and leaves the Christian more poor in spirit, and more 

like a little child, and more disposed to a universal lowliness of behavior 

(Religious Affections, New Haven: Yale University Press, 1959, pp. 339f). 

4. These truths make me alert to man-centered substitutes that pose as good news. 

In my book, The Pleasures of God (2000), pp. 144-145, I show that in the 18th 

century in New England the slide from the sovereignty of God led to Arminianism 

and thence to universalism and thence to Unitarianism. The same thing happened 

in England in the 19thcentury after Spurgeon. 

Iain Murray's Jonathan Edwards: A New Biography (Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 

1987), p. 454, documents the same thing: "Calvinistic convictions waned in North 

America. In the progress of the decline which Edwards had rightly anticipated, 

those Congregational churches of New England which had embraced Arminianism 

after the Great Awakening gradually moved into Unitarianism and universalism, 

led by Charles Chauncy." 

You can also read in J. I. Packer's Quest for Godliness (Wheaton, IL: Crossway 

Books, 1990), p. 160, how Richard Baxter forsook these teachings and how the 

following generations reaped a grim harvest in the Baxter church in Kidderminster. 

These doctrines are a bulwark against man-centered teachings in many forms that 

gradually corrupt the church and make her weak from the inside, all the while 

looking strong or popular. 
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1 Timothy 3:15, "The church of the living God [is] the pillar and bulwark of the 

truth." 

5. These truths make me groan over the indescribable disease of our secular, God-

belittling culture. 

I can hardly read the newspaper or look at a TV ad or a billboard without feeling 

the burden that God is missing. 

When God is the main reality in the universe and is treated as a non-reality, I 

tremble at the wrath that is being stored up. I am able to be shocked. So many 

Christians are sedated with the same drug as the world. But these teachings are a 

great antidote. 

And I pray for awakening and revival. 

And I try to preach to create a people that are so God-saturated that they will show 

and tell God everywhere and all the time. 

We exist to reassert the reality of God and the supremacy of God in all of life. 

6. These truths make me confident that the work which God planned and began, he 

will finish – both globally and personally. 

This is the point of Romans 8:28-39. 

7. These truths make me see everything in the light of God's sovereign purposes – 

that from him and through him and to him are all things, to him be glory forever 

and ever. 

All of life relates to God. There's no compartment where he is not all-important 

and the one who gives meaning to everything. 1 Corinthians 10:31. 
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Seeing God's sovereign purpose worked out in Scripture, and hearing Paul say that 

"he accomplishes all things according to the counsel of his will" (Ephesians 1:11) 

makes me see the world this way. 

8. These truths make me hopeful that God has the will, the right, and the power to 

answer prayer that people be changed. 

The warrant for prayer is that God may break in and change things – including the 

human heart. He can turn the will around. "Hallowed be thy name" means: cause 

people to hallow your name. "May your word run and be glorified" means: cause 

hearts to be opened to the gospel. 

We should take the New Covenant promises and plead with God to bring them to 

pass in our children and in our neighbors and among all the mission fields of the 

world. 

"God, take out of their flesh the heart of stone and give him a new heart of flesh" 

(Ezekiel 11:19). 

"Lord, circumcise their hearts so that they love you" (Deuteronomy 30:6). 

"Father, put your spirit within them and cause them to walk in Your statutes" 

(Ezekiel 36:27). 

"Lord, grant them repentance and the knowledge of the truth that they may escape 

from the snare of the devil" (2 Timothy 2:25-26). 

"Father, open their hearts so that they believe the gospel" (Acts 16:14). 

9. These truths reminds me that evangelism is absolutely essential for people to 

come to Christ and be saved, and that there is great hope for success in leading 

people to faith, but that conversion is not finally dependent on me or limited by the 

hardness of the unbeliever. 
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So it gives hope to evangelism, especially in the hard places and among the hard 

peoples. 

John 10:16, "I have other sheep that are not of this fold, I must bring them also. 

They will heed my voice." 

It is God's work. Throw yourself into it with abandon. 

10. These truths make me sure that God will triumph in the end. 

Isaiah 46:9-10, "I am God and there is no other. I am God and there is none like 

me, declaring the end from the beginning, and from ancient times things not yet 

done, saying, "My counsel shall stand that I will accomplish all my purpose'" 

Putting them altogether: God gets the glory and we get the joy. 

John Piper (@JohnPiper) is founder and teacher of desiringGod.org and chancellor 
of Bethlehem College & Seminary. For 33 years, he served as pastor of Bethlehem 
Baptist Church, Minneapolis, Minnesota. He is author of more than 50 books, 
including Desiring God: Meditations of a Christian Hedonist and most 
recently Come, Lord Jesus.10 

 
 
 
 

 
10 https://www.desiringgod.org/articles/ten-effects-of-believing-in-the-five-points-of-calvinism 


