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Doctrine of Salvation

1. The term salvation is all too familiar for those associated with the church.  Evangelicals are especially fond of the concept of salvation and frequently ask people if they are “saved?”  To which many people either answer too quickly “yes” as if they think that being religious and going to church qualifies them as being saved, or they look at us with a blank expression as if they don’t know anything about the concept of salvation.

2. Yet even in Christian circles, there are widely differing concepts of what salvation means.  Ericson says, on page 902, that “salvation is the application of the work of Christ to the lives of humans.”  If so, let’s look at how different groups have seen salvation (Turn to page 902).

3. The Time Dimension- I like to think of salvation being a past, present, and future action.  To which, I believe that salvation and sanctification are an ongoing processes.  However, some Protestants (reform tradition, evangelicals in general) see salvation as something more punctilios in nature.  Others, like Lutherans, might see salvation in terms of a life-long process, and yet others might see salvation as merely the state you are in when you die.  If you die while you are in your mortal sins then you can go to hell.  Roman Catholics believe (if I am not incorrect) that there are Christians in hell, because they’ve died without confessing their mortal sins. 

4. Another question according to Erickson deals with the nature and focus of need that must be dealt with in salvation.  In other words, traditionally the human need that salvation rectifies is vertical—meaning separation from God.  More recently, salvation is seen in terms of being horizontal or correcting the human problem.  I personally believe that true salvation is supposed to make a difference in both ways. (Draw a wagon wheel on the board to illustrate that concept)

5. Salvation can also be seen as contrasting internal character or external behavior.  In other words, is salvation a matter of right beliefs (internal attitudes) or right practices (how you live your life)?  I believe it is both.  Faith without works is dead. Yet is some amount of works necessary for salvation to be complete?


For the following see Erickson 904 and following.


6. Direction of Movement in Salvation


7. Extent of Salvation


8. Objects of Salvation


9. Current Conceptions of Salvation

              Antecedent to Salvation: Predestination 

              (Chapter 44, page 920 in Erickson)


10. It seems I am making statements like this often in our study of systematic theology but I am echoing Erickson when he says: “Of all the doctrines of the Christian faith, certainly one of the most puzzling and least understood is the doctrine of predestination” (page 921).  Before we go any further, let’s look at Romans 8:28-35.  What is the context of this scripture?  I don’t believe Paul is meaning to develop our doctrine of predestination out of this scripture.  He is interested in the security of the believer in Christ?  After God has elected us and if God is for us then who can be against us (vs. 31).   But after 2000 years of thinking about and debating Paul’s words, we’ve opened a Pandora’s Box called “doctrine of predestination.” What is predestination? 

11. According to Erickson, “predestination is God’s choice of persons for eternal life or eternal death” (page 920).  He also differentiates between “foreordination” and “election,” in which foreordination is God’s will with respect to all matters that occur while predestination just refers to God’s choice concerning salvation.  “Election” is the positive side of predestination, while “reprobation” according to Calvin is the damned or the negative side of predestination.

12. The person that usually gets credit or the blame for the doctrine of predestination is John Calvin.  However, the doctrine goes back to our friend Augustine and the battle he had with Pelagius (see Erickson, page 924; McKim, page 205).

13. There are two major elements to the doctrine of predestination.  One is the extent of the sovereignty of God and how much freedom of will is allowed by God.  Two, for many people in the Augustinian and especially the Calvinist camp, the real issue was the security of the believer.   

14. Augustine would send young mothers rushing to the baptismal pool for their new born infants to be baptized.  Reason being, they did not want their babies dying and going to hell so they hurried to be baptized.  After all, they believed in Augustine’s doctrine of original sin—meaning that each child was born with Adam’s sin. Is the age of accountability in the Bible? Maybe that is the reason and the beginnings of infant baptism in the Roman Catholic Church.  


15. During Calvin’s day and time, Christian people struggled with security of the believer; how do you know that you are saved?  Election of the believer and damnation of the reprobate all done under the sovereign rule of God.  God is in total control, nothing is outside of His divine will and wisdom.  He has decided who is going to be saved and who is going to hell before you and I were born.

16. But to which some might be thinking, this is terribly unfair because some are doomed to hell before they ever sin.  Augustine would answer that question by saying no it is not unfair because all people are sinners because of original sin—Adam’s sin.  Every one of us in this mass of humanity is guilty, all God is doing is choosing to rescue some but not others.  He is merciful to whom he wants to be merciful to. Turn to Romans 9:15-16. So He chooses some for salvation and he lets others be damned.  It is God always choosing to give grace to some and not to other. Salvation is ultimately up to God’s choice for whatever reason or reasons He chooses. 

17.  So if you are one of the elect, destined before the beginning of the world, then you don’t have to be worried about being lost because God is not going to un-elect you. 

18. However, there is no predestination to damnation in Augustine.  God does not determine that some people shall be damned.  They’re damned, not because of God’s choice, bit because of their choice; because of their sin.  However, where is the choice if you believe as Augustine did in original sin? 

19. Calvin, on the other hand, does believe in double predestination.  He believes that God doesn’t just allow these sinners to go their merry way to hell; but he ordains that they will go their way to hell.  

20. So, some would say God doesn’t ordain it, He just permits it.  But Calvin would counter that by saying that giving permission is just another way of saying that He ordains it.  God ordains certain bad things to happen by permitting them because if He didn’t permit them, they wouldn’t happen.   So to Calvin there is no real difference between permitting and ordaining.  There is no difference between allowing someone to be damned and ordaining them to be damned. If you had the power to stop me from killing someone, and you didn’t do it then wouldn’t you share some responsibility in that death?  The difference then between Catholics and Calvinists is Catholics don’t do the double predestination.

21. Let’s talk a moment about eternal decrees.  Calvinists believe that God decrees or ordains that everything will happen as it happens, both good and evil.  

22. So does God ordain evil? Yes, He decrees that there is going to be evil.   We might think that ordaining evil or decreeing evil means that God is the source of evil, but not so.  Calvinists would never say that God is a source of evil.  To a Calvinist as to us, human beings, our free will (to however much that might be) is the source of evil.  So if God permits something bad, he ordains it but that doesn’t necessarily clear me of what I’ve done wrong.  The whole issue is about the sovereignty of God.  How much is God in control?  As Christians we want to say that God is completely and utterly in control, especially in the area of God’s providential care, but we also want to believe in human freedom.  How is it all reconciled?  In the area of freedom and salvation, is there such thing as irresistible grace?  I believe that grace goes out to all—but if we believe in soul freedom, that grace must be resistible at some point. 

23. Another interesting puzzle concerns the issue of how God is going about achieving His goals in history?  God’s overarching goal is His own glory according to Calvinists and really most Christians. True?  

24. So you might say that the first thing God ordains is His glory.   Second thing that God decrees is the creation.  He decrees that He will create the world in order to glorify Himself, and then He will govern it providentially to His own glory (Cary, volume 2, page 137 of The History of Christian Theology).

25. In Calvinist thinking, “God glorifies himself by creating the world, governing it providentially, allowing the fall, and then ordaining that some will be saved and not others.   If so then you are according to Cary and Erickson an infralapsarian—meaning that the decree of the predestination comes after the fall in the logical order of things (infra means lower than—lapse means fall).

26. The alternative is supralapsarianism (see handout).  The bottom line is – the reason why God decrees that Adam would sin and fall is so that He may glorify Himself by rescuing some and not others.  The Fall happens because God wants to glorify Himself by saving some and damning others.  Why does God allow Adam to sin? So He may glorify Him by allowing some to go to Hell, and saving others to go to Heaven. 

27. To really be a Calvinist, or indeed an Augustinian, is to be content to accept the claim that it’s ultimately up to God who gets saved and who gets damned. 

28. Look at five points of Calvinism—the TULIP (see handout #60 and Cary page 139-140).
