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FoReWoRD

With great expectations, I read this small book written by Pastor 
Cheah Fook Meng.

The title alone aroused my curiosity. I thought to myself, is it 
not rather presumptuous of a young pastor to claim that he has 
written a readable book about Calvinism and the Reformed 
faith? Have not libraries of books been written on this important 
subject? Here we are, 500 years after the Reformation, and along 
comes Pastor Cheah who claims to have at last produced a 
readable book about TULIP, the Five Points of Calvinism.

I like to assert here that having read his book, my conclusion is 
that he has done very well. Pastor Cheah writes for the Singapore 
audience, but you will discover that the writing is applicable 
anywhere in the world. He writes with godly apologetics, which 
he sets forth in the book itself. He writes with an excellent 
balance between being theological and being relevant. Beginners 
as well as knowledgeable Calvinists can profit from his careful 
explanation of the Bible — be sure you read the illustrations.

The reader must from the beginning understand both his 
purpose and approach in writing this book. As he indicates 
to us in the Preface, he himself is a first-generation Christian, 
being converted from Buddhism. Besides that, his first Christian 
experience was in an Arminian church in Singapore. The Lord 
brought him to the Reformed faith and he is now writing for 
others who may be experiencing the same spiritual pilgrimage 
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that he did. From this point of view, the book is for searchers. 
Some of the searchers may be naïve concerning the profound 
implications of the Reformed faith. Others may be well versed, 
and even argumentative. All searchers will profit from the 
challenges set forth clearly in this book.

Who can benefit from reading this book?

I trust that some of you readers have this book in hand because 
you do not understand what TULIP, the great acronym of the 
Reformed faith, really means. This book has been written for you. 
I encourage you to press on and read the pages thoroughly and 
carefully. It will answer many of the questions about the Bible 
and its teaching of God’s power to save the lost sinner. You will 
then be in a position to acknowledge that all saved persons are 
such because of God, and not man, or of God and man. 

One of the great needs, which we have as confessors of the 
Reformed faith, is the ability to share this faith with others. 
Often, we struggle with the complexity of it and our inability to 
express it simply. We lack the ability to make quick reference to 
crucial Bible passages, and as we all learn, people can ask hard 
questions and focus on what seem to be inconsistencies in our 
interpretation of the Bible. Pastor Cheah helps us by making the 
Reformed faith simple and concise. Armed with such a book, we 
can have the courage to share and discuss our faith with others.

This book was written with a view to mass distribution. If you 
are a believer in the sovereignty of God, you will rejoice in this 
easy-to-read and pointed treatment of this important subject. 
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You will quickly discover that it is useful for those acquaintances, 
family members, relatives, colleagues at work and school mates, 
especially university students, who may be asking you about 
your faith, and you would like to give them something to read to 
help them understand. This is the advantage of its size and cost; 
it allows such broad distribution at a reasonable price. The book 
deserves this. 

As this book comes from the heart of a firm believer in the 
sovereignty of God, we trust that God will use it to touch the 
hearts of many so that they may see themselves as lost, depraved 
souls, who are saved by the hand of a mighty and sovereign God. 
We join Pastor Cheah in giving all praise to God who begins 
and completes our salvation according to His sovereign good 
pleasure.

Blessed and profitable reading.

Rev. J. Kortering
Emeritus (retired) Minister
Protestant Reformed churches in America

 



PReFaCe

More than once when we were out in the streets telling people 
about Jesus Christ, we were asked the question, “Are you a cult?” 
This question is amusing. In a sense it is expected; but really, it is 
somewhat pathetic. It is amusing because suddenly the champion 
of the Protestant faith is ranked with the cults. It is expected 
because the word “reformed” brings up images of Mao’s reforms 
during his Cultural Revolution. In fact, in the Chinese language, 
the word “reformed” can also have the meaning of “revolution”. 
But the ignorance is really pathetic. For the ignorance reflects a 
forgotten heritage. 

The Reformed church is not new. The Reformed faith has 
its roots in the 16th century Reformation. It carries on the 
tradition of the Reformation and holds on to the early Protestant 
distinctives. The Reformed denomination is, in fact, one of the 
oldest denominations in the Protestant heritage. It predates 
other well-known denominations like the Presbyterians, Baptists 
and Methodists. In my opinion, it is really sad when the modern 
Protestant church today cannot recognize her mother when she 
returns to bring again the same truths that once nursed her. 

The core teachings of the Reformed faith are found in the Five 
Points of Calvinism. The Five Points were written at a time when 
the Reformed church was facing a doctrinal crisis. The followers 
of Jacob Arminius, under their teacher’s influence, had disturbed 
the peace in the Reformed churches in the Netherlands by 
propagating several teachings that were against the main tenets 
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of Reformed orthodoxy. Their deviant teachings all carried one 
thread. They were all concocted to oppose God’s sovereignty 
in salvation. They advocated the idea that man, even in his 
unconverted state, was able to turn to God by his own free will. 
They opposed unconditional predestination and believed that 
the grace of God could be resisted.  

This man-centred theology was opposite of what the Reformation 
stood for — that our salvation, from beginning to end, is the work 
of the sovereign God. In order to bring their deviant teachings 
into the church successfully, they had to face one stout champion 
of the faith — John Calvin. 

John Calvin was not alive when this crisis was raging in the early 
1600s, but his teachings dominated the European churches. 
Calvin’s teachings about sovereign grace were the common 
truths held by the Reformation churches in the British isles and 
Continental Europe and they continue to be the purest teaching 
of Christianity today. Thus, in order to bring in their heresies, 
the Arminians had to demolish the truths established by John 
Calvin. 

The council that met to discuss the Arminian heresy was called 
the Synod  of Dordt. They met during the period of 1618–1619. 
The Synod was willing to hear the complaints and proposals of 
the Arminians. But the Arminians did not turn up to answer the 
questions which the Synod had for them. They simply submitted 
a written document containing five points that opposed the core 
truths of the Reformation. The Synod, after examining their 
protests, responded similarly with five points. Each point begins 
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with a positive presentation of the Reformed truth under dispute.
It then concludes with a refutation of the Arminians’ errors. 

The five points issued by the Synod of Dordt are known to us as 
the Five Points of Calvinism. Calvin did not draft the five points 
but the truths set forth in them had been faithfully taught by 
him. Calvin had, in turn, learned them from Augustine when he 
was reading his works. And Augustine had learned them from 
the apostle Paul when he carefully studied his epistles. Calvin did 
not teach his students something which he had concocted with 
his own intellectual genius. Calvin had only one passion — to be 
faithful to the gospel and to Scripture. 

My purpose in writing this book is not to promote a certain sect. 
My chief concern is to be true to the Scriptures. Read these five 
points and search the Scriptures. Rediscover for yourself the 
glorious teaching that God is sovereign, a truth which is today 
still opposed by those who want to promote man and self.
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IntRoDuCtIon
How to Study the Doctrines of Grace

The Chinese are fond of idioms. One of the many proverbs which 
I have used on several occasions is the saying “as clear as the five 
fingers of your hand”. We use this phrase to indicate the clarity of 
a matter. We may use the same expression to indicate the clarity 
of the Five Points of Calvinism. The Five Points are as clear as 
the five fingers of your hand. These basic tenets of Calvinism are 
not some obscure, hidden truths that are buried deep beneath 
the surface of the Holy Bible, which can only be understood 
by the spiritual elite. These teachings are scattered all over the 
pages of the Bible. Whether you are reading the prophets or the 
apostle Paul, or gleaning the history in the Old Testament, or 
reading the practical epistles of Peter, the doctrines of sovereign 
and particular grace are truths that can be easily found in the 
Scriptures. And because it is in Scripture, the truths can also be 
grasped and understood.

What prevents many from knowing these glorious doctrines, it 
seems, is a wrong starting and reference point. If we begin our 
study of Christian doctrine with man as the beginning and central 
reference point, we are very likely to end up with a teaching that 
glorifies man and compromises divine sovereignty.

If, however, we maintain a God-centred approach in studying 
theology, and seek to honour God in every aspect of truth, we 
will certainly arrive at a teaching that honours God. 
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So, before you begin this search into the truths of the Reformed 
faith, I urge you to examine these teachings from God’s point 
of view. Theology is God’s logic and logos (Greek for speech). 
Human logic alone will not be able to comprehend what God has 
planned and purposed in His wise eternal counsel.

Embracing the doctrines of grace has been a life-changing 
experience for me. After I was converted from Buddhism and 
ancestral worship in my teen years, I attended a Methodist 
church. I was devouring the writings of John Wesley in my church 
library until I met another John — John Calvin. Calvin’s clarity, 
logic and biblical expositions were convincing. His passion for 
the sovereignty of God was inspiring. His emphasis on sovereign 
grace led me to make a major change in my Christian life. I left 
Methodism to join a Reformed congregation. Calvinism changed 
not only my mind about certain Christian doctrines, but it also 
changed my life. It has helped me to understand the greatness of 
God and respond to that greatness in thankful service. Every time 
I muse on His greatness and immensity, I am moved. Sometimes 
the experience even causes me to shiver. 

God is great. Begin with this premise as you ponder these issues 
of divine sovereignty. Begin with this confession, and you will 
not be far in finding the whole truth of the Reformed faith.
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PART 1
FOR THE NEw READER



Total Depravity

MAN IS DEPRAvED

“You cannot trust anyone.” I see the hurt of betrayal in these 
words. Words like these are usually uttered by individuals who 
have been betrayed and hurt by a friend, or a trusted companion. 
Yet these words are, at the same time, a realistic commentary on 
what man has become today. In today’s competitive world, we 
tend to view each other with suspicion. We dare not fully commit 
ourselves to another person because we fear being betrayed or 
forsaken. In a world of fragile relationships, we are being told 
repeatedly that man can fail us. Man, according to Francis 
Fukuyama, the world-renowned sociologist, has lost the basic 
virtue of trust. Man has become a moral failure.

The well-known philosopher Rousseau even concluded that man 
was dangerous. The conflicts, crimes, threats to extinguish lives 
and wars in civilizations, he said, were all caused by man. 

The Reformed faith says more than the fact that man is a failure 
and a danger. After the Fall, everything about man has gone 
wrong. He has lost the desire to serve his Creator. He has lost the 
blessing of fellowship with God forever. He has lost his original 
holiness, knowledge and righteousness. 

The power of sin and death took effect on him immediately the 
moment he sinned against God. This effect of sin is so powerful 
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that in his fallen state, man is unable to love God. Neither is he 
able to fulfil the obligation to love his neighbour. The fact also is 
that he does not even know how to love himself. His perspective 
on life is so distorted that he convinces himself that he can 
succeed in life without God. In reality, however, he is in spiritual 
ruins.

 “Totally depraved” is how the Reformed faith describes a fallen 
sinner. The word “depraved” describes what man has become 
after the Fall. He has become corrupt, perverse and opposed 
to God in his nature. The word “total” tells us the extent of the 
damage that sin has done to man.

The Reformed doctrine of total depravity first of all teaches us 
that man after the Fall is dead in sins and trespasses. Man was 
created good at first. But Adam’s disobedience ruined the entire 
human race. This is a truth that is clearly taught in the Bible.

Romans 5:12
Wherefore, as by one man sin entered 
into the world, and death by sin; and so 
death passed upon all men, for that all 
have sinned. 

 
This ruin is not just a physical death that terminates earthly life. It 
is also a spiritual alienation that removes man from the presence 
of God. The result of this is that man has become a sinner who 
is godless and opposed to God. Romans 5:6 and 5:10 use two 
words to describe fallen man. Man, the Bible says, is “ungodly” 
and considered “enemies” of God.



Romans 5:6 
For when we were yet without strength, in 
due time Christ died for the ungodly. 

Romans 5:10 
For if, when we were enemies, we were 
reconciled to God by the death of his Son, 
much more, being reconciled, we shall be 
saved by his life.

Ephesians 2:1, 2, further describes this spiritual death. It says, 
“And you hath he quickened, who were dead in trespasses and 
sins…”. A person who is dead is lifeless and breathless. Similarly, 
a person who is spiritually dead is without spiritual life. In 
addition, he lacks the power and ability to turn to God himself. 
Just as a dead man has lost all his powers to live, a dead sinner 
has lost all his powers to be alive to God.

All Christians who are true to the Bible confess that man is 
depraved. Conservative Christians from all denominational 
backgrounds are in agreement with regard to the doctrine that 
man is born sinful and depraved. The word “depraved” means 
perverse, evil, immoral or deviant. Unlike most Eastern and 
Western thought, the Christian faith asserts that man is born a 
sinner. Making a statement like this immediately puts us at odds 
with all humanistic philosophies that teach that man is endowed 
with an innocent nature at birth. 

It is not hard to see that man is sinful. Lies, envy, hatred, drugs, 
sexual perversion and promiscuity, anti-God attitudes and 
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sentiments, self-centredness, and a disregard for law and order 
in society — all these testify to the fact that man is born with a 
depraved nature.

Sometimes this depravity manifests itself in violent crimes, as 
in the case of Jack the Ripper who terrorized London with his 
secret murders. But our sinful depravity is not always manifested 
in the form of open cruelty. It is mostly seen in the way we fail to 
respond to God or treat others with unbiased love.

This depravity extends to every man. No one is excluded. Every 
new-born child enters into this world with a nature that is fallen 
and corrupt. This is because every child who is born carries with 
him his parents’ sinful nature. Likewise, every parent inherited 
from his own parents their sinful nature, and so forth. Sin, like 
a contaminated blood transfusion, passes down its guilt and 
corruption from one generation to another. No one in the entire 
human race is free from this sinful inheritance.

Once more, let me repeat that this fundamental truth that all 
man is born with a depraved nature is a common doctrine in the 
Christian faith. The church has always condemned those who 
taught that man is born with a good nature. Pelagius was one 
teacher who held to this unorthodox truth in the past and his 
teachings were condemned by the church. 

This doctrine of human depravity, however, is in danger of being 
discarded. Just ask the modern churchgoer what he thinks of the 
second line of John Newton’s popular Amazing Grace: 



“Amazing grace! How sweet the sound
That saved a wretch like me!”

Or ask him what he thinks of Isaac Watts’s choice of words in one 
of his hymns:

“Alas! and did my Saviour bleed,
And did my Sovereign die?
Would He devote that sacred head
For such a worm as I?”

MAN IS TOTALLy DEPRAvED

It is not enough to say that man is depraved. The Reformed faith 
goes one step further and asserts that man is totally depraved. 
Total depravity was a key doctrine of our Protestant fathers who 
were all united in confessing this fundamental truth. It means 
that sinful man is so dead in sins that he has no power to recover 
and redeem himself. In fact, in his fallen state, he does not even 
have any spiritual desire to turn to God. He prefers to live his 
own life and indulge in his own pleasures. 

Our Reformed fathers were fond of saying that our fallen human 
will is held in bondage by sin. A man is in bondage when he is 
a slave under the control of a tyrannical master. Man’s will is a 
slave to the tyranny of sin. Sin, like a bad master, drives our will 
to perform what it desires. We are so controlled by sin that we 
cannot break free from its condemning power and corrupting 
influence.
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As such, man’s will, held in bondage by the power of sin, has no 
spiritual power to make any positive contributions to his soul’s 
salvation. Sin has so ruined his whole nature that he is totally 
without any spiritual ability to turn to God. This is the truth 
taught by the term “total depravity”. 

The Bible sets forth this truth in many verses:
 

Romans 3:10, 11 
As it is written, There is none righteous, no, 
not one: There is none that understandeth, 
there is none that seeketh after God.

Genesis 6:5
And God saw that the wickedness of man 
was great in the earth, and that every 
imagination of the thoughts of his heart 
was only evil continually. 
 
Ephesians 2:1, 2
And you hath he quickened, who were dead 
in trespasses and sins; Wherein in time 
past ye walked according to the course 
of this world, according to the prince of 
the power of the air, the spirit that now 
worketh in the children of disobedience.

THE ARMINIAN OBjEcTION

Total depravity implies that God alone has the power to save 
sinners. Since no one can convert himself, he needs God to 
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convert him. This truth is so elementary that we expect no one 
to oppose it. This, however, is not the case. The moment we 
summarize this teaching in a brief statement that declares that 
man has lost his free will to turn to God, we encounter fierce 
objections.

The strongest opposition comes from those who are called 
Arminians. Concerning man’s free will, they argue that man is 
not so lost to the extent that he is completely without any free 
will and ability to turn to God.

The Arminian doctrine of man may be likened to a car that is 
damaged in an accident, but with the engine still running. The 
accident may have seriously damaged many parts of the car, but 
at least the engine is not so damaged that it has to be scrapped. 
The body may have been bent out of shape, the timing belt may 
have been broken, the windscreen may have been smashed, the 
transmission may be totally destroyed, but the engine is not. The 
car can still run at full performance if some repairs were done to 
it.

Arminians see fallen man in a similar light. Adam’s sin seriously 
damaged his nature. After the Fall, man’s nature continues to 
suffer that damage. But his spiritual goodness and ability are not 
completely destroyed. His nature after the fall is certainly sinful. 
It makes him self-centred. It fills his heart with hatred, envy and 
rebellion. Yet the ability to do spiritual good is not completely 
removed from him. Even in his fallen and sinful condition, he 
still possesses the ability to turn to God on his own. And when 
he does, his will cooperates with God’s grace to bring a change in 
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his life. This, in sum, is the Arminian view of fallen man. Man, 
according to this view, has not completely lost his spiritual ability 
to make the first step to turn to God with his free will.

DO wE HAvE A FREE wILL?

At the heart of the issue between the Reformed doctrine of man 
and the Arminian view is the question of free will. The question of 
man’s free will is a very sensitive one. Every citizen insists on his 
right to have a say in national issues. Every individual argues for 
his right to make his own choice. Even a child today is protected 
by “children’s rights policies” so that he can demand a decent life 
without abuses. And in matters on religion, man sees himself as 
no different. He wants to have a say in deciding his own destiny 
and be the captain of his own soul. 

Man’s free will is one basic and important issue we cannot ignore 
when we discuss man’s nature. After all, this is the factor that 
differentiates us from animals. Unlike animals, we can think, 
reason, feel and will. 

The question we have to face when we think about free will and 
total depravity is this: How far is man’s free will damaged by sin? 
Did the will suffer only a slight damage so that it still possesses 
the ability and power to will and do spiritual good, and to even 
will man’s own salvation? Or is his will so totally damaged that 
his power to will and do spiritual good is destroyed, so that he is 
completely dependent on God to regenerate him?
 
The question is not whether man’s will is active in salvation. No 



one denies that our will must be active to repent and believe. God, 
needless to say, is not going to do the repenting and believing for 
us. Faith and repentance is a human response and activity. God is 
pure and holy, and without sin. He is the Almighty God who puts 
the duty of faith and repentance on man. Sinful man, confronted 
with this call to repentance, must respond favourably or face the 
consequence of everlasting death and damnation. 

The responsibility to repent, as such, lies with man. But it does 
not follow that man has the ability on his own to repent from his 
sins. This difference between human responsibility and human 
ability must be made clear. In theology, we use the term “free 
will” to refer to the ability to decide to do something freely 
without coercion. The term, in other words, refers to a person’s 
unforced response to the gospel. In this response, he acts freely 
on his own. Free will, in this sense, is not the same as a person’s 
responsibility.

Many Christians I know confuse the two concepts. Many times 
when they hear me deny the free will of man, they think that I 
am denying man the responsibility of repenting. On the contrary, 
like all good soul-winning Christians, I assert that man is under 
obligation to repent from his sins. But this responsibility to repent 
does not mean that man has the power and ability to repent.

Let me explain this difference with an illustration. 

Suppose I lend you a million dollars. Are you responsible for 
repaying me? Certainly. But let us suppose that after paying 
me back half a million dollars, you meet with an accident that 
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completely incapacitates you. You have no savings, because every 
cent has been spent on repaying me the money you owe. And 
now, owing to your injury you are without work. You have no 
money to repay me the remaining half a million dollars. You 
have lost the ability to do so. But does this mean that you are 
exempted from the responsibility to repay me? Obviously not. If 
I were a nasty creditor, I may even insist on the payment despite 
your permanent handicap.
 
The above illustration, I hope, is clear enough to explain the 
important difference between human responsibility and human 
ability. Sinners have not lost their responsibility to repent from 
their sins and to turn to God for salvation. Every person who 
comes face-to-face with the gospel command to repent and 
believe must comply with the proclamation. Man has sinned 
against God, and he is under obligation to repent. But this duty 
to repent does not mean that man has the willpower to freely 
repent and turn to God by himself (free will). 
 

wHAT wE LOST AT THE FALL

What did we lose at the Fall? Let me first clarify here that man is 
not lacking in civil virtues and a sense of decency. Man is not so 
absolutely fallen to the extent that sin has turned him into a beast 
without any sense of right and wrong. I keep a dog at home, and 
I know what it is like to behave like an animal. On some days, 
my dog would even lick its own vomit, chase cockcroaches to 
no end, and amuse itself with the bugs that fly in and around the 
house.



However, I must add that even in matters pertaining to civic 
good, man is not able to please God with his actions. Rather, 
since such good civic works are not done out of obedience to 
God and for God, they are done in sin. Augustine, the ancient 
church father, called such good acts, “splendid sins”.

In the Fall, we also did not lose our human responsibility to 
believe in God. We have already said that our “cannot” does not 
mean that we have lost our “must” to obey God. 

What we lost in the Fall is our spiritual ability to turn to God. 
The Reformed faith stresses that we are all responsible to turn 
to God. The Reformed faith even stresses that all who hear the 
gospel must be active to seek reconciliation in Christ. But the 
Reformed faith denies that man has the innate willpower to 
freely initiate any first step to turn to Christ. We have lost this 
willpower in the Fall. 

Here is a good place to define what we mean by free will. Free 
will is a term that is used differently by different people. We have 
already said that it does not refer to our human responsibility. 
When we use the term “free will” in discussing man’s salvation, 
we mean the willpower to act independently in spiritual matters, 
without any divine power to first regenerate us.

Our free will, in this sense, is lost.

MAN’S FREE wILL IS BOUND

“Lost” is a dead-end word to define free will. It is as if we are 
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saying that man is a robot without any freedom to act freely as 
he wishes. 

Man’s will is certainly free. But man’s free will is not absolutely 
free. Did I force you to read this book? Even if the teacher 
imposes an assignment on you, you are free to do it or not to 
do it. But you are not so free to choose the consequences if you 
refuse to do it. The teacher has fixed a reward and punishment 
for every student. If he does his work, he gets a grade. If he does 
not do it, he suffers the consequences. Man is not absolutely free 
in this sense to determine the consequences of his actions. Still, 
man’s will is free to a certain degree. 

Before the Fall, Adam had a free will that could do both good 
and evil. When he sinned, he made that decision freely. Not even 
the devil could force him into sin. But God had earlier warned 
him that if he ate of the fruit from the tree of the knowledge of 
good and evil, he would die.
  
The Fall did not destroy our ability to will. We still make choices. 
We still make decisions about many matters in life. But because 
our nature is now dominated by sin, we are not able to will any 
spiritual good. Choosing God is not a choice we want to make. 
Opposing God is a choice we do not have to make. We are already 
born with a nature that fights against Him. Look again at our 
definition of free will. We said that when it comes to spiritual 
matters, our will has no power to act independently to turn to 
Christ for salvation. Every sinner who repents needs divine grace 
to enable him to make the first step to return to God. 



The German reformer, Martin Luther, described our will as 
under bondage.

Let me explain this with the help of an illustration. Children who 
read fairy tales and folk stories will know that mermaids cannot 
live on land. The reason is simple. They do not have a nature 
that is adapted for living on land. They do fine when they are in 
the waters. But the moment they live too long on land, they will 
become breathless, and die. 

This might be a folklore illustration, but one principle holds 
true in real life. We are creatures that can work and operate 
only according to our nature. Let me put a simple question to 
you: “Have you ever wanted to fly like Superman?” Sometimes 
children want to. In reality, of course, they cannot. Our bodies 
are not fitted with wings and in-built turbo jet engines that can 
take us to the sky. We have a nature that can run and swim, but 
we do not have a nature that can fly. (At best, we can only fly like 
“Air Jordan” and do a slam dunk on the basketball court.) No 
matter what a child dreams and wills about flying, he cannot. 
A stubborn person high on drugs may insist on flying, but his 
jump will most likely land him in the emergency unit of the local 
hospital with a severely damaged body. 

We can apply this principle to our soul life. We can will only that 
which is consistent with our soul nature. If our soul is good, like 
Adam before the Fall, we certainly can choose to love God and 
serve Him. Yet since our soul’s goodness is totally ruined by sin 
(“there is none righteous” — Romans 3:10), we cannot will that 
which is pleasing to God, much less to convert ourselves.

14
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After the Fall, our will lost its power and ability to do that which 
is spiritually good. Our fallen will is biased towards doing things 
for the sake of ourselves, and even for the sake of others; but it 
never does anything on its own for the sake of God’s name and 
honour. Anyone who wants to do good that pleases God must 
first have the grace of God in his life to revive his deadened will. 

For him to do that which is spiritually good, grace must be present 
both to initiate the good desire and to lead him to perform the 
good act. But man in his fallen state is graceless. Besides being 
graceless, he is also godless, that is, he is without the fear of God 
in his life. God is never his focus and never his true desire in life. 
Fallen man never aims at the glory of God. What he wills and 
does, without God, is thus sinful, for it always comes short of the 
glory of God.

wE NEED TO BE BORN AGAIN

Our fallen will operates like the rest of our sin-damaged human 
faculties. Can a natural man understand the things of God? 
He cannot. Can he know Him without His divine revelation? 
Certainly not. Can a natural man truly love God and be passionate 
about His truth and glory? No.

Let me relate my own experience in witnessing. In my witness 
as a Christian believer over the years, I have talked to many 
different people who are passionate about their own philosophies 
and religions. Some of the people I talked to are individuals who 
have a keen interest in religion, life and metaphysics. These are 
not just people who merely sit down to sip Starbucks and read 



Singapore Ghost Stories. They are intelligent students and adults 
who busy their minds with metaphysics and issues about the 
meaning of life. But when I talked to them about the wisdom of 
God, they simply rejected His claims on their lives. Why is this 
the case? They do not lack intelligence. They do not lack even a 
sense of moral duty to their fellow men. They also do not lack the 
ability to speculate about goodness and theism. But because their 
spiritual senses are dead, they have no power to understand God 
nor a passion to love Him.

Does our fallen will desire God and make the first move to turn 
to Him? If we say “yes” to this question, then we are saying 
that we do not need regeneration. Regeneration, the new birth, 
is that inner change in our soul, worked by the Holy Spirit, in 
which our faculties are changed and made willing to yield to the 
voice of Jesus Christ who calls us by the preaching of the gospel. 
Regeneration is necessary if we are to turn to God. Consider 
what John says,

john 1:12, 13
But as many as received him, to them gave 
he power to become the sons of God, even 
to them that believe on his name: which 
were born, not of blood, nor of the will 
of the flesh, nor of the will of man, but 
of God. (bold-face author’s own)

John, in these words, tells us how we become the sons of God. 
He first of all states that we need to receive the Lord Jesus Christ. 
Then he explains that for this receiving of Christ, or believing 

16
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in Him, to happen, one needs to be born again. The new birth, 
he adds, is not something that happens by the will of man. 
Man’s will does not have the power to produce faith to believe 
in Christ. Rather, faith is a result of the will of God. God is the 
one who decides to give the gift of faith to make man believe in 
Him. God is the one who causes a man to be born again, infusing 
new qualities into him, and thus working in him a new power to 
believe in Christ. 

We are born of the will of God. This is the Reformed confession. 
So if we say that we can turn to God without our will being 
changed, then we deny this spiritual work of regeneration. Once 
we deny this critical doctrine, we bring down the whole doctrine 
of biblical salvation.

I was recently in India for a mission trip. While waiting for the 
connecting flight, I bought a novel to read — one about the life 
and the poverty in India. One Indian proverb in that book caught 
my attention. It says, “You can never wash a black coal white.” 
This is an excellent proverb that illustrates the situation fallen 
humanity is in. Our nature is blackened by sin, and nothing we 
do can wash it white.



Unconditional Election

Singapore is a city-state that operates on the principle of 
meritocracy. The principle of rewarding people based on the 
merit of their work is a good incentive to motivate people to 
be useful and productive. The same principle of meritocracy, 
however, is a bad philosophy to base our Christian theology on. 
Why do I say this?

The Bible is very clear about how salvation is planned and 
realized. Our salvation begins with God. It does not begin with 
man. As such, salvation is based on God’s sovereign purpose 
and not on man’s good works and behaviour. In fact, the Bible 
even makes the daring assertion that God has predestinated us 
to salvation even before we were born. In other words, before we 
could even do good works and drop a cent for charity, God has 
decided our destiny.  

The second point of the Reformed faith looks at this doctrine of 
God’s sovereign predestination. Some Christian people I talked 
to expressed shock when I mentioned predestination. One 
friend of mine, disturbed by my ardent fervour in defending 
predestination, suggested that I should see a psychiatrist. One 
pastor I spoke with even called the doctrine of predestination 
a teaching out of hell. Already in Calvin’s days, people charged 
him with teaching a “horrible decree” when he was preaching 
and writing about predestination. Eternal predestination is a 
doctrine many love to hate. Yet it is a doctrine one cannot deny. It 
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is a doctrine that is mentioned in many places in the Scriptures. 
Let me begin with a biblical text. 

Ephesians 1:3-5
Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord 
Jesus Christ, who hath blessed us with all 
spiritual blessings in heavenly places in 
Christ: According as he hath chosen us 
in him before the foundation of the world, 
that we should be holy and without blame 
before him in love: Having predestinated 
us unto the adoption of children by Jesus 
Christ to himself, according to the good 
pleasure of his will. (bold-face author’s 
own)

Whether one reads this text in the King James Version (KJV) 
or New International Version (NIV), the Bible clearly uses the 
word “predestinated”. The word is used to indicate God’s choice 
concerning the destiny of those who are blessed in Christ. The 
word does not appear only here. It is also found in Romans 8:29. 
The correlated word “chosen” also occurs in such passages of 
Scripture as Psalm 33:12; Acts 22:14; 2 Thessalonians 2:13; and 
1 Peter 2:9.

What is predestination? The act of predestination is the act of 
determining a person’s destiny beforehand. The prefix “pre” is 
the preposition “before.” “Destination” refers to the final destiny 
where a person is ordained to be after he departs from this earthly 
life. Predestination, therefore, concerns the destiny of every 
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3
human person. The Bible teaches that there are two destinies after 
death. We are either in heaven or in hell. The doctrine of eternal 
predestination sets forth the truth that our destiny is determined 
in God’s eternal counsel even before we are born. 

Concerning the children of Rebecca, the Bible says, 

Romans 9:11 
(For the children being not yet born, 
neither having done any good or evil, that 
the purpose of God according to election 
might stand, not of works, but of him that 
calleth;)

OUR GOD IS SOvEREIGN

The doctrine of predestination at once points us to the doctrine 
of God’s sovereignty. God is sovereign. He is sovereign in the 
work of creation. God need not consult anyone concerning His 
mighty creative acts. He spoke and everything came into being 
by the power of His Word.

Hebrews 11:3 
Through faith we understand that the 
worlds were framed by the word of God, 
so that things which are seen were not 
made of things which do appear.
 

God is also sovereign in His works of providence. The doctrine 
of God’s providence teaches us that God is in control of all His 
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creation. All creatures, great and small, are in His government 
and care. He feeds the sparrows of the air and clothes the lilies of 
the field. He knows all the happenings and details in our lives. He 
even causes all things in life to work for our good (Romans 8:28). 

The truth of predestination looks at one specific aspect of God’s 
sovereignty. It looks at the decree of God concerning all things 
in human lives. This decree of predestination includes God’s 
decisions about our future. In addition, it includes all things that 
would come to pass in our lives in this present time and space. 

Predestination is possible because the one who makes this 
decisive choice is God Himself. God is a decreeing God. By this, 
we mean that He has willed (decreed) in eternity all the things 
that should take place in the heavens and the earth. He decides 
from the beginning the origin and the end of this world. He 
determines the course of history and the movement of time. He 
determines the rise and fall of governments and nations. And in 
predestination, we assert that He also decides the birth and final 
destiny of every human person. 

This is an audacious claim. When we ascribe to God such absolute 
sovereignty, it means that He alone decides everything in life, 
and that man has no freedom and power to realize the future for 
himself, and by himself. 

For many, this is a hard teaching. Most men today possess a 
completely humanistic mindset that believes that secular man 
can achieve success in life without God. “We can make it” and “I 
believe in myself ” are the oft-repeated cries of humanism. This 
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man-centred philosophy is opposed to the absolute sovereignty 
of God. 

But why should we think that predestination is impossible? If 
God is indeed God, why is it that we cannot ascribe absolute 
sovereignty to Him? If we do believe that God is indeed God, and 
that He is all-powerful and all-knowing, why is it impossible for 
Him to determine all things? If God is indeed God, is anything 
too hard for Him? 

One fact we need to bear in mind as we consider this doctrine 
is that God is the Originator of life and the Controller of all 
human history and affairs. We must constantly set this basic 
truth before us when we consider this issue of predestination. 
The implication of this truth that God is Creator is that man is 
the creature. Though man has a place in God’s creation, man is 
always a creature before His Maker. Man is never the originator 
of God’s purposes. God does not give to man the power to create 
life. Neither does God give to man the power to recreate a new 
spiritual life. What the Reformed faith wants to champion in 
unconditional election is simply the truth that God is sovereign. 
Let God be God.

Many people confuse the Reformed faith’s doctrine of 
predestination with fatalism. The Reformed faith rejects fatalism. 
Fatalism in a sense also teaches predestination. But fatalism 
teaches that your destiny is predetermined by impersonal natural 
forces. Fatalism is common in Chinese culture and ideas. The 
Chinese believe that our life circumstances and future are decided 
by such elements as the direction of the wind, the position of 
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the stars, the interaction of the natural elements, and even the 
name that bears our identity. We oppose this pagan doctrine of 
fatalism. Instead, we assert that our lives are in the hands of a 
personal God.  It is He who decides our birth and death, and our 
life and future. 

ELEcTION AND REPROBATION

Let us come to the details of predestination. There are two parts 
in this decree of sovereign predestination. Election is one part; 
reprobation is the other. Election is the act of God in which He 
chooses some to eternal life. Reprobation is the act of God in 
which He predestinates some to everlasting death. Both election 
and reprobation are taught in Romans 9.

Romans 9:21-23 
Hath not the potter power over the clay, 
of the same lump to make one vessel 
unto honour, and another unto dishonour? 
What if God, willing to shew his wrath, and 
to make his power known, endured with 
much longsuffering the vessels of wrath 
fitted to destruction: And that he might 
make known the riches of his glory on 
the vessels of mercy, which he had afore 
prepared unto glory.

Election, of course, is a common word. It is a word that is in every 
citizen’s mouth once every four years when our nation conducts 
a political election exercise to choose a new government. We 
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also use the word every time we want to choose and appoint new 
members to sit on the board of  a committee.

But the word “election” in the Bible is not used as a political 
word. It is a word that represents an important theological point. 
The word “election” in the Bible is used to express the doctrine of 
God’s choice of certain individuals to have eternal life. 

Election is only one side of the issue of predestination. 
Reprobation is the other side. Reprobation looks at God’s 
decision concerning those that are the non-elect. Reprobation is 
taught in the following verses:
 

Romans 9:20-22
Nay but, O man, who art thou that repliest 
against God? Shall the thing formed say 
to him that formed it, Why hast thou 
made me thus? Hath not the potter power 
over the clay, of the same lump to make 
one vessel unto honour, and another unto 
dishonour? What if God, willing to shew 
his wrath, and to make his power known, 
endured with much longsuffering the 
vessels of wrath fitted  to destruction.

1 Peter 2:8
And a stone of stumbling, and a rock of 
offence, even to them which stumble at 
the word, being disobedient: whereunto 
also they were appointed.
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jude 4
For certain men have crept in unnoticed, 
who long ago were marked out for this 
condemnation… (New King James Version)

One thing is clear in all these verses. Reprobation is not just a 
decision of God in which He merely passes by the non-elect. 
The Bible presents reprobation as an active decree. God actually 
foreordains them to everlasting death and condemnation. God, 
of course, does not work sin and unbelief in the hearts of these 
perishing reprobates. When they perish, they perish because 
of their sins. And this outcome of their destiny is according to 
God’s sovereign appointment. 

The truth of election and reprobation is called the doctrine of 
double predestination. In this act of double predestination, God 
acts alone. He need not call for a meeting to deliberate with 
man about their future outcome and destiny. In fact, a mutual 
consultation between God and man is impossible. For this 
election and reprobation took place in eternity before there was 
time and creation. When God considered this matter in His will, 
there was no man present to discuss the matter with Him. He 
acted alone.
 

ELEcTION IS NOT BASED ON ANy HUMAN FAcTORS

The Reformed faith also teaches that this decree of election is 
unconditional. The word “unconditional” is a term every one 
of us is familiar with. The word means “without conditions” or 
“does not depend on conditions”. When, for example, I say to a 
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person that I will give him a holiday trip unconditionally, how do 
you think he will interpret my offer? If he wants to pay me money 
for it, he completely misunderstands my generosity. If he wants 
to work an hour for it, he also fails to understand my sincerity. 
If I give the offer to him only if he agrees to clean my office for 
a week, then I am insincere and dishonest in my intentions. My 
offer to him is not dependent on any requirements that he must 
fulfil. I do not even have to wait for a response from him. My 
“unconditional” gift means that I will give the holiday free to him 
to enjoy because I simply delight to do so.

The doctrine of unconditional election means that “God gives to 
some people the gift of eternal life, without looking for anything 
good in them as a condition for loving and saving them” (Barry 
Gritters, TULIP).

Election is not based on anything in the person that is chosen. It 
is not based on his good looks. It is not based on his intelligence 
and achievement, or his status. It is not even based on his good 
behaviour. It is based on nothing in man! This, I suggest, is the 
only way that we can understand the following statement from 
Romans 9.

Romans 9:11, 12
(For the children being not yet born, 
neither having done any good or evil, that 
the purpose of God according to election 
might stand, not of works, but of him that 
calleth;) It was said unto her, The elder 
shall serve the younger.
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Salvation is never by good works. Salvation by good works is 
rejected by all Christians. A Christian who advocates it denies 
the Bible, and denies the God who saves him by grace. Salvation 
is all of grace. Our works play no part in our coming to Christ for 
salvation. The Bible more than once emphasizes that our works 
do not save us. Take, for example, a verse like this,

Titus 3:5
Not by works of righteousness which we 
have done, but according to his mercy he 
saved us, by the washing of regeneration, 
and renewing of the Holy Ghost.

Although our works never save us, they are nevertheless 
important in our new life following our conversion. Ephesians 
2:9, 10, sets forth the relationship between our salvation and 
good works. After stating the truth that we are not saved by good 
works, Paul immediately adds that we are “created in Christ Jesus 
unto good works”. 

The teaching that salvation by grace without works is so clear 
that we need not have to say more about the doctrine. But we 
nevertheless want to bring up the issue in relation to sovereign 
predestination. Since good works play no part in my salvation, 
what part do they play in my election? The answer is that they 
play no part.

Let me quote you the helpful comment of Michael Horton in his 
book Putting Amazing Back Into Grace. He writes, “If God saves 
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me without my works, then he must choose me apart from them, 
too.”

THE ARMINIAN OBjEcTION
Election is a doctrine you cannot deny. The word and doctrine 
are found in many passages of the Bible. Your choice is between 
conditional or unconditional election. Arminians are those 
who choose to believe in the former and object to this teaching 
of unconditional election. One of their biblical proofs for 
conditional election is supposedly in Romans 8:29.

Romans 8:29
For whom he did foreknow, he also did 
predestinate to be conformed to the image 
of his Son, that he might be the firstborn 
among many brethren. 

The word “foreknowledge” in this text, says the typical Arminian, 
is solid proof that shows that our election is based on what God 
saw beforehand we will do in time.

The Arminians explain that since Paul puts “foreknowledge” 
before “predestination”, it must be concluded that predestination 
is dependent on foreknowledge. In other words, God’s choice of 
certain individuals is based on what He already knows beforehand 
(foreknowledge) of their responses. God, in eternity, chooses 
only those whom He knows will believe in Him when the gospel 
is presented to them. Conversely, God reprobates those whom 
He knows will reject the gospel. Thus, God’s electing choice is 
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conditioned by what He knows about the future responses of 
individuals.

This Arminian doctrine makes God completely dependent on 
human decision. Instead of determining our destiny freely, God 
acts according to our personal choices. God chooses the elect 
because He could see that they will surely respond positively to 
the presentation of the gospel. 

The problem with this view is obvious. It makes election an 
act that is based on foreseen faith. It makes God’s purposes 
dependent on human decisions. It makes man’s response as the 
decisive factor in God’s election. Election viewed in this way is 
nothing more than an endorsement of man’s action.

Let us take a second look at the order of salvation in Romans 
8:29, 30. Note that the text puts justification after predestination. 
Those “whom he did predestinate, them he also called…them 
he also justified”. Justification, we know, is received by faith. This 
experience of righteousness by faith, you notice, comes at the end 
of God’s predestination. What this means is that predestination 
is the cause of our faith and justification. Faith is never the cause 
of our election.

Biblical faith is a response to the gospel. Faith responds by 
receiving Christ and turning to Him for salvation. This saving 
faith, says the text, comes after the order of predestination. In 
God’s plan of salvation, predestination precedes faith. What this 
implies is that predestination is a choice that is made in eternity 
apart from faith. Faith comes later. In fact, faith comes as a result 
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of God’s sovereign predestination. Let me show this with one text 
from Scripture — “…as many as were ordained to eternal life 
believed” (Acts 13:48).

Then, the word “foreknowledge” in Romans 8:29 is not used to 
indicate what God saw beforehand as to what will or will not 
happen in time. The word is not used to indicate God’s knowledge 
of certain events. The word here is used to express identity and 
intimacy. Let me quote the popular Christian writer R. C. Sproul 
on this matter,

“From all eternity, God foreknew his elect. He 
had an idea of their identity in his mind before 
he created them. He foreknew them not only in 
the sense of having a prior idea of their personal 
identities, but also in the sense of foreloving 
them. When the Bible speaks of ‘knowing,’ it 
often distinguishes between a simple mental 
awareness of a person and a deep intimate love 
of a person.” (Grace Unknown, page 145).

Foreknowledge, in other words, is not “foresight”, but “fore-love”. 
Now that we understand this, we indeed have a better idea of 
what forms the basis of God’s sovereign election. God does not 
base His divine choice on our actions. Rather, God bases his 
choice on His eternal love.

Ephesians 1:4, 5
According as he hath chosen us in him 
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before the foundation of the world, that we 
should be holy and without blame before 
him, in love having predestinated us 
unto the adoption of children by Jesus 
Christ to himself, according to the good 
pleasure of his will. (bold-face author’s 
own)

If you read the text above carefully, you will notice that it sounds 
slightly different from that in the KJV. Instead of following the 
verse division in the KJV, I have deliberately placed a comma after 
the words “without blame before him”. By doing so, I connect “in 
love” with the following clause “having predestinated us unto…”. 
This, I believe, is the correct reading. This reading is reflected 
in other Bible texts. This change makes God’s love the basis for 
His predestinating action. We are chosen because He loves us. 
Predestination is based on this “fore-love”, and not “fore-works”. 
Our faith and works, you notice, are the fruits of God’s election. 
This is stated in verse 4, where Paul says that God has chosen us 
in Christ before the foundation of the world, “that we should be 
holy”. The purpose of God’s election is to produce holiness in our 
lives.

This doctrine of unconditional election is related to the previous 
point about total depravity. If man is spiritually dead in sins, and 
indeed he is, then he cannot have any spiritual ability to choose 
God. God must choose him. In fact, if God’s election is based 
upon our ability to first believe in him, then no one will be chosen 
to eternal life. The fact is that no one has the ability to repent and 
believe apart from God’s power of grace. 
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AN “OUT OF THE wORLD” DOcTRINE

Unconditional election is a doctrine, I admit, that completely 
blows my mind. It is a truth that the human mind can never 
conceive, or fully comprehend. Our human choices are almost 
always based on some form of merits. Take, for example, the need 
to elect a new president for the business board. In such a case, we 
usually base our choices on a number of practical factors. We look 
at his work performance, track record, academic credentials, and 
perhaps his status on the social ladder. You may say that in our 
decision-making process, our mindset is conditioned by the bias 
to base our choices on certain conditions. We choose a wife who 
has looks and can cook. The soccer coach fields a striker who can 
score. We engage a staff who can bring in the sales.

Divine election is radically different. It is extraordinary. Have 
you seen a business tycoon picking a pauper from the street 
and turning him into an instant millionaire by giving him all 
his stocks and shares and transferring to him all his title deeds? 
Election is a baffling truth. 

There are people who reject predestination because they are not 
able to make any sense out of it. Here I want to issue a caution. We 
must never determine God’s truths by our human understanding. 
We certainly must strive to understand God’s truth intelligently, 
but we must never decide God’s truths based upon our senses. 
The existence of God, for example, is true not because we have 
seen him with our eyes. Similarly, the doctrine of the Trinity is 
true not because we have fully grasped its meaning. Conversely, 
it is not false because we do not understand it. Even if our finite 
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minds cannot grasp the fullness of the Trinity, the doctrine is 
true. Likewise, the doctrine of election is true even if our minds 
do not fully comprehend it. It is a biblical doctrine because God 
reveals it to us in His holy Word.
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Limited Atonement

The most controversial point of the Reformed faith is this third 
point about limited atonement. The word is controversial; for 
it seems to suggest the idea that the atonement is limited in its 
saving power. The doctrine is even more controversial than the 
word. For in this doctrine, the Reformed faith, contrary to other 
Christian viewpoints, asserts that Christ died only for a limited 
number of people.

Like many, I used to believe in the common idea that Christ died 
for all men. This seems at first the most logical truth to believe, 
especially when you consider the fact that the Bible says, “God so 
loved the world” (John 3:16). My simplistic mindset argues that a 
good thing such as the gift of salvation must benefit every human 
person. If it is selective, then God is not fair.

But as I think deeper about the issue of the atonement, I realize 
that my opinion that “Christ died for all” is actually quite 
inconsistent with what the Bible says about the nature and design 
of the atonement. My limited understanding of the doctrine of 
atonement prevented me from knowing the power and purpose 
of Christ’s death for sinners.

Before we jump into the controversy, we need to at least 
understand what atonement involves. 

3
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THE wORD “ATONEMENT”

The word “atonement” is used in two ways in the Bible. In the Old 
Testament, the word means “to cover, or to conceal”. The word 
used in the context of Old Testament religious service refers to 
the covering of one’s sins. This atonement involves the killing of 
an unblemished lamb. When this unblemished lamb is slain, the 
blood is sprinkled on the mercy seat to turn away God’s wrath. 
The blood is also sprinkled on a second lamb that is released into 
the field to run free. This freedom indicates the freedom of the 
sinner. He is freed from the guilt of sin because his life is covered 
(atoned) by the blood of the lamb.

In the New Testament, the word “atonement” is used in Romans 
3:25 for the word “propitiation”. Propitiation involves the turning 
away of God’s wrath so that a sinner no longer suffers the wrath 
of God upon him. The result of this propitiation is again the 
blessing of forgiveness and freedom. The sinner is freed from 
guilt and is reconciled to God.

cHRIST’S ATONEMENT: A SATISFAcTION OF
GOD’S jUSTIcE THAT AcTUALLy SAvES

The Bible says that Jesus Christ is our atoning sacrifice. He was 
the innocent lamb who was led to Calvary to cover our sins with 
His blood. Jesus’s death did not happen because He committed 
a criminal offence. Jesus died as our sin-bearer. He took our sins 
upon Himself and became guilty for our sins. And because of 
this, He suffered the wrath of God. 

Christ in His death also turned away the wrath of God. He did this 
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by meeting all the requirements God makes of a sinner to return 
to Him. God is just. His justice demands two things from every 
sinner in need of reconciliation. First of all, the sinner must die 
for his sins. God does not wink at sin. He punishes every sinner 
with death. Secondly, the sinner who wants to be saved from His 
wrath must satisfy all the righteous demands of God’s law. Sin is 
a breaking of the law of God. And to be reconciled with God, one 
must obey all that His law requires. If we are able to meet these 
two requirements, God will turn away His wrath from us. 

The problem here is obvious. All men have sinned. There is none 
who can meet God’s perfect requirements. Man must find a 
substitute. Our substitute is Jesus Christ.

Jesus Christ went to Calvary to satisfy God’s righteous demands 
and to turn away His wrath from us. Jesus Christ is properly 
suited to do this atoning work because He is the perfect Man, the 
one who is without sin. When Jesus Christ offered up Himself 
as our atoning sacrifice, He did so as one who bore our sins. So, 
instead of us having to suffer the punishment of death, Jesus 
suffered that death for us. In addition, when He offered Himself 
to God as our atonement for sins, He presented Himself as one 
who has kept all the righteous demands of the law for us.

God is pleased with Jesus’s death. Throughout His life, Jesus was 
obedient to the Father’s mandate to suffer for His people and 
to keep the law on their behalf. He did not yield to pressure to 
abandon the work. He accomplished His mission, even when He 
knew that the mission required Him to suffer the Father’s wrath. 
Jesus succeeded in this mission. At the cross, He cried out, “It is 
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finished.” Redemption has been accomplished. What this means 
is that Jesus actually and effectively turned away the wrath of 
God and brought reconciliation between God and man. In His 
death, He has shed His blood to cover our sins so that God no 
longer condemns us with death. In Christ’s death, we are actually 
set free. We may say that His atonement is effectual; that is, it 
actually saves us from the wrath of God that otherwise would 
have sent us to hell. 

Before we even answer the question concerning the extent of 
the atonement, that is, “Who did Christ die for?”, we have to be 
convinced of the fact that Christ in His death actually satisfied 
the perfect justice of God, and consequently redeemed us from 
the curse of death. Our proof text for this is Hebrews 9:12. 
 

Hebrews 9:12 
Neither by the blood of goats and calves, 
but by his own blood he entered in once 
into the holy place, having obtained 
eternal redemption for us. 

 
This verse indicates that Christ’s atonement is a definite saving 
act. It is a death that really saves. The text says that Christ has 
“obtained eternal redemption for us”. The word “obtained” means 
that redemption has been accomplished and achieved. One Bible 
version translates the word as “securing”.

For the non-Calvinists, the atonement is only a provision. Christ 
died only to make salvation possible. The death of Christ, they 
assert, has removed all the obstacles that prevent the sinner from 
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coming to Christ. There is nothing that stands between him and 
Christ, except his own unwillingness.

This is incorrect. What value is there in such an atonement? If 
the atonement forms only a basis for salvation, but has no power 
to save, of what value is it? Of what value is there in a redemption 
that is obtained, but that does not save?

It is more accurate to say that Christ died to actually take away our 
sins. Christ did not die to merely open the way for the removal 
of sins and make salvation possible for sinners. His death was an 
actual atonement, that is, He really died to take away our sins. 
Although the reality of this forgiveness is not experienced until 
the sinner receives it by faith, an actual exchange took place on 
the cross. Our sins are put on Christ, and His righteousness is 
given to us. The personal change, of course, does not happen 
until we put our faith in Christ. But a real change took place in 
the realm of the spiritual when Christ cried out, “It is finished.” 
This seems abstract. Let me illustrate with an example. 

Jimmy is seven years old. His dad has put one million dollars into 
Jimmy’s bank account. But because he is too young to be given 
so much money, his dad tells him that he can only withdraw the 
money when he is 25 years old. Yet, although Jimmy can only 
have it later on in life, the one million dollars deposited in his 
bank account is real and actual money. His bank book that carries 
his name does really indicate a credit balance of a million dollars. 
At seven, Jimmy has a million dollars. But he does not become a 
millionaire with real cash until he is much older. 
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The death of Christ is an actual saving act, with a definite 
transaction taking place. God’s wrath is effectively turned away; 
our sins are really removed; and reconciliation has taken place. 
Christ’s death is not, I repeat, a provision, in which He merely 
opens the way for sinners to return to God. The Reformed faith 
teaches that in God’s book of life, the transaction is complete 
when Christ died on the cross. This definite transaction, in fact, 
guarantees that the real change will take place in time when the 
sinner consciously turns to Christ for a new life. 

Now that we are certain (I hope) that Christ’s death is an actual 
saving act, we are ready to face the question, “Who did Christ 
die for?”. This is a logical question that follows from our previous 
conclusion. If Christ really accomplished an actual saving 
transaction on the cross, for whom then did He lay down His life 
to bring salvation?

cHRIST’S DEATH IS A SUBSTITUTION

The Bible always presents the atonement as a substitution. 
Christian theology speaks of His death as a substitutionary 
death. This is a basic factor in considering the doctrine of limited 
atonement. In His death, Christ took our sins upon Him. But 
whose sins? He was punished for us. But who are the “us”?

The question, “For whom did Christ die?”, is one pertaining to 
the extent of the atonement. We need to answer this question 
of the extent of the atonement by first affirming what we said 
earlier about the nature of Christ’s atonement. The atonement, 
you remember, is an actual saving act that brought a real saving 
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transaction between God and sinners. This fact is a non-
negotiable truth. The second factor to consider is the fact of its 
substitutionary character.

The Reformed faith views the atonement as a substitution. This 
means that Christ died in order to give His life in the place of 
others. 

We all know what a substitute is. In soccer, a coach sometimes 
calls on a substitute to replace another player who is injured or 
not performing well. The player comes out, and the substitute 
takes his place. 

Christ is our substitute on the cross. He died in our place. Instead 
of nailing us to the cross, God put our Substitute on the cross and 
poured His wrath upon Him instead. But on the cross, God also 
gives to us the righteousness of Christ. 

This, as Rev. Carl Haak (a Protestant Reformed church pastor) 
pointed out in one of his radio messages, is something unusual. 
When a sports substitute takes the place of another person, the 
scores he earns are not credited to the person he is standing as a 
substitute for. Instead, his goals are to his own credit.

But Christ’s substitution on the cross is not the same. When He 
died on the cross, God credited to us His righteousness. What 
our Substitute earned for us is credited to us!

In Christian theology, we call this substitutionary atonement 
a vicarious atonement. The Bible uses the preposition “for” (in 
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the Greek — “on behalf of ”) to demonstrate this vicarious, or 
substitutionary, nature of the atonement. 

2 corinthians 5:14
For the love of Christ constraineth us; 
because we thus judge, that if one died 
for [on behalf of] all, then were all dead.

john 11:50 
Nor consider that it is expedient for us, 
that one man should die for [on behalf 
of] the people, and that the whole nation 
perish not. 

Romans 5:8 
But God commendeth his love toward us, 
in that, while we were yet sinners, Christ 
died for [on behalf of] us. 

1 Thessalonians 5:10 
Who died for [on behalf of] us, that, 
whether we wake or sleep, we should live 
together with him. 

1 Peter 2:21 
For even hereunto were ye called: because 
Christ also suffered for [on behalf of] us, 
leaving us an example, that ye should 
follow his steps:

1 john 3:16 
Hereby perceive we the love of God, 
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because he laid down his life for [on behalf 
of] us: and we ought to lay down our lives 
for the brethren. 

The idea of substitution is not a foreign idea in the Hebrew religion 
and culture. There is in the Hebrew culture a very interesting 
practice called the kinsman-redeemer that can illustrate this 
substitutionary aspect of Christ’s atonement.

In ancient times, when a woman lost her husband, she was 
extremely vulnerable to many disadvantages and dangers. In a 
patriarchal society where men ruled and worked, it was hard for 
a widow to find work to provide for the home. In addition, she 
was also an easy victim of unscrupulous people who wanted to 
take advantage of her inferior status in life.  

To protect a widow, the law of Moses allowed a close relative to 
marry her. The relative who marries her to save her from her 
vulnerable situation is known as a kinsman-redeemer. 

The Easton Bible Dictionary noted the following few facts from 
the Bible about this kinsman-redeemer:

1.  The Hebrew word for kinsman is goel. The root 
meaning of goel is to redeem. This suggests that in the 
Hebrew mindset, redemption is for the purpose of 
saving a particular people. 
 
2.  The goel among the Hebrews must be the nearest 
male blood relation alive. 
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3.     This goel was required to accomplish a few important 
obligations transferred to him towards his next of kin. If 
any one in poverty was unable to redeem his inheritance, 
it was the duty of the kinsman to redeem it (Leviticus 
25:25, 28; Ruth 3:9, 12). He was also required to redeem 
his relation who had sold himself into slavery (Leviticus 
25:48, 49).

4.  In addition, the goel also was the avenger of blood 
(Numbers 35:21) in the case of the murder of the next 
of kin.

Most fascinating of all is the fact that God is the Goel of his 
people, because He redeems them.  
 

Exodus 6:6 
Wherefore say unto the children of Israel, 
I am the LORD, and I will bring you out 
from under the burdens of the Egyptians, 
and I will rid you out of their bondage, 
and I will redeem you with a stretched out 
arm, and with great judgments:

Isaiah 43:1 
But now thus saith the LORD that created 
thee, O Jacob, and he that formed thee, 
O Israel, Fear not: for I have redeemed 
thee, I have called thee by thy name; 
thou art mine. 
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Psalm 103:4 
Who redeemeth thy life from destruction; 
who crowneth thee with lovingkindness 
and tender mercies;

Read also Isaiah 41:14; 44:6, 22; 48:20; and Job 19:25.  

In the new dispensation, Christ is the kinsman-redeemer, the goel 
who redeems God’s people from their sins. The New Testament 
writers set forth this truth in many ways. One such passage is 
found in Romans 5. 

In Romans 5, Paul discusses the two heads of the human race. 
Adam, he says, is the head of all those who had fallen in sin. 
Christ is the head of all those who are redeemed and justified. 
 

Romans 5:18, 19 
Therefore, as by the offense of one judgment 
came upon all men to condemnation; even 
so by the righteousness of one the free gift 
came upon all men unto justification of life. 
For as by one man’s disobedience many were 
made sinners, so by the obedience of one 
shall many be made righteous. 

Adam’s disobedience has brought death to all who are condemned. 
This includes every single person head for head. For every man 
is condemned because of the original sin he has inherited from 
Adam. 
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Christ’s obedience brings life to all men who are justified unto 
life. Obviously, this cannot include every single person in the 
human race head for head, for not every single person is saved in 
Christ and by Him.

The reason why all men died in Adam is because Adam stood 
as our representative head in Paradise. As such, his personal sin 
has a massive consequence. It ruined the whole human race. 
By the same principle of representation, Christ’s obedience has 
brought life to many. The reason why not all are justified unto life 
is precisely because Christ is not the representative head of every 
single person. He came and He died as the representative head of 
God’s chosen race. 

What about the “many” in verse 19? It certainly does not mean 
that Adam’s sin affected only many in the human race, and not all. 
The word “many” is used in the text to indicate the fact that the 
consequence of Adam’s sin affected more than one person. The 
text says “by one man’s disobedience many were made sinners”. 
Similarly, Christ’s obedience brought life to more than one man. 
His obedience brought life to many. 

This principle of representation is one common principle that is 
operative in many areas of life. Take, for example, the September 
11 tragedy. When President Bush declared war on terrorism, 
it was not only a personal declaration. Although the decision 
was made by the President, the declaration was a national 
proclamation. His voice represented the entire voice of America.

The atonement is a substitution. The atonement, we saw, is also 
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a satisfaction. What these two truths teach us is that Christ’s 
atoning death really turned away the wrath of God for those for 
whom Christ died.
 

THREE POSSIBILITIES

Now that we understand these two basic concepts of the 
atonement, let us then consider three possibilities in connection 
with the extent of the atonement:

1.  Christ died for all.

2.  Christ died for none.

3.  Christ died for some.

Did Christ die for all men? This first proposition that says “Christ 
died for all”, I put to you, is impossible. If Christ actually died to 
turn away God’s wrath towards all men, then none will perish 
in hell. And if Christ actually bore the guilt of all at the cross, 
then the result must be that all men will be forgiven, justified and 
saved. This proposition, of course, does not agree with what we 
see in real life. Even non-Christians can see that not every person 
goes to heaven. In fact, in real life, many are lost without God.

This view that Christ died for all is known as universalism. It is 
held by very few within the Christian camp. But the liberals are 
very adamant in insisting that all will one day be saved. 

Did Christ die for none? The proposition that Christ died for 
none sees the death of Christ merely as a provision. In other 
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words, He died to make open a way for sinners to be reconciled 
to God, and to find forgiveness and salvation.

The difficulty here is obvious. For to say that Christ died for no 
one is really to make the atonement meaningless. Once again, we 
must bear in mind that the atonement is a real satisfaction and 
substitution. It really turns away the wrath of God for those for 
whom Christ died. The first proposition at least says that Christ 
really died for a people. He died for all people. But this second 
opinion mocks the whole doctrine of the atonement. For it says 
that Christ turns away God’s justice, but for no one. And Christ 
was a sin substitute for no one in particular. And neither did He 
take away the guilt of every sinner. And if Christ bore the sins of 
no one, then for whom did he die? It makes the biblical statement 
“Christ died for sinners” meaningless. Did He die for all? Or did 
He die for none? Both statements cannot be true. 

If Christ’s death for all infers that all will go to heaven, then 
Christ dying for none implies that none will go to heaven. The 
first statement is unrealistic, the second statement is ridiculous. 
How can one say that Christ died for sinners if he at the same 
time asserts that He died for no sinners? It is like having the bank 
manager tell you that you do not have money in the bank when 
you actually deposited a cheque of a thousand dollars a week ago.

This second proposition makes the atonement completely 
unnecessary. If Christ died for no one in particular, then He 
came with no specific intention to save this and that person. 
Salvation is completely left to human choice. Christ died only 
to open the way to God. At the cross, He could only hope that 
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people will turn to Him. Christ is waiting for sinners to come. 
His work is finished. Ours must begin. And Christ is helpless in 
saving us, unless we do something about the cross with our free 
will and ability. 

What I find most lacking in this Arminian idea of the atonement 
is the biblical idea of substitution. A substitutionary atonement 
that does not substitute, I assert, is not an atonement. A goel that 
does not redeem is not a redeemer.
 

cHRIST DIED FOR THE ELEcT ALONE

The final proposition that Christ died for some is the only true 
doctrine. It is true not because we have eliminated the previous 
two options, and we are thus left with only one option to choose 
from. It is true because this doctrine is consistent with the 
biblical nature of the atonement. Christ went to the cross to pay 
the penalty for the sins of God’s chosen people. 

Let us look at some definitive biblical proofs that Christ indeed 
died for a specific people. 

Christ died for “His people”

Matthew 1:21 
And she shall bring forth a son, and thou 
shalt call his name JESUS: for he shall 
save his people from their sins.



Christ died for the sheep

john 10:11 
I am the good shepherd: the good shepherd 
giveth his life for the sheep. 

Christ died for the church

Ephesians 5:25 
Husbands, love your wives, even as Christ also 
loved the church, and gave himself for it;

Christ died for the elect

Romans 8:33, 34
Who shall lay any thing to the charge of God’s 
elect? It is God that justifieth. Who is he that 
condemneth? It is Christ that died, yea rather, 
that is risen again, who is even at the right hand 
of God, who also maketh intercession for us.

 
Of all the verses in the Bible that prove limited atonement 
(there are many more than those that I have used above), I am 
especially fond of using the verses in Romans 8. In verse 33, Paul 
encourages his readers by telling them that no one can lay any 
charge against God’s elect and condemn them. He explains the 
reason in verse 34. The reason, he adduces, is that Christ is the 
One who died for them. 

Christ died for the elect alone. This is the clear and conclusive 
doctrine of the Bible.
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4 Irresistible Grace

Using force to drive a person to work is the method of a dictator 
and a tyrant. It is also the method of abusive adults who delight 
to unleash their violence against individuals who are defenceless 
against their aggression. Force and violence, however, is never 
God’s method in bringing a sinner into a saving relationship with 
Him. God does not drag us to Him with violence and force. He 
wins us with His love. 

The fourth point in the Reformed TULIP teaches us that God’s 
grace is a converting force that cannot be resisted. Grace is a 
force and an energy that is unleashed by God’s love. It is not a 
force that drags. It is a force that converts the heart and makes it 
willing to embrace the gospel of Jesus Christ offered.

The Bible defines grace, first of all, as an attitude of favour. Used 
in this sense, grace is God’s blessing of happiness to those who 
belong to Him. A second definition of grace is God’s saving 
energy. Used in this sense, it refers to God’s free and unmerited 
favour that brings salvation to those who do not deserve it. This 
saving grace of God is His power to take a sinner out of his 
misery, translating him into God’s family, even though he does 
not deserve it at all.

The fourth point of the Reformed faith, irresistible grace, teaches 
that this saving grace of God cannot be resisted. When God visits 
us with His grace, He sends that grace powerfully to overcome 
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all our sinful rebellion, breaking the stronghold of sin in our life. 
The grace that enters our soul converts our stubborn will and sets 
it free from the bondage of sin. 

No one can resist this saving energy of God. If God’s grace is 
actively pursuing a sinner to conversion, there is nothing in the 
world that can stop God from conquering the sinner’s heart. 

The Reformed faith alone, I submit, gives full meaning to what 
the word “grace” really means. The Arminians view grace as only 
a power that resides and prevails in the sinner’s life. This residing 
grace, however, does not interfere with the sinner’s will. It is 
in him, but it does not convert him effectually. It waits instead 
for the sinner to act. It acts only if the sinner first decides to 
act positively towards the call of the gospel. The grace is like a 
renovation contractor knocking at the sinner’s door. Unless the 
sinner first opens the door, grace cannot enter into his house to 
do the work of renovating his life. The sinner, of course, needs 
that grace for salvation. It must be there. But it will not do 
anything to a sinner. It has to wait for the sinner to first act. It will 
not even convert him. It lies dormant until the sinner, with his 
unconverted free will, makes the first move to cooperate with it.

The Arminian concept of grace is like the cup of hot chocolate 
I used to enjoy making during the cold winter months. After 
removing the lid of the tin of chocolate, I put a spoonful into my 
cup and let it rest nicely at the bottom of the hot water. The drink 
would not become hot chocolate until I stirred it with a spoon 
and mixed the contents. The hot chocolate has the ingredient 
that changes the water into a beverage. But it cannot do so until 
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someone stirs it with vigour. In Arminian theology, grace is like 
the hot chocolate. It lies deep at the bottom of our soul, and has 
the potential to turn a sinner into a saint. But first of all, the grace 
needs to be stirred by human free ability before conversion can 
take place. Arminian theology, of course, does not call this mix a 
beverage. It calls it a synergy. 

The Bible, however, presents God’s saving grace as a conquering 
force. Instead of waiting for the sinner to take the first step 
(which he cannot do in his fallen nature), grace converts his will 
and makes him willing to come to Christ. This grace does not 
operate like an insurance salesman who simply counsels you 
about the best option to make in life. This saving grace does not 
make suggestions and leave the choice to you. When it enters a 
sinner’s soul, it will certainly save him. Let us look at John 6:37.

john 6:37
All that the Father giveth me shall come to 
me; and him that cometh to me I will in 
no wise cast out.

Do you see the words “shall come to me”? The “shall come” 
indicates a certainty. The sinner will come to Christ. It also 
indicates an effective drawing power. The sinner shall be drawn 
by a power to come to Christ. The “shall come” also indicates 
the fact that the sinner cannot resist this power. The power is 
an irresistible force. If it is a power that the sinner can resist, 
the language of the text has to be changed. The “shall” has to be 
substituted with a word like “may”.
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The text above also indicates that this grace of God is particular. 
God’s grace is not given to all men. It is given to the elect to lead 
them to Christ. This is clear in the verse that we just quoted from 
John 6:37. Jesus says, “All that the Father giveth me shall come to 
me.” Those who are given to Jesus are given to Him by the Father’s 
sovereign election. And these “given ones” shall certainly come 
to Jesus for salvation. 

A few verses down, the Bible says that no one can come to the 
Father unless the Spirit draws him by His grace. 

john 6:44 
No man can come to me, except the Father 
which hath sent me draw him: and I will 
raise him up at the last day. 

God the Father draws the elect sinner to Christ with His Spirit 
and Word. When God calls an elect sinner to repentance, He 
first of all calls him through the preaching of the gospel. Using 
the preaching, the Spirit then calls him with an inner voice to 
turn to Christ. The preaching of the gospel is an external call. 
The Spirit working inside him is an internal call. This internal 
call is effectual, that is, powerful and effective. It is not a gentle 
persuasion or coercion. It is a powerful conversion. This internal 
call of the Spirit changes his will, softens his heart and makes 
him willing to come to Christ to embrace Jesus who is freely 
proclaimed in the gospel. No sinner who comes to Christ makes 
the protest that he is dragged to the cross. The Spirit works in 
him a willingness to come. And when he does come, he responds 
happily and joyfully, believing that Jesus is all he needs to make 
him happy.
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Psalm 110:3
Thy people shall be willing in the day of 
thy power, in the beauties of holiness from 
the womb of the morning: thou hast the 
dew of thy youth. 

Irresistible grace provides the answer to those who struggle with 
the question of free will. Most people who object to the doctrine 
of total depravity do so because they are confused about God’s 
sovereignty and man’s freedom and responsibility. If we assert 
that God does everything in the salvation of a sinner, then it 
appears that man need not have to do anything. For Arminians 
who insist on free will, man must have the final say in deciding 
for Christ.

Irresistible grace helps us to understand this confusion. 
Irresistible grace does not take away the responsibility of man. In 
fact, it affirms it. Man must indeed exercise his will with regard 
to God’s proclamation of salvation. His sinful will, however, 
only rejects it. But when grace converts the will, it makes it 
willing. The converted will is one that is made alive by the Spirit’s 
regeneration. It is a will that is revived to respond positively to 
the voice of God speaking to his conscience. The will indeed 
must act. But it is only the converted will that can be moved to 
come to Christ. And when the will is touched by God’s grace, it 
will be irresistibly drawn to Christ. 

The controversy between Calvinism and Arminianism on this 
point hinges on the relationship between regeneration and faith. 
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The Arminians never denied the need for regenerating grace. In 
fact, they even argue that it is essential and necessary. However, 
regeneration is not the decisive element. Regeneration can only 
happen after free will has made a decision to cooperate with it. 
The Calvinists, on the other hand, make regeneration decisive in 
the order of salvation. They do this by putting regeneration before 
faith. This order means that faith is the fruit and the result of 
regeneration. It is regeneration that produces faith, thus enabling 
the sinner to respond to the gospel favourably, and turn to Christ 
for salvation. Regeneration, therefore, does not only supply the 
power to change the sinner, but it also initiates the entire process 
and brings the gift of faith into his life.

The debate between the Reformed and the non-Reformed, 
as such, does not concern whether grace is necessary. For the 
Arminians and Calvinists, grace is indeed necessary, and even 
essential. The debate concerns the question, “When is grace 
effective?” The Arminians say grace is only effective after man 
has first acted. The Calvinists say grace is effective even before 
man can act. It is so effective that it will work faith to draw the 
sinner to Christ. The question, if we may rephrase it, is whether 
or not grace is decisive in our salvation. The Arminians say, “No.” 
The Reformed believer answers in the affirmative — grace is 
indeed a decisive power. 

Let us consider an illustration before we move on. Think of the 
power unit inside your desktop computer. The power unit does 
not have the power on its own to turn on the desktop. It needs 
electricity to charge it up before the machine can function. Grace 
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is like the electricity. It must first charge up our fallen and ruined 
will before we can act and operate.

One Reformed writer beautifully explains the relationship of our 
free will and the Spirit’s regeneration in the following way: he 
says that “our salvation is never by a free will, but a freed will”. 
In other words, in coming to Christ, our unregenerate free will 
plays no part. But a freed will, that is, a will that is set free from 
its natural inability, will certainly want to come to Christ. 

Let me conclude this point with a succinct statement from the 
early church father, Augustine, “When we act we are the ones 
who act, but He acts so that we may act.”
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      Perseverance of
the Saints

If you were an artist, how would you paint a picture of 
perseverance? One inspirational poster uses the picture of a 
person strenuously pushing himself beyond his limits to reach 
for the finishing line to represent perseverance.

Running a race certainly requires perseverance. Yet perseverance 
is not a quick dash to the finishing line. It is more like a marathon 
race, with the finishing line out of view.

The word “perseverance” used in the Bible has the idea of a soldier 
fighting a fierce enemy in the battlefield. He is in a disadvantaged 
situation, perhaps outnumbered, or overpowered. Yet he never 
gives in to the adverse situation. He never retreats. Instead, he 
endures the hardship and fights to the end. He never gives up 
even if his own body is wounded severely. He goes on fighting 
with a determined spirit, one that is set to overcome all odds. He 
never says die. 

This is the Christian that is portrayed by the last point in the 
acronym TULIP.

The true Christian is a hardy person. He may look weak in his 
appearance. His biceps may not be toned and his legs may not 
be tough. Yet the Christian is hardy in the sense that he will not 

57

5



yield to the fierce temptations in life that seduce him to give up 
God. Instead of giving up God, he fights against the world and 
gives up his sins. 

This description may make the Christian seem like the super-
spiritual believer. But he is not. Christians may not always 
overcome temptations. Some temptations are strong and 
overpowering. But every true Christian who sins will come to 
sense his sins and guilt, and turn around and return to God in 
repentance. And when he does, he will renew his battle against 
sin. He knows that the battle is hard, especially when he has been 
severely wounded by powerful sins, such as the sins of addiction. 
Yet he will endure and persevere and fight to the end.  

While the “P” in this last point refers to the perseverance of 
the saints, the truth that it especially emphasizes is the truth of 
the preservation of God. The reason why the saints are able to 
persevere to the end is because God is the One who preserves 
them throughout. 

God preserving His elect so that they are never lost is a precious 
gospel doctrine. It is stated in several key passages in the Bible.

john 6:39 
And this is the Father’s will which hath 
sent me, that of all which he hath given 
me I should lose nothing, but should 
raise it up again at the last day. 
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john 10:28
And I give unto them eternal life; and 
they shall never perish, neither shall 
any man pluck them out of my hand. 

Philippians 1:6 
Being confident of this very thing, that 
he which hath begun a good work in you 
will perform it until the day of jesus 
christ: (all bold-face author’s own)

All these verses carry one main point — God will preserve His 
people. All those who are Christ’s by sovereign election will never 
be lost. If God has appointed 100 billion believers to be saved, 
not one of them will be lost. We can be sure about our eternal 
security because God is the One who holds us safe in His arms. 

Christians will never lose their salvation. The reason why this is 
the case is ultimately because of God’s sovereignty. God will not 
allow anything to take away His elect whom He has chosen by 
sovereign predestination. 

This doctrine that the saints will never lose their salvation is 
consistent with the other points of TULIP. TULIP begins with 
the doctrine of total depravity. The first point teaches us that we 
are unable to do anything for our own salvation. As such, our 
salvation must begin with God. The origin of our salvation is not 
in time, nor in ourselves. Our salvation begins in eternity with 
God’s sovereign predestination. This sovereign predestination is 
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the focus of the second point. The salvation of every elect person 
begins with God setting his divine love upon him even before he is 
born. The third point picks up from this second point and asserts 
that Christ came as a Saviour to redeem those who have been 
chosen from eternity. The salvation of the elect is accomplished 
by Christ’s particular redemption. The fourth point tells us how 
the saving benefits of this particular redemption are applied to 
the sinner. They are made actual by the Spirit’s irresistible grace. 
The Spirit draws the sinner to Christ by first converting his 
will and heart. Then He puts in him the gift of faith, so that the 
sinner is enabled to turn to Christ for salvation. Now this last 
point of TULIP brings this glorious doctrine of sovereign grace 
to conclusion by adding the fact that God will complete the work 
that He has first set out to do. God will preserve every believer 
chosen from eternity, and ensure that every elect will enjoy a 
complete salvation. 

In a world filled with shallow convictions, where many give 
up their Christianity for the sake of fame, pleasure and money, 
this doctrine assures us that every one of His elect will never 
be lost. The true child of God will not give up his faith, but 
endure to the end. The sons of God will fight temptations and 
adversities. Behind this “never say die” attitude is the power of 
God preserving them throughout.

There are people who object to this doctrine of the preservation 
of the saints. They accuse us of promoting an antinomian spirit 
where holiness does not matter. Antinomianism is a heretical 
teaching that says that we do not need the law of God to guide us 
in our life. The word “antinomianism” is made up of two Greek 
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words. “Anti” means “against”, “nomian” is from the Greek word 
nomos, meaning law. So to have an antinomian attitude is to have 
an attitude that is unconcerned about what the law says about 
holy living. Antinomians both in the past and now assert that 
once you are saved you are always saved. And since your salvation 
is secure in Christ, it does not matter how you live. Holiness is 
good, but it is not a necessary grace that must follow from your 
saving relationship with Christ. 

The fifth point opposes this carnal security. It does so by using 
the word “perseverance” to indicate the security of the saints. 
While it is true that God preserves, the emphasis in this fifth 
point falls on our human responsibility. God’s preservation is 
always behind our persevering. 

We may put the whole matter negatively. When a person gives up 
going to church because he prefers the world, and walks as if he 
is without God all his life, he shows that he is not a true believer. 
And if in his last breath, he still refuses to return to God, then 
he is indeed without salvation. His perpetual and permanent 
backsliding is one indication that he does not belong to God by 
sovereign election. 

A true elect believer, of course, will also backslide. He is not 
perfect. Yet, God will not give him up. God will pursue him until 
he puts a stop to his sinning. God will cause him to return to 
Him. This grace that pursues him also preserves him. He will not 
give up God because God will not give him up. The Christian 
begins his journey of faith with God. God elects him in eternity. 
God reveals His redeeming love to him at Calvary. God converts 
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him in time. And God will conclude his journey of faith with 
a victorious triumph over death and evil. The Reformed faith 
emphasizes that from beginning to end, a sinner’s salvation is all 
of God. 

Romans 11:33-36 
O the depth of the riches both of the 
wisdom and knowledge of God! how 
unsearchable are his judgments, and 
his ways past finding out! For who hath 
known the mind of the Lord? or who hath 
been his counselor? Or who hath first 
given to him, and it shall be recompensed 
unto him again? For of him, and through 
him, and to him, are all things: to whom 
be glory for ever. Amen.



Postscript

We live in an age that believes in a “you can do it” philosophy. 
Judging by man’s success in science and technology, it seems 
indeed the case that man can really do it. The next frontier in 
man’s scientific venture is to alter his genetic make-up either to 
make himself perfect or to clone himself. Man, it seems, in the 
words of an old poet, “is the captain of his own soul”.

In the modern man’s pursuit of a self-made destiny, there is only 
one doctrine that stands in his way. The doctrine is Calvinism. 
Calvinism is not a popular doctrine with many today. The main 
objection is that it puts our life and destiny completely in the 
hands of God. This claim appears offensive to the modern man. 
Man today believes that he has enough information and wisdom 
to shape his own life and destiny.

Arminianism complains that such a concept of providence 
is one-sided. It is a strict theology without any allowances for 
anthropology. It does not square with our human freedom 
and free will. Arminians object to the teaching of sovereign 
grace because they refuse to believe that God alone has the sole 
prerogative to determine our life and future. 

Arminianism, of course, is not the only doctrine that rejects 
God’s sovereignty. Any teaching that seeks to uphold the priority 
of free will over grace must of necessity reject God’s sovereignty. 
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When we remove God’s sovereignty, we make serious alteration 
to the nature of the sovereign God. We reduce His nature, re-
define His Godness, and trivialize His grace. If God is not able to 
determine our future and destiny independently of us, He simply 
cannot be God. 

At the heart of the issue in Calvinism is God’s absolute sovereignty. 
In a world that has lost its consciousness of God, the Calvinists 
exclaim, “Let God be God!”
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Is the Reformed
Faith Relevant?

REMAkING OUR LIvES wITH 
THE DOcTRINES OF GRAcE

Everyone wants to make life better. Life would be much better if 
there are no crimes, no quarrels, no abuses and no poverty. The 
average Singaporean feels that life would be much better if he can 
work smart and spend the rest of the time golfing and relaxing. 
Life would be much better if our finances are secure and we cease 
worrying about the future. 

But in all our efforts to make life better, one fact is certain — we 
can never improve the human condition. The human person is 
not made up of machine parts that can be improved by simply 
implanting better chips. Neither can our fallen human condition 
be improved by simply altering the external circumstances of life. 

We talk a lot today about life sciences and genetic engineering. 
Yet, we must remind ourselves that man is not just a biological 
specimen. Repairing our damaged genes and altering our DNA 
make-up is not going to remake us to be better humans.

How then do we remake man? “Remaking” is an in-word in local 
politics. We hear much about remaking Singapore in the local 
press. We have been told to remake our economy, our education, 
and our culture and welfare.
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In remaking man, we do not need to adopt a new methodology. 
God has already provided fallen mankind with a saving method. 
It is the method of grace alone. 

Why is grace the only power that can remake a ruined life?
 
Man is a living soul. When God first made him, He made him 
in His image according to His likeness. This means that man 
once bore the image of God’s holiness and righteousness. His 
thoughts, speech and actions were always God-centred and God-
honouring. In his pre-fallen state, man was perfect and without 
sin. He lived his life in perfect communion with God. 

But this is no longer the case. Man is today spoilt and ruined 
by sin. And in remaking our lives, we need to first of all take an 
honest look at sin and the damage it has done to us. What has sin 
done to humanity? 

All around us we see delinquency. Man steals from his neighbour. 
Man cheats in order to make that extra dollar. Man deceives and 
manipulates his peers in order to move up the social ladder. 
Man beats up his neighbour when he is intoxicated. And in his 
ambition to climb up the career ladder, man ignores his body, 
spoils it and sins against it. And paradoxically, when man has 
what he needs, he is still not satisfied. The more he has, the more 
he craves. And this craving is so strong that it often overtakes his 
thoughts, emotions and life. In pursuing personal success in life, 
nothing else seems to matter, except me, myself and I. 

This self-centredness is often murderous. We may not literally 
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take a knife to stab someone to death, but we will remove anything 
that interferes with our self-interest. So we scheme to remove our 
colleagues eyeing the same promotion in order to make room for 
our next advancement. We remove our own relations in order to 
obtain the inheritance. And we remove God in order to live our 
own life without a bothered conscience. This may not be killing, 
but it is nevertheless a sin as brutal as murder.

Humanity is not always willing to speak about sin. We do not 
read of the word “sin” in today’s press. It seems that only the 
church talks and writes about it. This unwillingness to speak 
about sin is not just a problem of our present culture and society. 
Man since the fall has always been unwilling to talk about sins. 
To be more correct, he is willing to talk about the sins of others. 
But he is unwilling to speak about his own sins. When someone 
else is impeached or charged, we speak with condemnation about 
his misconduct. But when we are confronted with our personal 
sins, we redefine and distort them to make them appear only as 
slight offences, some mistakes or psychological disorders. And it 
seems that the more educated we become, the more we are able 
to excuse, justify and cover up our own sins in order to protect 
our reputation and status. 

The prophet Jeremiah calls attention to this deceitfulness of the 
heart in his preaching. He declares, “The heart is deceitful above 
all things, and desperately wicked; who can know it?” (Jeremiah 
17:9). Our Lord Jesus Christ adds, “from within, out of the heart 
of men, proceed evil thoughts, adulteries, fornications, murders” 
(Mark 7:21).
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With a wicked heart and a fallen life, man cannot do anything 
to please God. Even our good works, the prophet Isaiah tells 
us, are like filthy rags, unfit to be used and reused. Our life is 
so contaminated by the corruption of sin that we cannot do 
anything to remake ourselves spiritually. Paul, in writing to the 
Christians in Ephesus about their salvation, remarked that they 
were once dead in trespasses and sins without God (Ephesians 
2:1). Their change was completely owing to grace. Grace makes 
change possible. To remake our ruined lives, first, we need God’s 
grace.
 
Secondly, to remake our lives, we must have the confidence that 
God’s grace indeed possesses a divine power that can break into 
our rebellious nature and convert it, and make it new again. If 
my view of God’s grace is such that it cannot work effectively 
unless and until I cooperate with it first, then I am doubtful that 
I can really be redeemed and made new. I say this as an honest 
individual who knows my own depravity. I have no positive 
spiritual power to initiate the first step in my repentance and 
return to God. And if you are honest too, you will concur with 
me. 

Thirdly, to remake our lives, we need to focus on the finished 
work of Jesus Christ. His cry on the cross was victorious. 
He exclaimed, “It is finished.” What a blessed declaration! 
Redemption is finished. With this blessed victory, I can labour 
with joy to spread the news to sinners and tell them that Christ 
can remake their lives. The blood of Christ is able to save them 
from their sins. What we need in our current situation is not a 
programme and social paradigm that works. What we need is a 
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Saviour who saves. And only the Reformed faith presents such a 
Saviour. 

The doctrine of grace is thus a relevant gospel. For grace, and 
not free will, is the material God uses to remake our lives. The 
Reformed gospel may seem old-fashioned and out of place in a 
modern world filled with humanistic worldviews. But because 
the Reformed gospel puts emphasis on sovereign grace, it is the 
only gospel that works salvation in life. For our salvation is solely 
God’s work; and God accomplishes this work by pure grace.



   why we are Reformed

Reformed churches and Reformed theology are not popular. 
Humanly speaking, if I want to establish a church that is 
guaranteed to be popular with the masses, I will not build a 
Reformed church. Contemporary churches with upbeat pop 
music and cleverly choreographed stage performances are more 
appealing. Churches that put heavy emphasis on prophecies 
are much more in vogue in the new millennium. Churches that 
focus on human needs have more worshippers. But Reformed 
churches are not given a high place in today’s “pop Christianity”.

A common caricature of a Reformed church is that it is dull and 
restrictive. Its old-fashioned worship style lacks relevance in 
the modern high-tech culture. Its members appear overly sober 
because of its emphasis on depravity; their lives seem passive 
because of the church’s teaching on predestination. In addition, 
its evangelistic efforts lack a contemporary appeal. Yet, despite its 
lack of popularity, we still want to be Reformed. Why?

First of all, it is not a choice. It is a conviction. To be Reformed 
means to be biblical. All the doctrines of the Reformed faith 
— double predestination, total depravity, definite atonement, 
irresistible grace and the perseverance of the saints — are truths 
clearly set forth in the Scriptures. Although the terms we use 
to summarize the Reformed faith may have been coined in the 
heat of a theological debate, its truths are deeply rooted in the 
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teachings of Scripture. In the words of the prince of preachers, 
Charles Spurgeon, “to be Calvinistic is to be biblical”. 

Secondly, to be Reformed is to be apostolic. We do not believe in 
apostolic succession in the same way the Roman Catholics do. 
They believe in the succession of the apostles’ office. We, however, 
believe in the succession of the apostles’ doctrines. The Reformed 
faith is not a new brand of teaching. The Reformed faith emerged 
out of the 16th century Reformation. Although it has its name 
from the Reformation, the doctrines of the Reformed faith were 
taught by Augustine even before Martin Luther nailed his 94 
theses. The Reformed faith and its emphasis on the sovereignty 
of God’s grace have their source in the inspired Scriptures.

Thirdly, the Reformed faith alone exalts God. Modern mega-
churches today worship God with their moving contemporary 
music and performances. The Reformed church exalts God 
with its deep reverence for God’s sovereignty and holiness. 
God is sovereign in the work of creation and providence. God’s 
sovereignty is a truth the Reformed faith strongly affirms. But 
the Reformed faith says more. For when we confess that God 
is sovereign in the work of redemption, we are saying that our 
salvation is all of grace. We do not initiate our own conversion. 
God converts us by His grace. He makes us willing by His power. 
The response of faith is a gift that God works in the hearts of 
those who are His chosen people. This is contrary to popular 
theology. In many gospel presentations, the work of salvation is 
stated as a cooperation. God works 50 percent of His grace and 
waits helplessly for man to add on the other 50 percent of his free 
will. Charles Spurgeon once remarked that if there were to be 
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one per cent of human will in his garment of righteousness, he 
would be forever lost. 

Fourthly, the Reformed faith alone provides true comfort for the 
church and its members in time of trials and crises. The Reformed 
faith is not a theoretical doctrinal alternative. It is a theology with 
truths that are powerfully practical. When a child of God suffers 
severe testing, he looks to God’s providential care and confesses 
that God is in control of everything. He acknowledges that God 
is powerful to work deliverance. But greater than expecting 
immediate deliverance is his faith in believing that God can 
bring out good even in the worst of situations.

The Reformed believer never despairs. Compare this humble 
faith to the arrogant claims of some faith healers. They tell us 
that God wants to heal our sicknesses. And when healing does 
not come, the blame is shifted to the believer for not exercising 
enough faith. The Reformed Christian, however, is more mature 
in his outlook. He desires, first of all, soul healing. When he prays 
for bodily healing, he knows that God may or may not grant it 
according to His sovereign purpose. And when healing does not 
come, it is not because he lacks faith, but because God wants him 
to believe that He can work good even out of evil. The Reformed 
Christian is thankful in prosperity, and happy even in adversities. 
He knows that in both extremes of life, God is the One who is in 
sovereign control.

Fifthly, the Reformed faith is always reforming. The Reformed 
faith is never stagnant. Although it confesses the faith of the old 
paths, it always labours to understand more of its truths from 
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the Word of God. We can never understand everything about 
God. Although God is knowable, He is also incomprehensible. 
Our knowledge of God is especially deepened in those moments 
when He tries us with difficulties. And out of those trials, we 
usually see more of His beauty and glory. The Reformed faith 
is not developed in the comfort of a high ivory tower. Its truths 
were formulated when there were bloodshed, threats and 
controversies. The truths were developed to meet the daily 
struggles of God’s people. The Heidelberg Catechism, which 
is undoubtedly the best loved Reformed creed, begins with an 
extremely practical question in its instruction, “What is your 
only comfort in life and in death?”

Last but not the least, the Reformed faith is consistent throughout. 
Dispensationalism has many variations. Charismatism has 
many waves. Arminianism changes God and makes Him more 
open and vulnerable. But the Reformed faith is consistent in its 
confession of God’s sovereign grace. What the Reformed faith 
confesses today is the same as what it will confess in the next 
generation. Every generation may add more elaboration. But 
its basic presupposition and tenets remain the same — God is 
sovereign. And because of this consistency, only the Reformed 
faith can carry the church into the changing future. Its truth 
never changes. God is sovereign yesterday. He is sovereign today. 
And He is sovereign for ever. 

Why then are you still not Reformed?
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what If we Reject 
the Reformed Faith?

THE TRIvIALIzATION OF GOD: A cONSEqUENcE 
OF REjEcTING THE REFORMED FAITH

“I believe in you.” Who might have said that? This was the 
first thought that came to my mind when I passed a church 
that displayed a banner with these words. Which philosopher, 
psychologist, humanist or management guru might have said 
something so man-centred? Was it the great Greek philosopher 
Socrates, I asked. He was the one who insisted that you must 
“know thyself ”. Was it Narcissus, the vain thinker, who fell in 
love with his own image, and extolled his human virtues and 
personal indulgences?

When I looked beneath those bold letters to look for the source 
of the saying, I had a rude shock. God said it. God said it? I 
quickly scanned through the Old and New Testament searching 
for a word from God that says, “I believe in you.” I could not. It 
is not in the Bible.

Since when has God made man the object of His trust, I thought? 
The statement might seem cool to the X-generation, but it did 
not gel with the theology I know in the Bible. 

The Bible describes fallen humanity as “dead in trespasses and 
sins”. It tells us that “the carnal mind is enmity against God”. 
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It concludes that every man has sinned and fallen short of the 
glory of God. And it even makes the daring statement that we 
are “shapen in iniquity; and in sin did my mother conceive me”.

With such strong statements about man’s lost condition, what 
potential is there in fallen and depraved man to make him the 
object of God’s trust? 

The statement is indeed bold. Like most advertising gimmicks, it 
is intended to get the attention of the modern masses. And in its 
effort to appeal to the public, it is even daring enough to rewrite 
the fundamentals of the Christian faith.
 
It rewrites what the Scriptures say about man, and makes him 
a person with an innate goodness that God is pleased with. The 
Scriptures, however, assert that the carnal man cannot please 
God (Romans 8:6-8). To say that God believes in man is to imply 
that man has some spiritual good and abilities that God is happy 
with. What good is there in sinful man that can make God say to 
him, “I believe in you”?

Maybe God is impressed with our intelligence. After all, we are 
a highly-educated and innovative people. We have produced 
scholars and invented systems that have contributed immensely 
to the shaping of a global society. 

Maybe God is impressed with our pop culture. In the 1960s, we 
had the Beatles and then later, the Bee Gees, and now we have 
Westlife and Britney Spears. Maybe God is delighted with the 



77

way we have used music to relieve our stress and jive up our soul. 

Maybe God is impressed with the way we love each other as 
humans. Since the feeling of love is all that matters, maybe 
God is moved by the way we love without judgment, without 
marriage, without ethics, and without responsibilities. Maybe He 
is impressed with the way we so easily cohabit and indulge in 
same-sex marriage.

Maybe God is impressed with the way we have advanced in our 
life views. One says we were once from the apes. Another says 
that materialism and comfort are all that matter. Yet another 
says that we should decide our ethics based on our feeling — 
if it feels good, do it. And maybe God is impressed with how 
these views are able to exist in the common marketplace without 
competition.

Or maybe God is impressed with the way we believe in ourselves. 
Man is the measure of all things. He is the captain of his own 
destiny. He has the ability to shape the future without God. And 
for all that man is able to do, God believes in him. 

“I believe in you”? On the contrary, I find in the Bible a much 
more sobering statement. God says to every man-centred person 
that if you live in the flesh, you will die (Romans 8:13).

The statement also rewrites God. It reduces the sovereign God 
to one who is merely a bystander, urging man, “I believe in you, 
you can do it!”
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God, in traditional Protestant belief, is worshipped as the 
Sovereign Creator and Redeemer. He decides the destiny of every 
human person. He determines how things in time and history 
will take place. He does all things according to the counsel of His 
own will. No one can frustrate His plans. No one can challenge 
His claims. And no one can suggest to Him that plan B is much 
better. One of the most beautiful statements about God is in 
Isaiah 46.

Isaiah 46:9, 10
…I am God, and there is none like me, 
Declaring the end from the beginning, and 
from ancient times the things that are not 
yet done, saying, My counsel shall stand, 
and I will do all my pleasure.

God does not need to believe in anyone. He is Himself the all-
sufficient One. No one is like him. No one has the power to shape 
the future. No one is able to redeem fallen humanity. No one can 
do anything apart from God. Without God, man and creation 
cannot even exist for a moment. Why would God say to man, “I 
believe in you”?

“I believe in you” is just one of the many sayings that you can find 
at www.lovesingapore.org.sg. Other statements include: “I was 
thinking of making the world black and white. Then I thought…
naaah.” “I hate rules. That’s why I only made 10 of them.” And all 
these sayings are attributed to God.

Such “nugget” statements are intended to put God in the heart 
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of  town, to make Him look cool, witty, contemporary and 
acceptable. But really, it is another sad commentary on how far 
gone the contemporary church is today. The church today has 
succumbed to pop culture. If something is not hip, it cannot be 
relevant. So the churches that are behind this new advertising 
decided to make God more hip.

But in making God more relevant, they have taken away 
reverence for God. God is now like a consumer product. He has 
to be told what to say to look cool in our pop culture. So His 
sayings have to be reworded, His status repositioned, and His 
sovereignty reduced in order to make Him more relevant today. 
God must speak what the advertisers want Him to say. And the 
promoters do not seem to think that using God’s name so casually 
and irreverently is a violation of the third commandment, “You 
shall not take the name of the LORD your God in vain.” God’s 
name, which is His glory, is now reduced to a commercial label, 
to promote a new brand of contemporary gospel.

This trivialization of God is serious. Listen to the comments of 
Warren Wiersbe, a popular Christian teacher, “We do not have 
to curse or swear to take God’s name in vain. All we have to do is 
to use his name in some trivial manner and we have blasphemed. 
Undue familiarity can cheapen the divine name as much as 
open blasphemy. Speaking about precious spiritual matters in a 
common, trivial way is sin just as much as denying these truths.” 

Trivializing God is tantamount to removing God from historic 
Christianity. The statement, “I believe in you” is not a neutral, 
harmless saying. It is a compromise of theism and humanism. It 
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is a blend that is definitely anti-biblical. The statement is worse 
than Arminianism that troubled the churches in the Reformation. 
Arminianism is synergistic. It says God needs our cooperation. 
But the statement “I believe in you” appears syncretic. It carries 
bold humanistic undertones. Man has a future he can work out 
himself. Man is able to do his own thing to please God. And 
when man achieves his status, God applauds and says, “See I told 
you that you could do it. I have always believed in you.” It puts 
God and man on the same level. 

The god promoted by these advertising nuggets is not the God 
of the Scriptures. I am sure that the churches supporting these 
slogans had no intention to reduce and remove God from 
historic Christianity. But the sayings do. This leads me to one 
probing question: Have we become so theologically ignorant that 
we are now no longer able to distinguish basic Christianity from 
humanism and unbelief? 

Hanging these sayings in and outside the church does not make 
Christianity cool and relevant. It only shows how theologically 
lost the Christian community is. The fact that so many prominent 
churches display these banners only reflects that there is no 
theological leadership in the local Christian community. The 
Protestant heritage in Singapore alas has succumbed to the spirit 
of the age. The biblical God is missing in the banners. Soon He 
will be missing in our sacred halls…unless we return to a biblical 
sanity and begin to honour God and be conscious of His glory.



PART 3
SOLvING SOME  

kNOTTy cONTROvERSIES



 The way to Handle
 controversies

Controversies are bound to exist in theological discussions. This 
is because we do not always share the same conclusions about 
an issue. The problem is not because the Scriptures offer more 
than one view of a particular doctrine. The problem is with 
our limitations. We do not have a mind that can fully grasp the 
meaning of Holy Scripture. In fact, total depravity means that 
very often we come to the Scriptures with a certain prejudice. 
We want to read the Word of God the way we prefer it to be read.
 
The greatest tension in any controversy is not in the issue or the 
text. The greatest tension lies in the human involvement in the 
controversy. Often, we approach a controversy not just with a 
prejudice, but also with a temper. We are apt to lose our heads 
and force our ways to assert our views.

Controversies are sure to erupt while examining Calvinism, for 
it is a difficult doctrine. Anthropology, sociology and psychology 
are difficult human sciences; what more theology, in which we 
attempt to comprehend the infinite?

When difficulties in theology arise, what should we do? How do 
we discuss and solve theological controversies?
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1.   Do not lose your head and heart
Some people enter into a controversy with the attitude to 
straighten out their opponents with their fiery temper. They have 
no convincing arguments except the volume of their voice. One 
fundamentalist, in fact, told me “the louder the better”. 

Then there are those who set out to discuss these issues with many 
Bible references but little or no biblical logic. Quoting such and 
such a verse, however, does not make us more orthodox. There 
must be a sound, balanced presentation of biblical arguments if 
we want our friends to sympathize with our doctrinal position.

2.   Do not resort to name-calling
More than once, I have people telling me that I am a hyper-
Calvinist because I am a five-point Calvinist and I believe in 
limited or definite atonement.

What new light does it add to the controversy if we tell the whole 
world that so-and-so is a hyper? What contribution is there 
to the positive development of the truth if we merely resort to 
name-calling, and not face the issues honestly?

Fundamentalist Christians are prone to this sin of name-calling. 
I believe that heretics have to be identified and exposed. I believe 
in militant Christianity, where we root out damaging errors and 
heresies. We need to confront those who distort God’s truths. 
I concur with John Calvin who said that even dogs bark when 
their masters are attacked. But I also believe in charity towards 
those who differ from us, even our enemies. I believe we must 
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especially be charitable to those who uphold the fundamental 
tenets of orthodox Christianity, but whose doctrines are not 
identical to ours. Resorting to name-calling is certainly not 
charitable. 

3.   Do not build a strawman and construct a view
that is not true of your opponents

Even good, sound, learned scholars commit this fallacy. A 
strawman is a fake case that does not represent the proper views 
of the opponent. Worst yet, it may misrepresent their position. 
People who construct a strawman to tear down the views of 
others only end up losing. They waste their efforts in debating on 
hypothetical things that no one actually believes.

4.   Do not ignore the contributions of learned men
There is no virtue in saying, “I read only the Bible. I do not care 
what Calvin or the Puritans say.” One can use the same logic and 
respond, “Why should I even care about what you say?”

In arguing for the Reformed faith, we are discussing a system 
of doctrine set forth by Calvin and the Reformed church. It is 
important that we know what Calvin says. By referring to gifted, 
learned writers, we may have a better understanding of and clarity 
on the issue. We need guidance from learned writers. Although 
their views should not be the decisive factor (the Bible is our 
decisive authority), they should be carefully studied in forming 
a good decision.
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5.   Use the creeds
I am amazed that there are people who defend the Five Points 
without having even read the original statements. 

The original Five Points can be found in the creedal standards of all 
Reformed churches. Creeds are important in discussing doctrinal 
controversies. They do not have the same status as the Bible. They 
are not infallible and can be altered, and should be changed if 
there are areas that are not consistent with biblical truths.

Yet creeds provide a sound and faithful summary of what our 
fathers believed. If we are to defend our fathers’ faith, then we 
have to look at the consensus of our fathers’ church.

6.   Do not create enemies in the controversy
It is important to disagree if we do not see things in the same way. 
Honesty is important in discussing theological controversies. If 
we disagree, let us state where we differ. If we do not hold to the 
same views, let us not impose our ideas on others. Let the Spirit do 
the convicting and converting. One thing we certainly must never 
do is to view each other with such intense hatred as if all those 
who differ from us are our enemies.

In discussing every controversy, charity must prevail. At the end 
of the day, we must never condemn a person to hell for holding a 
different opinion. 

One old divine put it this way, “In essentials there must be unity, 
in things different, there must be charity.”
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 FAqs (Frequently 
 Asked questions)

Below are some difficult questions frequently asked in connection 
with Calvinism. Instead of presenting my answers and arguments 
completely, I prefer to provide a guideline with a number of 
thought-provoking questions to help you evaluate and rethink 
your present position. 

In this guide, there are also a number of selected comments from 
well-known Reformed writers of the past. Their language may be 
outdated, but their astute comments are extremely helpful. I use 
them not only to shed light on some of the difficulties, but also to 
help you make an assessment of the doctrines in light of history. 

There are, of course, more difficult questions than these few I 
bring up here. I use these as mere samples of how we ought to 
consider the difficulties. We need to ask deep questions about the 
texts and seek help from the insights of others if we want to form 
good decisions about any doctrine.

Difficulty 1

Does not the Bible say that Christ is the Saviour of 
all men?
1. Does the word “all” in the text refer to all men without 
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exception? In other words, does it refer to every single person 
head for head? Does the “all” refer to all without exception (every 
man), or all without distinction (all classes of man)?

2. Look at the following three texts where the inclusive term 
“whole” cannot refer to every single individual or thing.
 

john 12:19
The Pharisees therefore said among 
themselves, Perceive ye how ye prevail 
nothing? behold, the world is gone after 
him.

Romans 1:8 
First, I thank my God through Jesus Christ 
for you all, that your faith is spoken of 
throughout the whole world.

1 john 2:2
And he is the propitiation for our sins: and 
not for ours only, but also for the sins of 
the whole world.

3. Examine the following comments:

	 •				New Geneva Study Bible on 1 Timothy 2:15
“In keeping with v1 and 4, this is probably a 
reference to all types of people. Alternatively, 
it expresses Paul’s conviction that Christ’s 
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death was sufficient to ransom all humanity, 
yet by sovereign design and effect not all are 
redeemed.”

	 •				New Geneva Study Bible on 2 Peter 3:9
“Note that the scope of ‘all’ is qualified by 
the word ‘us’. The repentance in view, for 
the sake of which God delays judgment, is 
that of God’s people rather than the world at 
large. God is not willing that any of His elect 
should perish (John 6:39).”

4. Consider the following comments by the great Princeton 
theologian, Charles Hodge, in his Systematic Theology:

“It is to be remarked that general terms are often 
used indefinitely and not comprehensively. They 
mean all kinds, or classes, and not all and every 
individual. When Christ said, ‘I, if I be lifted up 
from the earth, will draw all men unto me,’ He 
meant men of all ages, classes, and conditions, and 
not every individual man. When God predicted 
that upon the advent of the Messiah He would pour 
out his Spirit upon all flesh, all that was foretold was 
a general effusion of the Holy Ghost. And when it is 
said that all men shall see (experience) the salvation 
of God, it does not mean that all men individually, 
but that a vast multitude of all classes shall be saved.”
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Difficulty 2

Does not God love all men? If we believe in 
predestination and limited atonement, are we not 
limiting the love of God?

1. God’s nature is such that He delights to love. But does it 
mean that in His will He must decree all men to be saved? What 
is the difference between what He delights in His nature, and 
what He decrees in His counsel?

2. God in His nature delights to save sinners. Is this 
statement correct? God in His counsel decrees only to save the 
elect. Does this contradict the previous statement about what 
God delights in His nature?

3. If God sincerely loves to save every single individual 
person, but yet not all are saved, what does it tell you about God’s 
power to save?

4. God is certainly good to His creation. In His providence 
He sends rain and harvest to all without distinction (Mathew 
5:45). He cares for our bodily needs. But when a person suffers 
from a poor harvest, and is poor and afflicted, does it mean that 
God does not love him? (Bear in mind that there are many of 
God’s people who are poor and needy in their day-to-day life 
circumstances).

5. Read the following illustration:

A farmer has a favourite fruit tree in his garden. 
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This fruit tree, like other trees, is an organism. 
The whole tree grows out of one seed and one 
root. When the tree grows, there are two kinds of 
branches growing out of the one root. One kind 
bears fruit. The other does not.

When the farmer discovers that his favourite fruit 
tree is rotting in many parts, he acts immediately to 
cut off those branches that have turned bad. After 
cutting off the bad branches, he puts them into a 
common pile and burns them. Why does he do 
this? Is it because he hates the whole tree? Certainly 
not. On the contrary, he does this precisely because 
he loves the tree. He cuts off and burns up the 
rotten branches precisely because he loves the tree 
so much that he wants to save the whole tree.

You realize that not every part of the tree is saved. 
Many of the rotten parts are removed and destroyed. 
But still, even though many of the branches are 
lost, the whole tree is saved. There is an organic 
connection and relation between the living branch 
and the whole tree. In fact, the life of the whole tree 
is in the life of the healthy fruit-bearing branches. 
This is because the whole tree grows out of the same 
root. The rotten branch may have been cut off, but 
the whole tree is saved.

How does this organic analogy help us to understand the love of 
God for the world in John 3:16?
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6. Examine the following comments:

	 •				New Geneva Study Bible on John 3:16
“The point made by the word ‘world’ is that Christ’s 
saving work is not limited to one time or place but 
applies to the elect from all over the world.” 

	 •				William Hendriksen Commentary on John 3:16
“By reason of the context and other passages in which 
a similar thought is expressed, it is probable that also 
here in John 3:16 the term indicates fallen mankind 
in its international aspect: men from every tribe and 
nation; not only Jews but also Gentiles.”

  
The first view sees John 3:16 in such a way that God’s love for the 
world is really His love for the elect from all over the world. The 
second views the love of God in the text as one that reaches out 
to lost humanity in its international aspect. Without limiting the 
love to the elect, this view also avoids the unnecessary claim that 
the text teaches that God loves every one individually.

How does the organic view differ from these two views, yet without 
asserting that God loves every single person? 
 
7. Consider the comments by Charles Spurgeon in one of  
his sermons on “particular redemption”:

“I have hurried over that, to come to the last point, 
which is the sweetest of all. Jesus Christ, we are told in 
our text, came into the world ‘to give his life a ransom 
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for many.’ The greatness of Christ’s redemption may 
be measured by the extent of the design of it. He gave 
his life ‘a ransom for many.’ I must now return to 
that controverted point again. We are often told (I 
mean those of us who are commonly nicknamed by 
the title of Calvinists — and we are not very much 
ashamed of that; we think that Calvin, after all, knew 
more about the gospel than almost any man who has 
ever lived, uninspired) — We are often told that we 
limit the atonement of Christ, because we say that 
Christ has not made a satisfaction for all men, or 
all men would be saved. Now, our reply to this is, 
that, on the other hand, our opponents limit it: we 
do not. The Arminians say, Christ died for all men. 
Ask them what they mean by it. Did Christ die so 
as to secure the salvation of all men? They say, ‘No, 
certainly not.’ We ask them the next question — Did 
Christ die so as to secure the salvation of any man 
in particular? They answer ‘No.’ They are obliged to 
admit this if they are consistent. They say ‘No, Christ 
has died that any man may be saved if ’ — and then 
follow certain conditions of salvation. We say, then, 
we will just go back to the old statement — Christ 
did not die so as beyond a doubt to secure the 
salvation of anybody, did he? You must say ‘No;’ you 
are obliged to say so, for you believe that even after a 
man has been pardoned, he may yet fall from grace, 
and perish. Now, who is it that limits the death of 
Christ? Why, you. You say that Christ did not die so 
as to infallibly secure the salvation of anybody. We 
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beg your pardon, when you say we limit Christ’s 
death; we say, ‘No, my dear sir, it is you that do it.’ 
We say Christ so died that he infallibly secured the 
salvation of a multitude that no man can number, 
who through Christ’s death not only may be saved, 
but are saved, must be saved, and cannot by any 
possibility run the hazard of being anything but 
saved. You are welcome to your atonement; you 
may keep it. We will never renounce ours for the 
sake of it.”

Difficulty 3

If God has predestinated only some to be saved, 
does it make evangelism to every man redundant?

1. Can you identify the elect? Is the word “elect” written on 
the face of certain persons? 

2. God decreed that only some should be saved. Yet in His 
revealed gospel He commands all to repent. Why should all men 
be compelled to turn to Christ? What do we owe to God even if 
God did not give to us His saving grace? Read Acts 17:24-31.

3. Examine the following comments by R. B. Kuiper:

“Let no one suppose that God’s sovereign decree 
concerns ends, to the exclusion of means. It cannot 
be said too emphatically that God has foreordained 
all that comes to pass. All embraces means as well 
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as ends…God did not merely decree that a certain 
sinner would inherit eternal life, but he decreed that 
that sinner would receive eternal life through faith 
in Christ and that he would obtain faith in Christ 
through the gospel.”

Difficulty 4

Is the gospel offer sincere if God’s saving love 
redeems only some men?

1. God has purposed only some to be saved. But do you 
think that God only declares the gospel to the elect? Or does 
God in the preaching command all to repent and believe?

2. Do you think God hesitates with His saving promise when 
He calls sinners to repentance? Does He say to the repenting 
sinner, “I want to reconsider the gift of repentance given to 
you, I really appreciate your response of faith, but I think I will 
withdraw my plan to save you”?

3. Do you think God holds out the gospel promise to the 
sinner with a casual, nonchalant attitude? Does He hold out a 
gospel that says, “Well, if you like it, take it. It is all up to you”?

4. What is the problem of saying to every person, “God 
loves you”? Knowing that God does not save every single person, 
what obvious difficulties are there in saying to every one, “God 
loves you”? Are we here really stating a sincere offer when God, 



in fact, does not save all sinners from their misery?

5. In the free offer of the gospel, the Reformed creed teaches 
us that “God, moreover, seriously promises eternal life, and rest 
to as many as shall come to him, and believe on him” (Canons 
of Dordt, Head 3 and 4:8). How is this presentation of the gospel 
promise a sincere offer? Is the sincere gospel here a declaration 
that God loves all, or is it the declaration that God sincerely and 
seriously saves all those who come to Him by way of faith and 
repentance?

6. Consider the following definition of the “free offer of the 
gospel” from William Ame’s Marrow of Theology, the textbook 
for theological instruction both in Cambridge and Harvard 
Universities in the 17th century, “The offer is an objective 
presentation of Christ as the sufficient and necessary means to 
salvation.”

Contrast this definition with those subjective and ambiguous 
“free offers” that say “God desires to save every one of you”.

7. Consider the following comments by Thomas Ridgeley 
on his works on the Larger Catechism:

“We do not deny that, in preaching the gospel, 
Christ is offered to the chief of sinners, or that the 
proclamation of grace is made public to all, without 
distinction, if we rightly consider that is done in 
offering Christ to sinners.
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“They (ministers) are, therefore, consistently 
with what is contained in scripture, to tell their 
hearers that salvation is purchased for a part of 
mankind, that they know not but they may be 
of the number, and that therefore they must be 
importunate with God for that grace which will 
be an evidence to them that they are so. Again, 
Christ’s being offered to sinners, in the preaching 
of the gospel, is his being set forth therein as a most 
desirable object, altogether lovely, worthy to be 
embraced and submitted to; and not only so, but 
that he will certainly save all whom he effectually 
calls, inasmuch as he has purchased salvation for 
them. Further, the preaching of the gospel includes 
an informing of sinners, that it is their indispensable 
duty and interest to believe in Christ, and that, as a 
means to this, they are commanded and encouraged 
to wait on him for that grace which can enable 
them to believe. Also as a farther encouragement, 
the gospel lets them know that there is a certain 
connection between grace and salvation; so that 
none who are enabled by faith to come to Christ, 
shall be cast out and rejected by him. This is the 
preaching and the hope of the gospel; and in this 
sense, the overtures of salvation are made. But this 
is not in the least inconsistent with the doctrine of 
particular redemption.”

According to Ridgeley, what is the free offer of the gospel?


