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Abstract  

 

New Calvinism is a theological movement that has significantly impacted evangelical 

Christianity and has served to weaken the influence of dispensationalism. New Calvinism 

portrays itself as the flagship of Reformed theology. Part of the attraction to New Calvinism is its 

claim to represent the historical position of the church; however, while retaining the primary 

weaknesses of Reformed theology, it also differs in some respects from historical Reformed 

theology. Like historical Reformed theology, New Calvinismôs priority on soteriology and 

forced Christocentric hermeneutic constrain it to conclusions that are contrary to a literal, 

grammatico-historical interpretation of Scripture. The theology of New Calvinism also produces 

a dangerous lack of assurance of salvation for the believer, at times approaching the same level 

of insecurity as is found in Arminian theology. 

This dissertation will focus on the teachings of the following influential New Calvinist 

ñleadersò: John Piper, Wayne Grudem, Albert Mohler, Timothy Keller, Kevin DeYoung, D. A. 

Carson, and Mark Driscoll, while also considering the contributions of other New Calvinist 

preachers, teachers, and authors. Of particular importance will be what this author considers to 

be the sine qua non of New Calvinism, namely: (1) Dortian Calvinism, (2) eclecticism, (3) 

soteriocentric focus, (4) A supersessionist view of Israel and the Church, (5) a focus on the 

Reformed doctrine of the perseverance of the saints, and (6) a compromised practice regarding 

the authority of Scripture.



 

 

Introduction  

 

In the March 12, 2009, issue of Time, David Van Biema identified ñNew Calvinismò as 

one of the ñ10 Ideas Changing the World Right Now.ò This marks a dramatic shift from the 

major influences of the twentieth century. The latter part of the twentieth century witnessed 

remarkable activity and interest in evangelical Christianity in two separate theological areas: (1) 

Arminianism through the influence of the Jesus Movement along with the concomitant 

phenomenon of the Calvary Chapel churches; and (2) dispensationalism1 through the influence 

of Hal Lindseyôs The Late Great Planet Earth, popular movies such as A Thief in the Night, 

prophetic conferences, and such educational institutions as Dallas Theological Seminary and 

Moody Bible Institute. The twenty-first century has begun with remarkable activity and interest 

in American Christianity with what appears to be a pendulum swing away from both 

Arminianism and dispensationalism through the movement that has come to be known as ñNew 

Calvinism.ò  

New Calvinists claim to herald a return to historic Reformed theology and thus to present 

a corrective to what they perceive as doctrinal aberrations that have crept in through the 

influence of both Arminianism and dispensationalism. The earliest historical conflict involving 

Calvinist theologians involved their opposition to Arminianism seen notably in the Synod of 

Dort (ca. 1618ï1619). Opposition to dispensationalism was not a possibility until the appearance 

of systematized dispensationalist writing around the time of John Nelson Darby (ca. 1830ï1882) 

                                                 
1 Here, and throughout this dissertation, the term ñdispensationalismò is used as defined by Ryrie, 

characterized by the threefold sine qua non: a distinction between Israel and the Church, a consistently literal 

interpretation of the Bible, and the glory of God as the underlying purpose of God in the world. See Charles Ryrie, 

Dispensationalism (Chicago: Moody Press, 1995), 38ï41. Neither progressive dispensationalism nor hyper 

dispensationalism are considered valid expressions of dispensationalism. 
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and Charles Henry Mackintosh (ca. 1820ï1896). Though there was some Calvinistic criticism of 

the early Brethren movement, serious Calvinistic criticism of dispensationalism did not develop 

a major focus until the conflict between B. B. Warfield and Lewis Sperry Chafer over their 

divergent views of sanctification.2 Still, the primary arena of controversy over Calvinism 

continued in the realm of the Arminian/Calvinist debate. New Calvinismôs popularity in the early 

twenty-first century had some precedents in the late twentieth century teachings and writing 

ministries of such men as R. C. Sproul and John Stott, who both popularized a non-

dispensational, Calvinistic approach to theology. Since the turn of the millennium, the widely 

popular teachings of New Calvinists John Piper, Wayne Grudem, D. A. Carson, Timothy Keller, 

Kevin DeYoung, Albert Mohler, Mark Driscoll, Francis Chan, Paul Washer, et al. have led many 

young, restless, and reformed3 away from a dispensational position. For example, Collin Hansen, 

author of the book Young, Restless, Reformed, said in a roundtable discussion on the meaning of 

New Calvinism: 

[The emerging church movement] was a difficult  thing for me to really understand. I had 

just graduated from Northwestern University in the school of journalism in 2003, and I 

had been involved in a number of different Christian groups, including Campus Crusade 

for Christ there. And I simply had not met Christian students who were reading a lot of 

Donald Miller  or Rob Bell, or reading more from Tony Jones, whom weôll  hear more 

from tomorrow, and some authors like that. Obviously they were out there somewhere; I 

just hadnôt come across them in my experience. In my background the people I knew 

were reading books like Wayne Grudem, a professor who recently served, until a few 

years ago, served the seminary where I currently attend, his book published by 

Zondervan, called Systematic Theology. . . . This was the sort of thing that I saw fellow 

students reading. A graduation gift that our ministry gave out to Seniors was John Piperôs 

book, Desiring God. The seminaries that they talked about attending were places like the 

Southern Baptist Theological Seminary in Louisville which has under Al  Mohlerôs 

                                                 
2 Randall Gleason, ñB. B. Warfield and Lewis S. Chafer on Sanctification,ò JETS 40, no. 2 (June 1997). 

3 John Piper asserted that ñYoung and Reformedò meant the same thing as ñNew Calvinismò in a 

roundtable discussion on the meaning of New Calvinism. http://www.desiringgod.org/resource-library/conference-

messages/on-the-new-calvinists (accessed November 23, 2013). From September 11, 2009, Religious Newswriters 

Association Annual Convention, ñOn the New Calvinists.ò Quote begins at 0:35. 
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leadership, you have a book from him, Atheism Remix, under his leadership has become 

the largest seminary in the country. Essentially the idea was not that Christians needed to 

depart from historic, orthodox beliefs, not that they needed to find something new to be 

able to reach a changing culture, but in fact that what was needed was a return to what 

they understoodðand this is really foundational for understanding this new reform 

movementðwhat they found to be very Biblical beliefs, things as core to the Biblical 

message as Godôs initiative in saving a people for His own glory. Again, the idea that 

thereôs nothing that you can do to merit salvation and to merit that grace, but in fact only 

Godôs grace can save you from yourself, can save you from your sin. These are the 

centrality and the message of Jesus Christôs death, His atoning death for sin on the cross, 

and of course His triumphant resurrection three days later. These were the sort of things 

that were discussed among the groups that I knew, and the people who they looked back 

to . . . folks like Charles Spurgeon . . . Jonathan Edwards . . . more recently being taught 

by John Piper . . . Tim Keller of Redeemer Presbyterian Church in New York City.4 

Like most new movements, New Calvinism can be difficult  to define. All  new 

movements suffer from this problem. Kevin DeYoung cogently remarked: ñWe have all the 

problems that any movement has. For starters, no one knows who óweô is. There is no established 

confession that binds us together, no official spokesperson, no adjudicating assembly. At many 

times, we still have to figure out how to disagree profitably among ourselves.ò5 It is a 

phenomenon that exhibits ñconstantly changing manifestations of a movement still growing and 

developing.ò6 

                                                 
4 http://www.desiringgod.org/resource-library/conference-messages/on-the-new-calvinists (accessed 

November 23, 2013). From September 11, 2009, Religion Newswriters Association Annual Convention, ñOn the 

New Calvinists.ò Quote begins about 3:25. 

5 Kevin DeYoung, ñWhat Do You Think of When You Think of the New Calvinism?ò Young, Restless, 

and Reformed blog, http://thegospelcoalition.org/blogs/kevindeyoung/2013/12/11/what-do-you-think-of-when-you-

think-of-the-new-calvinism (accessed December 12, 2013). 

6 Jeremy Walker, The New Calvinism Considered (Faverdale North Darlington: Evangelical Press, 2013), 

8. By 2013, Walker observes that the movement has already moved on to a more advanced, more mature, and less 

energetic phase. He says, ñThere is not the same buzz, the same energy, the same drive as once there was. The river 

is broader and it is slower. The enthusiasm has shifted slightly and the issues and arguments have developed. I am 

not saying that there is any less vigour in some quarters, but this is not the rushing mountain stream it once was, 

with the dynamism simply to carry light things before itò (Ibid., 38). 



4 

 

New Calvinism bears both similarities and dissimilarities to traditional Reformed 

theology. Mark Driscoll, in a 2009 blog article, attempted to delineate the ways in which New 

Calvinism differs from Old Calvinism by outlining the following: 

1. Old Calvinism was fundamental or liberal and separated from or syncretized with culture. 

New Calvinism is missional and seeks to create and redeem culture. 

2. Old Calvinism fled from the cities. New Calvinism is flooding into cities. 

3. Old Calvinism was cessationistic and fearful of the presence and power of the Holy 

Spirit. New Calvinism is continuationist and joyful in the presence and power of the Holy 

Spirit. 

4. Old Calvinism was fearful and suspicious of other Christians and burned bridges. New 

Calvinism loves all Christians and builds bridges between them.7 

On the other hand, C. Michael Patton notes that ñthe óNew Calvinismô is not essentially a 

new form of Calvinism. Theologically, it is not really any different. . . . óThe New Calvinismô is 

simply a designation given for the 21st century resurgence of Calvinism among Evangelicals and 

conservative Christians.ò8 John Piper, at the Seventh Annual Gaffin Lecture held at Westminster 

Theological Seminary, March 12, 2014, attempted to show how the New Calvinism was not 

essentially any different than traditional Reformed theology by delineating the following twelve 

points: 

                                                 
7 Mark Driscoll, ñTime Magazine Names New Calvinism 3rd Most Powerful Idea,ò March 12, 2009, 

http://theresurgence.com/2009/03/12/time-magazine-names-new-calvinism-3rd-most-powerful-idea (accessed 

August 16, 2013). 

8 C. Michael Patton, ñWhat Is the óNew Calvinismô? . . . and Are You Part of It?ò Parchment and Pen blog, 

April 5, 2010, http://www.reclaimingthemind.org/blog/2010/04/what-is-the-new-calvinism-and-are-you-a-part-of-it/ 

(accessed September 30, 2013). 
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1. The New Calvinism, in its allegiance to the inerrancy of the Bible, embraces the biblical 

truths behind the five points (TULIP), while having an aversion to using the acronym or 

any other systematic packaging, along with a sometimes qualified embrace of limited 

atonement. The focus is on Calvinistic soteriology but not to the exclusion or the 

appreciation of the broader scope of Calvinôs vision. 

2. The New Calvinism embraces the sovereignty of God in salvation, and in all the affairs of 

life in history, including evil and suffering. 

3. The New Calvinism has a strong complementarian flavor as opposed to egalitarian, with 

an emphasis on the flourishing of men and women in relationships where men embrace a 

call to robust, humble, Christlike servant leadership. 

4. The New Calvinism leans toward being culture-affirming rather than culture-denying, 

while holding fast to some very culturally alien positions, like positions on same-sex 

practice and abortion. 

5. The New Calvinism embraces the essential place of the local church. It is led mainly by 

pastors, has a vibrant church-planting bent, produces widely sung worship music, and 

exalts the preached word as central to the work of God locally and globally. 

6. The New Calvinism is aggressively mission-driven, including missional impact on social 

evils, evangelistic impact on personal networks, and missionary impact on unreached 

peoples of the world. 

7. The New Calvinism is interdenominational with a strong (some would say oxymoronic) 

Baptistic element. 

8. The New Calvinism includes charismatics and noncharismatics. 



6 

 

9. The New Calvinism puts a priority on pietism or piety in the Puritan vein, with an 

emphasis on the essential role of affections in Christian living, while esteeming the life of 

the mind and being very productive in it, and embracing the value of serious scholarship. 

Jonathan Edwards would be invoked as a model of this combination of the affections and 

the life of the mind more often than John Calvin, whether thatôs fair to Calvin or not. 

10. The New Calvinism is vibrantly engaged in publishing books and even more remarkably 

in the world of the Internet, with hundreds of energetic bloggers and social media 

activists, with Twitter as the increasingly default way of signaling things new and old that 

should be noticed and read. 

11. The New Calvinism is international in scope, multiethnic in expression, and culturally 

diverse. There is no single geographic, racial, cultural governing center. There are no 

officers, no organization, nor any loose affiliation that would encompass the whole. I 

would dare say that there are outcroppings of this movement that nobody (including me) 

in this room has ever heard of. 

12. The New Calvinism is robustly gospel-centered, cross-centered, with dozens of books 

rolling off the presses, coming at the gospel from every conceivable angle, and applying 

it to all areas of life with a commitment to seeing the historic doctrine of justification, 

finding its fruit in sanctification personally and communally.9 

                                                 
9 Jared Oliphint, ñJohn Piper's Twelve Features of the New Calvinism,ò Reformed Forum, 

http://reformedforum.org/john-pipers-twelve-features-new-calvinism (accessed January 6, 2015). Video of Piperôs 

message can be viewed at http://www.thegospelcoalition.org/blogs/justintaylor/2014/03/14/john-pipers-lecture-at-

westminster-theological-seminary-on-new-calvinism-and-the-new-community.  
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New Calvinists, it seems, want desperately to be accepted into the traditional Reformed club, but 

some traditional Reformed theologians are reluctant to accept their membership.10 

David Van Biema did something of a disservice when he labeled this movement ñNew 

Calvinismò in his 2009 Time article, ñ10 Ideas Changing the World Right Now.ò11 Van Biema 

may have been unaware that the label ñNew Calvinismò (or ñNeo-Calvinismò) had already been 

used to describe a movement within Calvinism harkening back to Abraham Kuyper, the 

nineteenth-century Dutch cultural leader.12 The subject of this dissertation might be better 

labeled ñNew Puritanismò; nevertheless, the label ñNew Calvinismò has caught on and describes 

the current twenty-first-century movement. Thus, ñNew Calvinismò in this dissertation will  refer, 

not to the nineteenth-century Kuyperian movement, but to the current twenty-first-century 

movement. While not technically a definition in the strict sense of the word, an initial, albeit 

broad, attempt at describing ñNew Calvinismò may be as follows: New Calvinism is that 

movement that appears to have taken on considerable momentum in Evangelical Christianity in 

the early twenty-first century that promotes Reformed theology, has become increasingly popular 

among young evangelicals, and is drawing many away from dispensationalism. Some prominent 

names and figureheads in the New Calvinist movement include John Piper, D. A. Carson, 

Francis Chan, Matt Chandler, Kevin DeYoung, Mark Driscoll, Ligon Duncan, Wayne Grudem, 

Tim Keller, Albert Mohler, and Paul Washer. Some of the prominent organizations and 

                                                 
10 See, for example, R. Scott Clark, ñCalvinism Old and óNew,ôò Heidelblog, March 15, 2009, 

http://heidelblog.net/2009/03/calvinism-old-and-new, (accessed September 30, 2013). Clark is professor of church 

history and historical theology at Westminster Seminary California. 

11 David Van Biema, ñ10 Ideas Changing the World Right Now,ò Time, March 12, 2009.  

12 Bob Robinson, ñWhich Is the New Calvinism? óNeo-Puritanismô or óNeo-Calvinism?ôò 

http://vanguardchurch.blogspot.com/2009/04/which-is-new-calvinism-neo-puritanism.html (accessed November  7, 

2013). 
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ministries involved in promoting New Calvinism include: 9Marks, the Acts 29 Network, 

Desiring God Ministries, Together for the Gospel, Redeemer City to City, Sovereign Grace 

Ministries, and The Gospel Coalition. To a lesser degree, some may be included as within the 

sphere of influence of New Calvinism, while not truly being ñNew Calvinistsò themselves, such 

as John MacArthur and R. C. Sproul.13 New Calvinists generally claim to represent the historic 

Reformed faith, and they tend to claim some degree of credence for their position precisely 

because it is the historic position of the reformation. More important than stating a formal 

definition of New Calvinism is identifying the sine qua non of New Calvinism. In the studied 

opinion of this author, the sine qua non consists of the following: 

1. Dortian Calvinism 

The title ñDortian Calvinismò is used here to denote an attachment to what the acronym 

TULIP represents and the New Calvinistsô understanding of what these five points mean. This is 

a given. No one could be considered a New Calvinist without adhering to the five points of 

Dortian Calvinism. Some Reformed scholars dislike defining ñCalvinismò simply in terms of the 

five points, insisting that true Calvinism is much broader than the five points and includes such 

things as the Institutes and the major confessions (Westminster, Heidelberg, Belgic). In some 

cases, more traditional Reformed scholars have taken issue with those who would refer to 

themselves as Calvinists while rejecting the authority of the confessions (e.g., Reformed 

Baptists, or Reformed Charismatics). In some cases, the five points are poorly understood by 

                                                 
13 Walker, The New Calvinism Considered, 24ï25. Opinion varies widely in the blogosphere as to whether 

these two men are truly New Calvinists or not. This is reflective of what has already been said about the difficulty of 

defining this movement. 
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New Calvinists, relying too heavily on the TULIP acronym, rather than on the fuller explanations 

found in the Canons of the Synod of Dort themselves. 

2. Eclecticism 

In a panel discussion seeking to define ñNew Calvinismò on the Gospel Coalitionôs 

website,14 Al  Mohler used the term ñeclecticò to describe New Calvinism. This characteristic 

certainly distinguishes New Calvinism from Old Calvinism. There is a conscious effort to be 

inclusive of a wide spectrum of Christianity. At times, this translates into a fervent effort to 

proselytize from widely differing groups: Charismatics, Baptists, Presbyterians, etc. New 

Calvinism is not necessarily confessional, and this allows for positions that are both 

premillennial (ñhistoricalò) and amillennial, continuationist and cessationist, pedobaptistic and 

credobaptistic, and is often tolerant of mysticism. One theological position that is not tolerated 

within the New Calvinist camp is dispensationalism. 

3. Soteriocentric Focus 

In common with covenant theology, New Calvinism is soteriocentric, as opposed to 

dispensationalismôs doxological focus. This is seen particularly in the prominence of such 

catchphrases as ñgospel-centeredò and ñgospel-driven.ò This also leads to misinterpretation of 

key Scripture passages that relate to Godôs program for Israel (see next point). A ñgospel-

centeredò approach to hermeneutics tends to read the New Testament back into the Old 

Testament; a ñgospel-centeredò approach to worldview and soteriology tends to bring such 

themes as social change and environmentalism into New Calvinismôs understanding of the Great 

                                                 
14 ñWhatôs New about the New Calvinism,ò recorded panel discussion between Kevin DeYoung, Ligon 

Duncan, and Al Mohler, http://thegospelcoalition.org/blogs/tgc/2010/10/18/deyoung-duncan-and-mohler-whats-

new-about-the-new-calvinism (accessed September 26, 2013). 
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Commission and to view the kingdom of God from the perspective of an ñalready/not yetò 

paradigm; a ñgospel-centeredò approach to ecclesiology and eschatology tends to blur the 

distinction between Israel and the Church; and a ñgospel-centeredò approach to pneumatology 

tends to ignore the distinctions between the Holy Spiritôs activities in the present dispensation 

versus other dispensations.  

4. Supersessionist View of Israel and the Church 

Though a few New Calvinists may claim to be dispensationalists (e.g., John 

MacArthur15), they display a deficient understanding of dispensationalism that shows up as a 

deficient view of Godôs program for Israel. Amil lennial New Calvinists are, of course, 

supersessionist in their view of Israel. Premillennial New Calvinists, on the other hand, while 

allowing for a future salvation of Jews, do not see a separate program for national Israel that is 

separate from the Church. Premillennial New Calvinists who see any future for Israel simply see 

a mass future conversion of Jews becoming Christians and thus may be described as mild 

supersessionists. There is generally a negative view of dispensationalism in New Calvinism, 

unless, like MacArthur, one simply redefines ñdispensationalism.ò 

5. A Focus on the Reformed Doctrine of Perseverance of the Saints 

The Calvinistic doctrine known as the perseverance of the saints has tragically led many 

believers to a lack of assurance in their salvation. This doctrine is dear to all Calvinists, including 

                                                 
15 Whether or not John MacArthur should be included within the designation ñNew Calvinistò may be 

debated. His ministry and teaching share many points in common with those of New Calvinists, and he has 

frequently participated with New Calvinists in promoting common Calvinistic themes. Some would object to 

labeling MacArthur as a New Calvinist based on his cessationism and dispensationalism; however, other New 

Calvinists are cessationists (e.g., Al Mohler). On the other hand, it may be legitimate to question whether MacArthur 

is truly a dispensationalist; his definition of ñdispensationalismò certainly may be challenged as to its legitimacy, 

and MacArthur identifies himself as a ñleaky dispensationalistò who has more in common with New Calvinists than 

with dispensationalists. 
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the New Calvinists. One aspect of this doctrine, the eternal security of the believer, is a 

thoroughly Scriptural teaching. However, the focus in New Calvinism has been on a different 

aspect, one that insists a genuine believer will  necessarily persist in holiness until deathða 

teaching that has sometimes been labeled ñlordship salvation.ò Scriptural support for this aspect 

of the doctrine is questionable, though the primary motivation behind its eager support may be 

commendable, namely a desire to see holiness exhibited in the lives of those who profess faith in 

Jesus. Nevertheless, sound doctrine must be based on Scripture, not on commendable motives. 

6. A Compromised Practice Regarding the Authority of Scripture 

All  New Calvinists claim to uphold the sole authority of the Bible. On the one hand, they 

tend to be more faithful to Biblical authority than Old Calvinists, even at times being skeptical of 

portions of the historic confessions that they believe cannot be supported by Scripture. On the 

other hand, this claim to Biblical authority is conditioned by their theological presuppositions 

(especially points 1, 3, and 4 above), and their interpretation of Scripture will  depart from a 

literal, grammatical-historical hermeneutic in order to maintain their presuppositions. This may 

be due in part to a faulty epistemology that refuses to view truth in purely propositional terms, 

leaving room for nonpropositional, subjective elements in their definition of what is truth. 

Another phenomenon related to authority seen widely within New Calvinist circles is an eager 

acceptance of the continuance of the charismatic gifts, especially prophecy. This is a significant 

departure from the historic Calvinist persuasion. 

This dissertation will  address the six points described above as the sine qua non of New 

Calvinism. The first point, ñDortian Calvinism,ò will  be addressed briefly as a conclusion to this 

introduction. Since to say, ñNew Calvinism is Dortian Calvinism,ò is almost the same as saying, 

ñCalvinism is Calvinism,ò it may be somewhat redundant to devote an entire chapter to Dortian 
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Calvinism. Besides, the debate between Arminianism and Calvinism is of such enormous historic 

proportions that it has produced innumerable works critiquing Dortian Calvinism. There is not 

much new to say here, except to point out a few observations relative to Dortian Calvinism that 

characterize New Calvinism. The perseverance of the saints will,  of course, have its own chapter 

(chapter 4), and limited atonement will  receive close attention in the chapter on authority 

(chapter 5). The remaining five points will  each receive attention as a separate chapter in the 

following pages with particular attention given to the ways in which New Calvinism offers a 

theology that is wanting in comparison with dispensationalism. 

 

BRIEF WORD REGARDING DORTIAN CALVINISM  

All  New Calvinists subscribe to the so-called five points of Calvinism. However, there is 

no universal agreement on the definition of these five points, nor is there universal agreement 

among Reformed theologians that these five points define ñCalvinism.ò The five points of 

Calvinism are most frequently summarized by using the mnemonic TULIP. However, TULIP 

only represents labels for the subject matter covered in the Canons of the Synod of Dort (held in 

the Dutch city of Dordrecht, 1618ï1619). Many Calvinists today, including some New 

Calvinists, are unhappy with this mnemonic. The origin of the use of TULIP is probably no 

earlier than the beginning of the twentieth century. The earliest extant printed record of its use is 

by Cleland Boyd McAfee in about 1905. Vail writes: 

Some eight years ago I had the privilege of hearing a popular lecture by Dr. McAffee, of 

Brooklyn, upon the Five Points of Calvinism, given before the Presbyterian Union of 

Newark, New Jersey, which was most interesting as well as instructive. To aid the mind 

in remembering the Five Points, Dr. McAfee made use of the word Tulip, which, 
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possessing five letters, lends itself nicely to the subject in hand, especially as it ends with 

the letter P, as will  be seen later.16 

A major New Calvinist work promoting Dortian Calvinism is John Piperôs book Five 

Points: Towards a Deeper Experience of Godôs Grace.17 Though expressing some 

dissatisfaction with the acronym, Piper nevertheless uses TULIP. In short, here is how he 

explains each of the points: 

1. Total Depravity: Our sinful corruption is so deep and so strong as to make us slaves of 

sin and morally unable to overcome our own rebellion and blindness. This inability to 

save ourselves from ourselves is total. We are utterly dependent on Godôs grace to 

overcome our rebellion, give us eyes to see, and effectively draw us to the Savior. 

2. Unconditional Election: Godôs election is an unconditional act of free grace that was 

given through His Son, Jesus, before the world began. By this act, God chose, before the 

foundation of the world, those who would be delivered from bondage to sin and brought 

to repentance and saving faith in Jesus. 

3. Limited  Atonement: The atonement of Christ is sufficient for all humans and effective 

for those who trust him. It is not limited in its worth or sufficiency to save all who 

believe. But the full, saving effectiveness of the atonement that Jesus accomplished is 

limited to those for whom that saving effect was prepared. The availability of the total 

sufficiency of the atonement is for all people. Whosoever willðwhoever believesðwill  

                                                 
16 Wayne Sparkman, ñThis Day in Presbyterian History,ò September 25, 2013, 

http://www.thisday.pcahistory.org/tag/park-college (accessed June 20, 2014). The reference is from William H. 

Vail, ñThe Five Points of Calvinism Historically Considered,ò The New Outlook, vol. 104 (1913), 394. Also, 

Kenneth J. Stewart, Ten Myths about Calvinism: Recovering the Breadth of the Reformed Tradition (Downers 

Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2011), 79. 

17 John Piper, Five Points: Towards a Deeper Experience of God's Grace (The Desiring God Foundation, 

2013). 
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be covered by the blood of Christ. And there is a divine design in the death of Christ to 

accomplish the promises of the New Covenant for the chosen Bride of Christ. Thus 

Christ died for all people, but not for all in the same way. 

4. Irresistible  Grace: This means that the resistance that all human beings exert against 

God every day (Rom. 3:10ï12; Acts 7:51) is wonderfully overcome at the proper time by 

Godôs saving grace for undeserving rebels whom He chooses freely to save. 

5. Perseverance of the Saints: All  who are justified will  win the fight of faith. They will  

persevere in faith and will  not surrender finally to the enemy of their souls. This 

perseverance is the promise of the New Covenant, obtained by the blood of Christ, and 

worked in us by God himself, yet not so as to diminish, but only to empower and 

encourage our vigilance, so that we may say in the end, ñI have fought the good fight, but 

it was not I, but the grace of God which was with meò (2 Timothy 4:7; 1 Corinthians 

15:10).18 

Other New Calvinist presentations of the five points can be found in the systematic 

theology books of Wayne Grudem19 and Michael Bird.20 

The acronym TULIP is coming under increasing criticism by various Reformed 

theologians. Dr. Timothy George proposes replacing TULIP with ROSES: 

¶ Radical Depravity: Compared with total depravity, radical depravity agrees that every 

aspect of our being was damaged through the Fall and we can do nothing to save 

                                                 
18 Ibid. 

19 Wayne A. Grudem, Systematic Theology: An Introduction to Biblical Doctrine (Leicester, England: 

Inter-Varsity Press; Grand Rapids: Zondervan Publishing House, 2004). 

20 Michael F. Bird, Evangelical Theology: A Biblical and Systematic Introduction (Grand Rapids: 

Zondervan, 2013). 
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ourselves, but affirms that humans are not totally evil because we retain the image of God 

despite our fallenness. 

¶ Overcoming Grace: Compared with irresistible grace, overcoming grace (or effectual 

calling) affirms that God accomplishes salvation, but differs in that rather than salvation 

being a mechanical and deterministic process, it allows for even sinful, obstinate humans 

to respond to Godôs persistent wooing. 

¶ Sovereign Election: In contrast to the double predestinarianism of unconditional 

election, God sovereignly elects those whom he foreknows will  respond to him. 

¶ Eternal Life : The phrase ñperseverance of the saintsò might suggest that although we are 

saved by grace, we are kept by our good works. The phrase ñOnce saved, always savedò 

could suggest that we could claim Christ as Savior without making Him Lord of our 

lives. 

¶ Singular Redemption: Finally, unlike limited atonement, singular redemption 

communicates that Jesusô death was sufficient to save everyone but is efficient only for 

those who repent and believe.21 

A new book proposes the acronym PROOF, which stands for: 

¶ Planned Grace: Before time began, God mapped out the plan of salvation from first to 

last. God planned to adopt particular people as His own children; Christ offered himself 

as a sacrifice for these peopleôs sins and as a substitute who satisfied Godôs righteous 

requirements in their place (John 10:11ï18; Ephesians 1:4ï12). 

                                                 
21 Timothy George, Amazing Grace: Godôs Initiative ðOur Response (Nashville: LifeWay, 2000), 71ï83. 
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¶ Resurrecting Grace: Everyone is born spiritually dead. Left to ourselves, we will  never 

choose Godôs way. God enables people to respond freely to His grace by giving them 

spiritual life through the power of Christôs resurrection (John 5:21; Ephesians 2:1ï7). 

¶ Outrageous Grace: God chose people to be saved on the basis of His own sovereign 

will.  He didnôt base His choice to give us grace on anything that we did or might do 

(John 15:16; Ephesians 2:8ï9). 

¶ Overcoming Grace: God works in the lives of His chosen people to transform their 

rebellion into surrender so that they freely repent and recognize Christ as the risen King 

(John 6:44, 65; Ephesians 2:4ï10). 

¶ Forever Grace: God seals His people with His Holy Spirit so that they are preserved and 

persevere in faith until the final restoration of Godôs kingdom on the earth (John 10:27ï

29; Ephesians 1:13ï14; 4:30).22 

The canons of the Synod of Dort, themselves, were indeed divided into five ñHeads,ò 

with the third and fourth heads combined. All  of the above attempts to summarize these heads by 

acronyms are necessarily based on some English translation. The original canons were composed 

in Latin. An English translation of the original Heads is as follows: 

¶ First Head of Doctrine: Divine Election and Reprobation 

¶ Second Head of Doctrine: The Death of Christ, and the Redemption of Men 

Thereby 

                                                 
22 Daniel Montgomery and Timothy Paul Jones, PROOF (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2014), chapter 1, 

ñCalvinôs Comeback?ò cited in the book review by J. Todd Billings, ñCalvinôs Comeback?ò Christian Century 126, 

no. 24 (December, 2009) 22ï25. 
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¶ Third and Fourth Heads of Doctrine: The Corruption of Man, His Conversion to 

God, and the Manner Thereof 

¶ Fifth Head of Doctrine: The Perseverance of the Saints 

It is not the purpose of this dissertation necessarily to dispute the five points of Calvinism 

per se. Of these, two deserve specific attention: limited atonement and perseverance of the saints. 

The perseverance of the saints will  have its own chapter (chapter 4), and limited atonement will  

receive close attention in the chapter on authority (chapter 5).



 

 

Chapter 1 

Eclecticism 

 

The major part of this dissertation is concerned with theological matters. This chapter, on 

the other hand, is concerned primarily with practical matters. A major feature of New Calvinism 

is its widespread appeal, or eclectic nature. The attempt to form a broad coalition, or 

togetherness, based on Calvinistic teaching may ultimately be the feature that makes this 

movement short-lived. In a roundtable discussion sponsored by The Gospel Coalition, Kevin 

DeYoung, Al  Mohler, and Ligon Duncan were discussing the characteristics of New Calvinism. 

Dr. Mohler commented, ñI think thereôs another word to use as kind of a distinguishing feature 

of the New Calvinism. And, for good or for ill,  that word is óeclectic.ô I think this is a generation 

that by and large is taking a little from here and a little bit from there, but the overwhelming 

superstructure of their theology ends up being reformed.ò1  

The membership of TGCôs [The Gospel Coalitionôs] current Executive Council reveals 

the true diversity of this movement. Membership ranges from the more traditional 

Evangelical denominations to the truly left-wing postmodern Evangelicals. The 

traditionalists include Southern Baptists Albert Mohler, the reforming president of 

Southern Seminary in Louisville, and Mark Dever, pastor of Capital Hill  Baptist Church 

in Washington, D. C., and Drs. Ligon Duncan and Richard Phillips of the PCA. More 

moderate members include Charismatics with some Reformed sympathies such as C. J. 

Mahaney, Joshua Harris, and John Piper who spans both the Baptist and Charismatic 

flanks of the movement. Far left postmodern Evangelicals are represented by Tim Keller 

and Kevin DeYoung. With leaders such as these, one can only imagine the diversity of 

theological traditions that constitute TGC.2 

                                                 
1 Kevin DeYoung, Albert Mohler, and Ligon Duncan, ñWhatôs New about New Calvinism?ò 

http://resources.thegospelcoalition.org/library/what-s-new-about-the-new-calvinism (accessed June 17, 2015). Quote 

begins at time stamp 4:30. 

2 http://www.trinityfoundation.org/journal.php?id=295 (accessed September 11, 2014). 
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Eclecticism is certainly one feature that distinguishes New Calvinism from traditional 

Calvinism. Jeremy Walker observes, ñThis is an eclectic movement, a spectrum not a 

monolith,ò3 and he further cautions, ñThere is a pursuit of unity that may end up being at the 

expense of truth.ò4 Historically, Calvinism has tended to be somewhat exclusive and narrow. In 

the same roundtable discussion referred to above, Kevin DeYoung contrasted the current 

eclecticism of New Calvinism with its past century-and-a-half history of exclusivity, ñYou could 

make an argument that itôs been the last 150 years . . . where Calvinism has been largely rooted 

in confessional traditions, sort of buried out there.ò5 These observations about New Calvinismôs 

eclectic character beg several questions. 

Is ñCalvinismò Exclusivist?  

In the nature of the case, any ñ-ismò is exclusivist. Calvinism is no exception. From its 

inception, Calvinism as part of the Reformation excluded Catholicism; and as refined at the 

Council of Dort it was intended to exclude Arminianism. Calvinist confessions and creeds, such 

as the Westminster Confession, Heidelberg Confession, and Belgic Confession, are all designed 

to exclude certain doctrinal positions. 

The Gospel Coalition represents one of the best examples of the eclectic thrust of New 

Calvinism. In its founding document, ñThe Gospel for All  of Life: Preamble,ò The Gospel 

Coalition claims to be ña fellowship of evangelical churches[,]  . . . gladly linking hearts with 

                                                 
3 Jeremy Walker, The New Calvinism Considered: A Personal and Pastoral Assessment (Faverdale North 

Darlington: Evangelical Press, 2013), 83. 

4 Ibid. 

5 DeYoung, Mohler, and Duncan, at time stamp 5:40. 
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fellow believers across denominational, ethnic, and class lines.ò6 On the other hand, New 

Calvinists have been accused of isolationism. Jonathan Merritt has said: 

One of the markers of the neo-Calvinist movement is isolationism. My Reformed friends 

consume Calvinist blogs and Calvinist books, attend Calvinist conferences, and join 

Calvinist churches with Calvinist preachers. They rarely learn from or engage with those 

outside their tradition.  

Gregory Thornbury, a Calvinist and president of The Kingôs College in New York City, 

told me, ñI think the óyoung, restless, and reformedò are different than the Dutch stream 

in that they tend to stay with authors and leaders that they know. It does run the risk of 

being provincial, but I donôt think it is intentional. There are universes where people stay, 

and they read the things they know.ò  

Another troubling trend I see in the movement is tribalism. This is the kinship tendency 

within a group to protect insiders while combating outsiders.7 

New Calvinists came under considerable criticism from the more traditional Reformed 

arena for the inclusion of such figures as T. D. Jakesðthe well-known prosperity gospel 

preacher and outspoken modalistðand Rick Warren of Saddleback Church in Lake Forest, 

California.8 Calvinist author Jeremey Walker laments,  

Unity and peace at the expense of truth and righteousness is a wicked and unconscionable 

trade-off. Those who dare to question or critique are often and quickly condemned, made 

to seem or feel profoundly unspiritual because this ecumenism has appropriated to itself a 

flag labelled ñgospelò under which to sail its flotilla  of ships, and who dares to fire a shot 

across the bows of the lead vessel?9 

While Baptists, Presbyterians, and Charismatics are all welcomed into the fold of New 

Calvinism, one position routinely excluded is dispensationalism. Ligon Duncan says, 

                                                 
6 The Gospel Coalition, Foundation Documents, ñThe Gospel for All of Life: Preamble,ò 2. 

7 Jonathan Merritt, ñThe Troubling Trends in Americaôs óCalvinist Revival,ôò Jonathan Merritt on Faith & 

Culture, http://jonathanmerritt.religionnews.com/2014/05/20/troubling-trends-americas-calvinist-revival (accessed 

October 30, 2014). 

8 Walker, The New Calvinism Considered, 88ï90. 

9 Ibid., 91. 



21 

 

ñDispensationalism and Covenant Theology are . . . diametrically opposed.ò10 And, despite the 

fact that Lewis Sperry Chafer clearly identified himself as a Calvinist,11 Duncan is of the opinion 

that ñthere is still a great deal of fear and discomfort with Calvinism at Dallas Theological 

Seminary. . . . There are several similarities between Dispensationalism and the Arminian 

alternative to Covenant Theology.ò12 Al  Mohler claims, ñIôm not a dispensationalist. I have a 

hard time imagining two different comings, and I think the Bible is pretty clear about warning 

the church about how to live in a time of tribulation, so I donôt believe the church is out ofðis 

taken away.ò13 John Piper told a group of Christian journalists, 

You wouldnôt find in this movement very many pretrib rapture people. The Left Behind 

series and the Left Behind movie that has sold, what, 15 million copies, what, each? I 

donôt know. It does not mark this movement. And it doesnôt mark the cutting edge of the 

expansion of Christianity in this country or around the world. There are other views of 

the end times, but they are very diverse in this movement.14 

Notwithstanding New Calvinismôs claim to be a broad coalition, Calvinism has always 

been exclusivist and will  always be. Despite the eclectic and inclusive rhetoric of New 

                                                 
10 Ligon Duncan, ñDispensationalism,ò October 29, 1998, http://www.fpcjackson.org/resource-

library/classes-and-training/dispensationalism (accessed June 24, 2015). 

11 Lewis Sperry Chafer, Systematic Theology (Dallas: Dallas Seminary Press, 1948), III, 267. See also 

Thomas Ice, ñThe Calvinistic Heritage of Dispensationalism,ò The Thomas Ice Collection, 

http://www.raptureready.com/featured/ice/TheCalvinisticHeritageofDispensationalism.html (accessed June 24, 

2015). 

12 Duncan, ñDispensationalism.ò 

13 Albert Mohler, ñEschatology,ò at Dauphin Way Baptist Church on March 29, 2009. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9vPI8ZgIeg0, time stamp at 1:15 (accessed June 24, 2015). 

14 John Piper, ñOn the New Calvinists.ò September 11, 2009, Religious Newswriters Association Annual 

Convention, http://www.desiringgod.org/resource-library/conference-messages/on-the-new-calvinists (accessed 

November 23, 2013). Quote begins at 5:45. Note: It is interesting that Piper made no mention of John MacArthur in 

this context. By this time (2009) Piper had already spoken approvingly of MacArthurôs Gospel According to Jesus, 

and had welcomed MacArthur as a fellow reformed theologian. But he did not refer to MacArthur, a pretrib 

rapturist, as one within the New Calvinist movement. 
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Calvinismôs founders, and no doubt genuine desire on their part to be inclusive, Calvinismôs 

inherent exclusivity will  doubtless tear the coalition and togetherness apart in the end. 

Can Puritanism and Grace Coexist? 

One of the curious features of New Calvinism is the wide variety of criticisms leveled 

against it relative to legalism. New Calvinism has been criticized as being both legalistic and 

antinomian. Before his resignation as pastor of Mars Hill  Church, popular New Calvinist speaker 

Mark Driscoll was frequently criticized for being the ñcussing pastor.ò15 Walker levels the 

charge of ñincipient antinomianismò against New Calvinism. He says,  

I call it incipient because it is there in seed form even if  it is not yet fully broken out in 

doctrine or in practice. . . . It is becoming a casual and ill -considered mantra, repeated in 

endless blog discussions and trolled out in countless videos and articles, that we are no 

longer under law but that we are under grace. For many, what this meansðand this is the 

corollary that is argued overðis that we follow Christ but that is not related to embracing 

and obeying the Ten Commandments. . . . A concern not to be or become legalists has 

driven some back toward antinomianism.16 

On the other hand, the position that has come to be known popularly as lordship salvation 

has characterized the movement. Chapter 4 of this dissertation, ñPerseverance of the Saints,ò will  

examine this issue in greater detail. Suffice it here to say that the doctrine of the perseverance of 

the saints, which includes lordship salvation, lays a heavy legalistic requirement on Christians. 

                                                 
15 ñMark Driscoll,ò Christianity Today, http://www.christianitytoday.com/ct/topics/d/mark-driscoll 

(accessed June 25, 2015). Marsha West, ñProfane Preachers Contribute to Killing the Conscience,ò Renew America 

(September 27, 2012), http://www.renewamerica.com/columns/mwest/120927 (accessed June 26, 2015). John 

MacArthur, ñGrunge Christianity and Cussing Pastors? What Next?ò Crosswalk (February 26, 2007), 

http://www.crosswalk.com/church/pastors-or-leadership/grunge-christianity-and-cussing-pastors-what-next-

11530376.html (accessed June 26, 2015). 

16 Walker, The New Calvinism Considered, 74, 75, 76, 79. See also Peter Masters, ñNew Calvinism: The 

Merger of Calvinism with Worldliness,ò Metropolitan Tabernacle, excerpt from The Sword & Trowel 2009, issue 2, 

http://www.metropolitantabernacle.org/Christian-Article/New-Calvinism-Merger-of-Calvinism-and-

Worldliness/Sword-and-Trowel-Magazine (accessed October 30, 2014). 
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John MacArthur has been particularly influential in New Calvinist circles in this respect. Even 

though MacArthur identifies himself as a dispensationalistðalbeit a ñleaky dispensationalistòð

he has formed alliances with many New Calvinists and has included numerous New Calvinists in 

his annual Shepherdôs Conference. In an interview with both MacArthur and John Piper 

conducted by Justin Taylor of Desiring God Ministries, MacArthur reflected on how he first 

came to know Piper. He said, 

When I wrote The Gospel According to Jesus, I was so exercised because that ñno 

lordshipò theology was coming out of the heritage that was my heritage in a sense. When 

I wrote that book I didnôt know anybody outside of my circles really, and I didnôt know 

how this book would be received. But Jim Boice agreed to write the foreword, and John 

Piper wrote an endorsement that was absolutely stunning to me, because I was really not 

moving in Reformed circles at that time. I was a leaky dispensationalist. That was my 

world, and I realized that I was much more one of you than I was one of them.17 

Another enthusiastic New Calvinist supporter of MacArthurôs lordship salvation books has been 

R. C. Sproul.18 This focus on lordship salvation seems to be at odds with the charge of 

antinomianism, but the incongruity is symptomatic of the problems related to eclecticism.  

On the legalistic side of New Calvinism, there is a great admiration of the Puritans, 

particularly Jonathan Edwards. For example, there are some eighty-seven references to Jonathan 

Edwards in John Piperôs book Desiring God,19 and he is known frequently to cite Edwards in his 

other writings and sermons. Piper notes, 

The New Calvinism puts a priority on pietism or piety in the Puritan vein, with an 

emphasis on the essential role of affections in Christian living, while esteeming the life of 

                                                 
17 Justin Taylor, John MacArthur, and John Piper, ñA Conversation with John Piper and John MacArthur,ò 

Desiring God (September 28, 2007), http://www.desiringgod.org/conference-messages/a-conversation-with-john-

piper-and-john-macarthur (accessed June 20, 2015). 

18 Sproul wrote endorsements for the covers of both The Gospel According to Jesus (Grand Rapids: 

Zondervan, 1988) and Slave (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 2010). 

19 John Piper, Desiring God: Meditations of a Christian Hedonist (Sisters, OR: Multnomah Publishers, 

2003). 
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the mind and being very productive in it, and embracing the value of serious scholarship. 

Jonathan Edwards would be invoked as a model of this combination of the affections and 

the life of the mind more often than John Calvin, whether thatôs fair to Calvin or not. 20 

This elevation of the Puritans, and particularly Jonathan Edwards, runs the risk of minimizing 

grace. Evans, noting Edwardsô use of fear as a motivation, says: 

Edwards sought to change manôs state by an appeal to fear. He preached sermons in a 

terrible way because ñhe felt the state of the church life made it compulsory to preach the 

terror of the Lord.ò In this technique he did not seem to be much different from Stoddard 

who likewise put a heavy accent on fear in his appeals. The purpose of preaching, 

according to Stoddard, was not ñto show our wit and eloquence, but to set the 

consciences of men on fire: . . . the word is as an hammer and we should use it to break 

the rocky hearts of men.ò This was fairly standard Puritan style.21 

If  it was paradoxical for Edwards to speak of delighting in God while breathing out fire and 

brimstone, is it any less paradoxical for the Christian hedonist (John Piper) to offer Jonathan 

Edwards as such a shining model of Christianity? Such alliances appear perhaps to be the 

mingling of iron with clay. 

Another book written by Piper that reflects his tendency toward legalism is What Jesus 

Demands from the World.22 Piper claims that this book contains ñthe commands of Jesus Christ 

. . . which . . . derive from the Great Commission itself, where the purpose of Jesusô final 

commission is that his disciples teach people to óobeyô his teachings.ò23 If  fulfilling  the Great 

Commission consists of teaching the nations Jesusô commands, one wonders how exactly to 

                                                 
20 Jared Oliphint, ñJohn Piperôs Twelve Features of the New Calvinism,ò Reformed Forum, 

http://reformedforum.org/john-pipers-twelve-features-new-calvinism (accessed January 6, 2015). Video of Piperôs 

message can be viewed at http://www.thegospelcoalition.org/blogs/justintaylor/2014/03/14/john-pipers-lecture-at-

westminster-theological-seminary-on-new-calvinism-and-the-new-community.  

21 W. Glyn Evans, ñJonathan Edwards: Puritan Paradox,ò Bibliotheca Sacra 124, no. 493 (January 1967), 

62. 

22 John Piper, What Jesus Demands from the World (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2006). 

23 Ralph D. Winter, ñWhat Jesus Demands from the Worldò (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2006), book review, 

International Journal of Frontier Missiology 24, no. 1 (JanuaryïMarch 2007), 44. 
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understand the gospel. What is the Great Commission? Is it preaching the gospel, or is it teaching 

Jesusô commands? There appears to be a confusion between evangelism and discipleship, 

between justification and sanctification. The same problem will  be examined in greater detail in 

chapter 4 on perseverance of the saints. But let it be said here that New Calvinismôs effort to 

champion Puritanism runs a great risk of confusing justification with sanctification and thus 

losing sight of grace. What Jesus Demands from the World places great emphasis on the Gospels 

and the Old Testament, with very slight emphasis on the New Testament Epistles. Winter notes 

the following statistics: ñItôs significant that the Scripture quotations throughout the book come 

mainly from the Gospels (although he cites over 200 passages from the Old Testament). There 

are almost 800 from the book of Matthew, over 100 from Mark, over 300 from Luke, almost 350 

from John and only two from the rest of the New Testament.ò24 Such an overreliance on the Old 

Testament and the Gospels biases this work toward the law and likely betrays its underlying 

covenant theology, which views the law merely as one expression of the covenant of grace.25  

The underlying covenant theology in What Jesus Demands from the World is also seen in 

the way Piper discusses the glory of God. In his introduction to the book, Piper discusses why he 

selected the fifty  commands that he did. Obviously Piper does not include every command that 

Jesus gave (e.g., ñGo not into the way of the Gentiles,ò ñPluck out your right eye,ò ñCut off your 

right hand,ò etc.). He says that the controlling feature was ñthe kind [of commandment] that 

keeps his glory at the center.ò26 He then defines Godôs glory as that which is displayed in the 

                                                 
24 Ibid. In fact, it is quite interesting that Piper has as many references to the Song of Solomon as he does 

to all the New Testament Epistles. 

25 Westminster Confession of Faith, XIX.6. 

26 Piper, What Jesus Demands, 18. 
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person and work of Jesus.27 But his discussion of the person and work of Jesus betrays his prior 

commitment to covenant theology. Piperôs very curious treatment of the title ñSon of Manò is 

based on a clearly nonliteral interpretation of Daniel 7:13ï14. He claims that the Jews of Jesusô 

day had misinterpreted this passage by assuming it taught that ñthe Messiah would conquer 

Rome and liberate Israel and set up his earthly kingdom.ò28 Piper concludes that Jesusô use of the 

title ñSon of Manò ñwas not making explicit claims to political power,ò and goes on to expound 

an already/not-yet concept of the kingdom.29 Piperôs desire to focus on the glory of God is 

admirable, but his limiting of the glory of God to soteriological features, to the exclusion of 

millennial and national ones, shows the clear influence of covenant theology on his thinking. 

Can Baptists Be ñReformedò? 

Several influential New Calvinists are Baptists: John Piper, Al  Mohler, and Mark Dever. 

The relationship between Baptists and those of the Reformed faith has always been somewhat 

tenuous. From the outset of the Reformation, there were difficulties between the Reformers and 

the Anabaptists. For example, the Belgic Confession labeled the Anabaptistôs view of the nature 

of Christôs humanity ñheresyò (Article XVIII ), their view of rebaptism as ñerrorò (Article 

XXXIV ), and their view of believersô relationship to civil  authority as ñdetestableò and 

ñseditiousò (Article XXXVI ). To be sure, history has known of many Baptists who held to 

Reformed (i.e., Calvinistic) soteriology; such English Baptists formulated the London Baptist 

Confession of Faith (1689), patterned in large degree after the Westminster Confession. Still, 

                                                 
27 Ibid., 19. 

28 Ibid., 20. 

29 Ibid., 21. 
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those Calvinistic Baptists did formulate their own Confession so as to distinguish themselves 

from other Calvinists.  

As recently as the mid-1980s, Kenneth Good expressed his alarm at a growing sovereign 

grace (i.e., Calvinistic) movement among Baptist churches. While expressing appreciation for 

Calvinistic soteriology, Good was concerned about those Sovereign Grace Baptists whose 

ñBaptist convictions were at times offended because of collision with others whose views were 

not merely óCovenantô in the classic sense, but often strongly anti-Baptist.ò30 Good identified 

three basic concepts on the basis of which Baptists would find themselves at odds with non-

Baptists who otherwise held to Reformed theology: 

¶ The nature of the churchðby which he referred to what are commonly known as 

the Baptist distinctives. 

¶ The nature of the kingdomðwhich involved his concern about the rise of 

theonomy or Christian reconstruction. 

¶ The nature of the lawðby which he referred specifically to what Reformed 

theology calls the ñthird use of the Law.ò31 

Many of the same concerns sounded by Good may be raised vis-à-vis Baptists who are 

involved in the New Calvinism. Baptists can run into difficulty when trying to explain their 

beliefs along the lines of covenant theology. For example, Piper attempts to explain baptism as 

the New Testament counterpart of circumcision while at the same time trying to avoid 

paedobaptist conclusions. He clearly believes that ñthere appears to be in the New Testament a 

correspondence between circumcision and baptism. Just as circumcision was given as a sign to 

                                                 
30 Kenneth Good, Are Baptists Reformed? (Lorain, OH: Regular Baptist Heritage Fellowship, 1986), 18. 

31 Ibid., 19. 
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the óchildren of the covenantô in the Old Testament, so baptismðthe new sign of the covenantð

should be given to the óchildren of the covenantô today.ò32 And he understands the problem this 

connection creates for his commitment to believerôs baptism; he explains,  

So you see what that means? If  circumcision and baptism signify the same thingð

namely, genuine faithðthen you can't use this meaning of baptism by itself as an 

argument against baptizing infants, because circumcision was given to infants. In other 

words, you canôt simply say, ñBaptism is an expression and sign of faith; infants canôt 

have faith; therefore donôt baptize infants.ò You canôt simply say this, because Romans 

4:11 says that circumcision means the same thingða sign of faithðand it was given to 

infants.33 

So, he is forced to adopt a hybridized view of Israel and the Church that borrows just enough of a 

distinction from dispensationalism to allow for some change between the recipients of 

circumcision and the recipients of baptism, while still retaining substantially a continuity 

between Israel and the Church.34 

Reformed/Presbyterian New Calvinist Kevin DeYoung, while admitting on the one hand 

that ñJohn Piper is Reformed,ò explains, on the other hand, ñJohn Piper is not really Reformed. 

Reformed theology is defined by the Reformed confessions and finds its expression in Reformed 

and Presbyterian ecclesiastical structures, so clearly John Piperðas a credobapstist from the 

                                                 
32 John Piper, ñHow Do Circumcision and Baptism Correspond?ò Desiring God (August 29, 1999), 

http://www.desiringgod.org/sermons/how-do-circumcision-and-baptism-correspond (accessed June 17, 2015). 

33 Ibid. 

34 Ibid. His attempted explanation is as follows: ñThe Church is not a replay of Israel. It is an advance on 

Israel. To administer the sign of the covenant as though this advance has not happened is a great mistake. We do not 

baptize our children according to the flesh, not because we donôt love them, but because we want to preserve for 

them the purity and the power of the spiritual community that God ordained for the believing church of the living 

Christ.ò 
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Baptist General Conferenceðis not Reformed. Why should óReformed Baptistô sound any less 

strange than óLutheran Baptistô?ò35 Michael Bird is in essential agreement with DeYoung.36 

Al  Mohlerôs attempt to hold a diverse Gospel Coalition together focuses around his 

delineation of what he calls a ñtheological triage,ò a rating of doctrines based on their closeness 

to the gospel: 

1. First-level theological issues are most central and essential to the Christian faith. These 

include the trinity, the full  deity and humanity of Jesus Christ, justification by faith, and 

the authority of Scripture. 

2. What distinguishes first-level and second-level doctrines is that evangelicals may 

disagree on the second-order issues, though this disagreement creates significant 

boundaries between believers. Such second-level doctrines include the meaning and 

mode of baptism, and the issue of women serving as pastors. 

3. Third-order issues are doctrines over which evangelicals may disagree and yet remain in 

close fellowship, even within local congregations. This is where Mohler categorizes 

debates over eschatology.37  

While it may be helpful to think in terms of such a triage structure, there will  be vast differences 

of opinion as to which doctrines belong to which level.  

                                                 
35 Kevin DeYoung, ñIs John Piper Really Reformed?ò TGC (November 7, 2013), 

http://www.thegospelcoalition.org/blogs/kevindeyoung/2013/11/07/is-john-piper-really-reformed (accessed June 29, 

2015). 

36 Michael F. Bird, ñWho Is Reformed? Is John Piper Reformed?ò Euangelion (November 7, 

2013), http://www.patheos.com/blogs/euangelion/2013/11/who-is-reformed-is-john-piper-reformed (accessed 

November 8, 2013). 

 

37 Albert Mohler, ñConfessional Evangelicalism,ò ed., Kevin Bauder, Four Views on the Spectrum of 

Evangelicalism (Counterpoints: Bible and Theology), (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2011), 78ï80. Albert Mohler, ñA 

Call for Theological Triage and Christian Maturityò (July 12, 2005), http://www.albertmohler.com/2005/07/12/a-

call-for-theological-triage-and-christian-maturity (accessed June 29, 2015). 
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The eclecticism that New Calvinism seeks to maintain is a bit like a marriage between 

incompatible partners. Amos asks, ñCan two walk together except they are agreed?ò (Amos 3:3, 

NKJV). How much agreement is necessary in order to maintain a coalition? The days of New 

Calvinismôs togetherness may be numbered. Only time will  tell. 

Can Cessationists and Continuationists Coexist? 

Chapter 5 of this dissertation (ñAuthorityò) will  examine extensively the issue of New 

Calvinismôs involvement in promoting the continuation of such spiritual gifts as tongues and 

prophecy. Many New Calvinists have departed from the traditional Calvinist commitment to 

cessationism and are now promoting continuationism. None has been more influential in this 

effort than Wayne Grudem. His Systematic Theology,38 a text used widely on Christian college 

and seminary campuses, and his The Gift of Prophecy in the New Testament and Today39 have 

had a tremendous impact on a young generation of Calvinistic students of theology. John Piper, 

without a doubt, the single most influential force in New Calvinism, enthusiastically endorses 

Grudemôs views on the spiritual gifts. And Mark Driscoll has described himself as ña 

Charismatic wearing a seatbelt.ò40 As C. Michael Patton has said, 

There is a very strong charismatic openness in the New Calvinism that was not present 

before. Previously, practically all Calvinists were cessationists, believing that the 

supernatural gifts of the Spirit ceased in the first century. Now there are many who are 

continuationists, believing that the supernatural sign gifts are still in effect today. It is not 

necessary to be a tongue-speaking Calvinist to be a part of the New Calvinism, but you 

                                                 
38 Wayne Grudem, Systematic Theology (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2004). 

39 Wayne Grudem, The Gift of Prophecy in the New Testament and Today (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2000). 

40 Jeremy Walker, The New Calvinism Considered (Faverdale North Darlington: Evangelical Press, 2013), 

93. 



31 

 

probably wouldnôt be offended by it either. Certainly, you would not be dogmatic about it 

either way.41 

Yet there are others, such as Al  Mohler, who maintain a cessationist interpretation, and 

John MacArthur, who in many ways identifies with New Calvinists but stirred not a few waves 

in 2013 with his ñStrange Fireò conference strongly condemning continuationism. Tongues and 

prophecy have been contentious issues in the church ever since the rise of Montanism in the 

second century; and they continue to stir up controversy. Will  the togetherness of New 

Calvinismôs coalition have a strong enough glue to overcome such contention? As this 

dissertation will  demonstrate in chapter 5, the issues of prophecy and tongues are not peripheral 

issues, but strike at the heart oneôs view of authority. It is doubtful that New Calvinists who are 

committed to the truth of Godôs Word and to the Reformation doctrine of sola Scriptura will  be 

able to ignore their differences in this area of spiritual gifts. 

 

Conclusion 

Of all the features of New Calvinism, eclecticism is probably the most striking and the 

most characteristic. The rest of the features essentially amount in some way to a resurgence of 

Old Calvinism. But the Calvinism of the past was never eclectic. If  someone had planned and 

conspired pragmatically to spread Calvinism effectively, then building eclecticism into the 

conspiracy would have been a brilliant idea. However, there is no evidence known to this writer 

that New Calvinism has spread through conspiracy and pragmatism. If  anything, such efforts 

                                                 
41 C. Michael Patton, ñWhat Is the óNew Calvinismô? . . . And Are You a Part of It?ò Credo House (April 

5, 2010), http://www.reclaimingthemind.org/blog/2010/04/what-is-the-new-calvinism-and-are-you-a-part-of-it 

(accessed March 6, 2015). 
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dependent on humans will  run utterly contrary to the ideals of Calvinism. The lack of eclecticism 

in Old Calvinism was no mistake, however. Theological underpinnings of Calvinism and 

covenant theology naturally tended to weed out such undesirable partners as those considered to 

be Arminians, Antinomians, Anti-credalists, and Charismatics. The history of Calvinism may 

point to the fact that the inclusion of many such Christians may constitute an unworkable and 

unsustainable coalition. At the time of the writing of this dissertation, already four high profile 

personalities have left The Gospel Coalition over matters of doctrinal differences or accusations 

of scandal.42 Only time can tell whether New Calvinism is here to stay or whether it is simply the 

latest fad to hit the Christian marketplace of ïisms. This writer rather suspects that New 

Calvinismôs life span will  be short-lived.

                                                 
42 The four individuals referred to here are Mark Driscoll, Tullian Tchividjian, C. J. Mahaney, and Joshua 

Harris. Jeremy Weber, ñTim Keller, Don Carson Explain Why Tullian Tchividjian Was Asked to Leave Gospel 

Coalition,ò http://www.christianitytoday.com/gleanings/2014/may/tim-keller-don-carson-explain-why-tullian-

tchividjian-tgc.html (accessed July 4, 2015). Don Carson and Tim Keller, ñDriscoll Steps Down from TGC 

Council,ò http://www.thegospelcoalition.org/article/driscoll-steps-down-from-tgc-council (accessed July 4, 2015). 



 

 

Chapter 2 

Soteriocentric Focus 

 

Dispensationalism holds that the unifying principle of the Bible is doxological, meaning 

that Godôs ultimate purpose in all His dealings with His creation is for His glory.1 New Calvinist 

theologians, with others in the Reformed tradition, also claim to focus their theology on Godôs 

glory. The Westminster Confession of Faith, highly respected by most New Calvinists, states 

about Scripture, ñThe heavenliness of the matter, the efficacy of the doctrine, the majesty of the 

style, the consent of all the parts, the scope of the whole . . . is, to give all glory to God,ò2 and in 

answer to the question, ñWhat is the chief and highest end of man?ò the Westminster Catechism 

answers, ñManôs chief and highest end is to glorify God, and fully to enjoy him forever.ò3 These 

are good statements with which both New Calvinists and dispensationalists can agree. But New 

Calvinism is inconsistent in adhering to its claim of a doxological purpose. In practice, New 

Calvinism maintains more of a soteriocentric4 focus than a doxological one. This soteriocentric 

focus makes the gospel the primary controlling purpose of God and the central message of the 

Bible. This shift from a doxological focus to a soteriocentric one results in a number of 

                                                 
1 Charles C. Ryrie, Dispensationalism (Chicago: Moody Press, 1995), 40ï41, 93ï95. Renald E. Showers, 

There Really Is a Difference (Bellmawr, NJ: Friends of Israel, 1990), 50ï51. 

2 Westminster Confession of Faith, I.1. 

3 Westminster Larger Catechism, Question 1. 

4 The term ñsoteriocentricò is being used to mean that which is centered on the gospel message of 

salvation. This term is intended to be more focused than simply ñsoteriological.ò The Bible is largely soteriological 

in that the primary, though not exclusive, message of God to man is the message of salvation. However, to say that 

the Bible is centered on the message of salvation (ñsoteriocentricò) implies that everything in the Bible has to do 

with the gospel message in some way. Bebbington uses the term ñcrucicentrismò in David Bebbington, 

Evangelicalism in Modern Britain: A History from the 1730s to the 1980s (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1989), 1ï17; cited 

in Michael F. Bird, Evangelical Theology: A Biblical and Systematic Introduction (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 

2013), 20. 
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significant problems: a limited view of Godôs purposes, a theology that is too man-centered, a 

biased interpretation of Scripture that results in eisegesis, a misunderstanding of the place of the 

law in the gospel (law-gospel continuum), a tendency toward the social gospel in missiology, and 

an unbalanced presentation of systematic theology. 

A Limited View of Godôs Purposes 

For the New Calvinist, the gospel is the central and focal message of everything in 

Scripture. Bullmore explains it this way: ñThe gospel is a cause of scriptural revelation, and the 

gospel is an effect of scriptural revelation. In other words, Godôs great, eternal purpose of 

redemption (what is expressed in the gospel) gives rise to the Bible, and the Bible serves to 

accomplish Godôs purpose in the gospel.ò5 Thus, according to Bullmore, the Bibleôs message is 

exclusive: 

If  we think of the gospel, broadly speaking, as Godôs eternal good purpose to redeem a 

people for himself (1 Pet. 2:9) and to restore his fallen creation (Rom. 8:19ï21), then this 

ñgood newsò precedes and gives rise to biblical revelation. All  of Scripture is marked by 

this sense of being born out of some great divine initiative. In this sense, the gospel is a 

cause of biblical revelation. While Scripture itself is not the gospel, all Scripture is related 

to the gospel, and the gospel is Scriptureôs reason for being. The gospel is the Bibleôs 

main and unifying message.6 

By explaining Godôs purposes in terms of the centrality and overarching guidance of the gospel, 

in practice the New Calvinist makes the salvation of the elect, rather than the glory of God, the 

controlling purpose in Godôs dealings with His creationða soteriological purpose. This is 

essentially the same as covenant theologyôs overarching principle of the Covenant of Grace.  

                                                 
5 Mike Bullmore, The Gospel and Scripture: How to Read the Bible (Crossway: The Gospel Coalition 

Booklets, Kindle Edition, 2011-08-02), Kindle Locations 44ï46. 

6 Ibid., Kindle Locations 49ï52. 
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Practically speaking, this results in New Calvinismôs theology having too limited a view 

of Godôs purposes in such things as creation, the family, human government, angels, Israel, and 

the kingdom. Some New Calvanists have acknowledged the potential for this problem. Kevin 

DeYoung, when discussing the definition of New Calvinism, spoke of the ñdanger of minimizing 

important doctrines in an effort to promote gospel-centered unity.ò7 As with covenant theology, 

this approach attempts to force everything into a soteriological paradigm. When Ryrie identified 

the glory of God as the underlying purpose of God in the world, this was to serve as a corrective 

to covenant theologyôs restrictive soteriocentrism. Hebrews 5:8ð6:12 associates an unwarranted 

focus on the gospel with a state of immaturity. While the gospel is of supreme importance to man 

because of our fallen condition, it is not of such central importance from Godôs perspective. God 

has other purposes in His creation besides salvation. God is glorified through the gospel, but He 

is also glorified through His other purposes in the universe. Some such non-soteriological 

purposes include His purposes for the nations, the angels, marriage and the family, and the 

orderly arrangement of the cosmos. The concept that there can be other purposes for God besides 

redemption seems to be lost on the New Calvinist. Bullmore states that ñthe Bible is more than a 

narrative, recounting human history. There is a larger story behind the story. The real biblical 

narrative is the unfolding of Godôs purpose and plan. The Bible is Godôs story, and its storyline 

is the gospel: Godôs plan to redeem a people for himself and restore his fallen creation through 

Christ.ò8 But this sets up a false dichotomy. Bullmore implies that you can either view Scripture 

as ña narrative, recounting human historyò or as ñthe gospel: Godôs plan to redeem a people for 

                                                 
7 Kevin DeYoung, ñWhat Do You Think of When You Think of the New Calvinism?ò Young, Restless, 

and Reformed blog, http://thegospelcoalition.org/blogs/kevindeyoung/2013/12/11/what-do-you-think-of-when-you-

think-of-the-new-calvinism (accessed December 12, 2013). 

8 Bullmore, Kindle Locations 243ï245. 
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himself.ò But there are other issues that the Bible addresses. There can be no doubt that when 

viewed from manôs perspective, nothing could be more important than the salvation of man. But 

is it right to impose this same priority of importance onto God? All  that God has done, is doing, 

and will  yet do is for His glory. This includes the salvation of the elect, but it also includes many 

other things. The very first thing recorded in the Bible is the creation of the universe (Genesis 

1:1). This was for Godôs glory (Psalm 19:1ï6) and had nothing to do directly with the salvation 

of the elect. Godôs institution of the family occurred before the Fall (Genesis 1:26ï28) and was 

designed for His glory. God also has a non-soteriological purpose for human government for His 

glory (Genesis 9:5ï6; Romans 13:1ï7; 1 Peter 1:13ï17). These other purposes are difficult  for 

the New Calvinist theologian to explain under the rubric of either the gospel or the Covenant of 

Grace.  

Man-Centered Theology 

Not only does the soteriocentric focus of New Calvinism result in too limited a view of 

Godôs purposes, it may also tend to make theology too man-centered.9 Doubtless, New Calvinist 

theologians would object to this criticism. And, indeed, Reformed theology (including New 

Calvinism) has always claimed to be God-centered and focused on the glory of God. But it might 

more truthfully be said that Reformed theology has a dual focus: one God-centered, the other 

man-centered. This is seen in the Westminster Catechismôs statement, ñManôs chief and highest 

end is to glorify God, and fully to enjoy him forever.ò Which is more important? Glorifying God 

or enjoying Him? One is a God-centered focus; the other is a man-centered focus. John Piper 

rephrases the Westminster statement as follows: ñThe chief end of man is to glorify God by 

                                                 
9 Jeremy Walker, The New Calvinism Considered (Faverdale North Darlington: Evangelical Press, 2013), 

102. 
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enjoying Him forever.ò10 The man-centeredness of this edited version of Westminster is seen in 

the subtitle of the book it comes from: Meditations of a Christian Hedonist. Websterôs 

Dictionary defines ñhedonismò as ñthe doctrine that pleasure or happiness is the sole or chief 

good in life.ò If  the chief way one glorifies God is by enjoying Him, then oneôs primary focus 

can too easily become human enjoyment. While there is certainly nothing wrong with enjoying 

God (Psalm 1:2; 37:4; 1 John 1:4), there are clearly times when it is right for Godôs people to 

suffer and experience great sorrow in the process of Godôs being glorified. Such was clearly the 

case for Job, and the apostle Paul describes the great sorrows and suffering he experienced for 

Godôs glory (1 Corinthians 15:31ï32; 2 Corinthians 1:8). There is much truth in the aphorism, 

ñGod is more interested in your holiness than in your happiness.ò 

Biased Hermeneutic Leading to Eisegesis 

It is assumed both in covenant theology in general, and in New Calvinism in particular, 

that the gospel is the proper interpretive center for understanding the Bible. Bullmore claims,  

The Bible in all its parts points to and explains Christ in some way. Therefore, the Bible 

in all its parts contributes not only to our understanding the gospel but to our ñhearingò 

the gospel with the goal that we might believe and that God will  fully accomplish his 

good purpose of redemption. This then requires that we appropriate Scripture in keeping 

with Godôs good purpose.11 

This is what is sometimes referred to as the Christocentric principle of interpretation. This 

principle was promoted by Luther and is what forced him, contrary to his own convictions, to 

resort to a spiritualizing, or allegorical, interpretation. The idea that all of Scripture points to 

Christ is usually based on a misunderstanding of Luke 24:27. But this passage likely means only 

                                                 
10 John Piper, Desiring God: Meditations of a Christian Hedonist (Sisters, OR: Multnomah Publishers, 

2003), 111. 

11 Bullmore, Kindle Locations 103ï105. 
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that in every major section of the Old Testament, there are significant passages that refer to 

Christ and His redemptive work, not, as Bullmore states, ñJesus understood the entire Old 

Testament as speaking in some real way of him.ò12 For details on the Christocentric principle of 

interpretation and Luke 24:27, please refer to Appendix 1, ñThe Christocentric Principle of 

Hermeneutics and Luke 24:27.ò Bullmore clearly understands that his Christocentric 

interpretation involves a spiritualizing of the text. He states, ñWe come now to the matter of 

interpreting Scripture. The New Testament sets forth two key principles. Christ-Centeredness . . . 

Spiritual Interpretation.ò13  

While the Christocentric, or gospel-centered, principle may seem intuitively correct to 

Christians who have become recipients of Godôs saving grace, it may in fact be a dangerously 

oversimplified way of viewing things. There can be no doubt that salvation is a subject most dear 

to the heart of Godôs people. After all, the redeemed of God have been rescued from that which, 

apart from Godôs sovereign intervention, was a hopeless and fearful fate. But to make salvation 

the sole, or overriding, purpose of God is to view things from manôs perspective, not necessarily 

from Godôs perspective. One of the most significant catchphrases of New Calvinism is ñgospel-

centered.ò This phrase shows up in a wide variety of contexts. Tim Challies observes: 

Gospel-centeredness is all the rage today. We are told to live gospel-centered lives, to 

pray toward a gospel-centered faith, to have gospel-centered humility, to be gospel-

centered parents, to form gospel-centered churches, to have gospel-centered marriages, to 

say goodbye at gospel-centered funerals. The gospel, we are told, must be central to all 

we are and all we do.14 

                                                 
12 Ibid., Kindle Locations 194ï195. 

13 Ibid., Kindle Locations 184ï186, 207. 

14 ñThe Gospel Centered Everything,ò Tim Challies blog (March 7, 2013), 

http://www.challies.com/articles/the-gospel-centered-everything (accessed December 11, 2013). 



39 

 

Similarly, Walker says, ñIf you read the books, follow the blogs, and listen to the 

conversations, you will  hear ógospel-thisô and ógospel-thatô and ógospel-the-other,ô perhaps 

almost to the point of inanity.ò15  

A recent search of popular Christian books revealed the following titles: 

¶ The Gospel-Centered Life 

¶ Gospel-Centered Teaching 

¶ Gospel-Centered Discipleship 

¶ Gospel Centered Leadership 

¶ The Gospel-Centered Woman 

¶ The Gospel-Centered Mom 

¶ Gospel-Centered Hermeneutics 

¶ The Gospel-Centered Community Participantôs Guide 

¶ Living the Cross Centered Life 

¶ Gospel-Centered Family 

 

God does have other purposes in His dealings with His creation, and these purposes all 

find their expression in His Word. Reading a redemptive purpose into passages dealing with such 

subjects as the angels, human families, the nations, and society runs the risk of eisegesis and may 

force the exegete either to unwarranted typology or to outright allegorism. Bullmore apparently 

believes that the interpretation of Scripture requires a different method of interpretation than is 

required for other literature. When discussing ñspiritual interpretationò he says, ñIt is not 

sufficient merely to recognize that Christ-centeredness is essential for rightly interpreting 

Scripture. Our handling of Scripture must be accompanied by the illuminating work of the Holy 

Spirit. The Bible is qualitatively different from every other book and requires that we read it in 

                                                 
15 Walker, New Calvinism Considered, 43. 
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keeping with its nature.ò16 This leads him, contrary to literal grammatical-historical 

interpretation, to seeing a double meaning in Scripture: ñWith passage after passage, the effect of 

reading the Bible should be, at least, a doubly reinforced hearing of the gospel. In every passage 

there is, at least, a double emphasis on the gospel, one narrative and one thematic, each 

combining with the other to strengthen and make more vivid the truth and power of the gospel of 

Jesus Christ.ò17 He does not clarify exactly how this principle of interpretation is to be employed 

in any given passage, but he clearly believes that in a narrative passage of Scripture, there can be 

both a narrative meaning and a separate thematic meaning, and that this double meaning is the 

interpretive tool used to find the gospel in ñevery passage.ò 

In addition to Luke 24:27, another passage sometimes adduced to support a gospel-

centered interpretation of the Old Testament is Romans 15:4: ñFor whatever was written in 

earlier times was written for our instruction, so that through perseverance and the encouragement 

of the Scriptures we might have hope.ò18 But Cranfield wisely exercises caution in the way he 

states the meaning this verse. He says that ñthe second part of the verse brings out what Paul sees 

as the aim of this instruction, and so the (or, at least, one very important) purpose of all the OT 

Scriptures.ò19 Cranfield is reluctant to assign an exclusively soteriological aim to the Old 

Testamentôs instruction, so he adds the clarifying phrase, ñat least, one very important.ò The 

believerôs instruction (ŭɘŭŬůəŬɚɑŬ), even within the context of Romans, includes more than the 

gospel. He is instructed on how to be a good citizen (Romans 13:1ï7), how to maintain a good 

                                                 
16 Bullmore, Kindle Locations 207ï210. 

17 Ibid., Kindle Locations 287ï289. 

18 Ibid., Kindle Locations 82ï84. 

19 C. E. B. Cranfield, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Epistle to the Romans, International 

Critical Commentary (London; New York: T&T Clark International, 2004), 735. 
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marriage (Ephesians 5:21ï33), how to manage his family affairs (Ephesians 6:1ï4), etc. To be 

sure, the believer conducts himself in this way with a view to his ñhopeò ( ɚˊɑɠ, Romans 15:4), 

but this is far from saying that the ñgospelò is central or foundational to the message of all 

Scripture. Hope is future focused with a view to coming judgment. The believer conducts 

himself in such a way as to meet with Godôs approval at the Judgment Seat of Christ, whether 

that conduct has to do with gospel ministry, proper parenting, loving a spouse, or properly 

submitting to government. 

The Place of the Law in the Gospel (Law-Gospel Continuum) 

Forcing all things into a soteriological mold results, among other things, in confusing 

Israel and the Church. This is a problem generally afflicting Reformed theology, and is 

particularly notable in New Calvinism. More will  be said on this topic in chapter 3, ñA 

Supersessionist View of Israel and the Church.ò But one area affecting the gospel message itself 

is how one views the relationship between the Law and the gospel. Strickland observed that 

ñsince the Reformation, the orthodox position of the Protestant church has been never to mix law 

and gospel. Despite this, [Daniel] Fuller argues that law and gospel are in a continuum.ò20 Piper 

was strongly influenced by Daniel P. Fuller. Indeed, Piper considers Fuller, a former professor of 

his, to have been his mentor.21 Fullerôs view of a ñcontinuum of law and gospelò22 emerges in 

Piperôs exposition of Romans 9 as follows: 

                                                 
20 Wayne G. Strickland, ñPreunderstanding and Daniel Fullerôs Law-Gospel Continuum,ò Bibliotheca 

Sacra 144, no. 574 (1987): 182. 

21 John Piper, The Justification of God: An Exegetical and Theological Study of Romans 9:1ï23, 2nd ed. 

(Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 1993), 12. Piper extolled Fullerôs influence in the following words: ñEverything I 

have preached or written is owing in great measure to the inspiration and exegetical discipline I absorbed from 

Daniel Fuller.ò 

22 Daniel P. Fuller, Gospel and Law: Contrast or Continuum? The Hermeneutics of Dispensationalism and 

Covenant Theology (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1980). 
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In spite of the widespread notion that the law and faith are contrary terms in Paul, in fact 

Christ is not the end of the law but its goal, and both Christ and the law teach faith not 

legalism. For this reason Paul can say, ñthrough faith we establish the lawò (Rom 3:31), 

and ñthose who walk according to the Spirit [i.e. by faith] fulfill  the just requirement of 

the lawò (Rom 8:4), and ñthe doers of the law will  be justifiedò (Rom 2:13; cf. Cranfield, 

I, Romans, 155; see also Rom 2:26). And for this reason too Paul can argue in Rom 9:31f 

that the reason Israel did not attain to the righteousness which the law commends is that 

they pursued it ɞə ə ˊɑůŰŮɤɠ ɚɚᾷ ɠ ɝᾷ ɟɔɤɜðñnot from faith but as though it were 

from worksòðwhen in fact it is not from works, and the law never taught that it is.23 

Piper concludes that ñboth Christ and the law teach faith not legalism,ò24 and that the law 

ñexpressed his saving purpose of Israel . . . and taught the way to life through faith.ò25 This is a 

misunderstanding of the purpose of the law. Godôs giving of the law to Israel was chiefly for 

administrative purposes, not soteriological ones. The framework of covenant theology that 

undergirds New Calvinism forces them to conclude that the law must be an expression of the 

Covenant of Grace. This is contrary to what the Bible itself teaches about the lawôs purposes. 

The two great Biblical treatises on the law are the books of Romans and Galatians.26 Romans 

states that the law ñincreases the trespassò (5:20), ñarouses sinful passionsò (7:5), and that 

ñChrist is the end of the lawò (10:4). Galatians is even more explicit, making the following 

statements: 

¶ 2:16ðA man is not justified by the works of the law. 

                                                 
23 Piper, Justification of God, 37. 

24 Ibid.  

25 Ibid. 

26 The term ɜɧɛɞɠ occurs a total of 194 times in the New Testament, 74 times in Romans, and 32 times in 

Galatians. It actually has a higher frequency of occurrence in Galatians, appearing on average over 5 times per 

chapter (in Romans on average 4.6 times per chapter). ɁɞӢɛɞɠ occurs 14 times in Hebrews (avg. once per chapter) 

and 10 times in James (avg. 2 times per chapter). Johnôs Gospel has quite a few total occurrences (15), but on 

average less than once per chapter. Other books: Philippians, 3 times (.75 per chapter); Acts, 17 times (.61 per 

chapter); 1 Corinthians, 9 times (.56 per chapter); Luke, 9 times (.38 per chapter); 1 Timothy, 2 times (.33 per 

chapter); Matthew, 8 times (.29 per chapter); Ephesians, once (.17 per chapter). All other New Testament books 

have zero occurrences of the term ɜɧɛɞɠ. 
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¶ 2:21ðIf  righteousness comes through the law, then Christ died needlessly. 

¶ 3:10ðAs many as are of the works of the law are under a curse. 

¶ 3:11ðNo one is justified by the law before God. 

¶ 3:12ðThe law is not of faith.  

¶ 3:19ðWhy the law then? It was added because of transgressions, until the seed 

would come to whom the promise had been made. 

¶ 3:23ðBefore faith came, we were kept in custody [űɟɞɡɟɏɤ ñhold in custody, 

detain, confineò] under the law, being shut up [ůɡɔəɚŮɑɤ ñconfine, imprisonò] to 

the faith which was later to be revealed. 

¶ 3:24ï25ðThe law has become our tutor to lead us to Christ so that we may be 

justified by faith, but now that faith has come, we are no longer under a tutor. 

¶ 5:4ðYou have been severed from Christ, you who are seeking to be justified by 

law; you have fallen from grace.  

John Piperôs The Justification of God is an attempt to exegete Romans 9:1ï23 in such a 

way as to demonstrate that this passage supports the individual election of people for salvation, 

rather than the corporate election of Israel as a nation. Such an exegesis is vitally important to 

those who adopt a Calvinistic soteriology, since there are few passages of Scripture that develop 

the doctrine of unconditional election (the other principal passage would be Ephesians 1:3ï14). 

This issue is directly addressed in chapter 3, where Piper states, 

The basic argument against seeing individual, eternal predestination in Rom 9:6ï13 is 

that the two Old Testament references on which Paul builds his case do not in their Old 

Testament contexts refer to individuals or to eternal destiny, but rather to nations and 

historical tasks. The argument carries a good deal of force, especially when treated (as it 
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usually is) without reference to the logical development of Paulôs argument in Rom 9:1ï

13.27 

Piper here admits the national/corporate force of the references to Genesis 21:12, 25:23, and 

Malachi 1:2ï3, but suggests that their force is overridden by the local contextual argument. If  

one removes his presumption of a soteriological theme from the local context, his entire thesis 

disappears. The local context supports a view of Godôs plan for national Israel, thus, Piperôs 

argument has no standing at all. Piperôs entire argument amounts to this: the context of Romans 

9 deals with personal salvation; therefore, Paulôs citations from Genesis and Malachi must be 

understood in terms of an application to personal salvation, even though in their original contexts 

they do not. Piperôs assumption that the context of Romans 9 deals with personal salvation is 

faulty to start with. This amounts to a faulty major premise in his syllogism, thus assuring a 

faulty conclusion. Rather, one should begin by seeing that the context of Romans 9ð11 is 

dispensational/administrative, rather than soteriological.  

Chapters 9ð11 actually constitute a resumption of a subject that had been introduced at 

the beginning of chapter 3. Having established the equal guilt of both Jews and Gentiles in 

chapters 1 and 2, Paul asked, ñWhat, then, is the advantage of the Jew, or what is the profit of 

circumcision?ò (Romans 3:1). Paul began to answer this question by enumerating a list. He 

began the list by writing in Romans 3:2: ñFirst, the oracles of God were entrusted to them.ò28 But 

this list is interrupted by a discussion of righteousness by faith. This ñdigressionò continues for 

                                                 
27 Ibid., 58. Also, ñWe concluded in Chapter Three that in Rom 9:6ï13 Paul teaches that God predestines 

individuals to their respective eternal destinies,ò p. 96. 

28 The ordinal numeral ́ ɟŰɞɠ assumes that it will be followed by at least one more item. There is no 

second item listed in chapter 3. The remaining items are not mentioned until chapter 9. Chapter 11 is further tied 

together with this verse by the repetition of the term ˊɘůŰɑŬ, which occurs both in 3:3 and in 11:20, 23. 
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the next six chapters. Chapter 9 opens with a resumption of the enumerated list in Romans 9:4:29 

ñWhose are the adoption, and the glory, and the covenants, and the giving of the law, and the 

temple service, and the promises, from whom came the fathers, and from whom came the 

Messiah according to the flesh.ò Thus, in all (including Romans 3:2), Paul enumerated nine 

items that describe ñthe advantage of the Jew.ò In light of this exalted and privileged position of 

Israel, it seems an enigma that the Jews had rejected the Messiah at his first advent. Chapters 9ð

11 offer an explanation to this enigma. Chapter 9 explains that Godôs election of Israel 

guarantees that they will  eventually acknowledge that Jesus is their Messiah. Chapter 10 explains 

the means by which elect Israel will  come to acknowledge that Jesus is their Messiah, namely 

through the preaching of the gospel. Chapter 11 explains how present-day Israelôs unbelief 

relates to the present age and what the believing Gentilesô attitude toward national Israel should 

be. 

The exegetical fault committed by Piper is his assumption that chapters 9ð11 of Romans 

continue the same topic as chapters 3ð8, namely, justification/sanctification. Rather, Romans 

9ð11 should be seen dispensationally as relating to the restoration of national Israel. But Piper 

explains Romans 9ð11 as follows: 

The purpose of Rom 9ð11 must be explained in relation to the purpose of the whole 

letter. . . . Since the gospel that he proclaims in Rom 1ð8 is the power of God unto 

salvation ñto the Jews firstò (1:16) and since the Christ is ñdescended from David 

according to the fleshò (1:3) and ñthere is great value in circumcisionò (3:2) and ñthe 

faithlessness of the Jews does not nullify the faithfulness of Godò (3:3) and a saving 

promise was made ñto Abraham and his descendantsò (4:13), the question of Israelôs 

destiny becomes acute. It grows necessarily out of the exposition of Rom 1ð8.30 

                                                 
29 Cranfield, Romans, I:178; J. B. Lightfoot, Notes on the Epistles of St. Paul (Hendrickson, 1995), 264; 

Douglas J. Moo, Epistle to the Romans NICNT (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1996), 181ï182; W. Sanday and A. C. 

Headlam, The Epistle to the Romans ICC (Edinburgh, T&T Clark, 1901), 70. 

30 Piper, Justification of God, 18. 



46 

 

This failure to adequately distinguish between Israel and the Church is based on his 

presupposition of a law-gospel continuum, à la Fuller. This is a position that finds a comfortable 

place within the framework of reformed theology, with its ñthird use of the lawò (tertius usus 

legis).31 But it is inconsistent with the New Testamentôs clearly stated purposes of the law. 

 

Impact of Soteriocentrism on Missiology 

New Calvinism is not characterized by any one eschatological perspective. The 

movement has within its ranks amillennialists, postmillennialists, and premillennialists. 

However, one view that is almost entirely absent within New Calvinist circles is dispensational 

premillennialism. The premillennialism that does exist within New Calvinismôs enclave is almost 

exclusively what is referred to as ñhistorical premillennialism.ò Such historical premillennialists 

include Wayne Grudem, John Piper, and Albert Mohler. All  the eschatological positions within 

New Calvinism have their share of a realized eschatology that sees the present Church as 

advancing some form of the kingdom. Thus, The Gospel Coalitionôs founding documents see the 

fulfilling  of the Great Commission as ña mission-hearted faith anchored in enduring truth 

working itself out in unashamed discipleship eager to stand the tests of kingdom-callingò32 and 

that ñthose who have been saved by the grace of God through union with Christ by faith and 

                                                 
31 John Calvin, Institutes, II, vii, 12. The Institutes was first published in 1536 when Calvin was only 27 

years old, almost ten years before the Council of Trent (1545ï1563). The Council of Trent laid a heavy accusation 

of antinomianism against the Reformers. In response, Calvinôs later editions of The Institutes had a more developed 

theology of the law. The last edition, published in 1559, contains the reference to the ñthird use of the law,ò a 

concept Calvin borrowed from the Lutheran theologian Melanchthon. 

32 The Gospel for All of Life: Preamble, thegospelcoalition.org. 
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through regeneration by the Holy Spirit enter the kingdom of God and delight in the blessings of 

the new covenant.ò33 Postmillennial influence can be seen in the following statement: 

Believers should neither withdraw into seclusion from the world, nor become 

indistinguishable from it: rather, we are to do good to the city, for all the glory and honor 

of the nations is to be offered up to the living God. Recognizing whose created order this 

is, and because we are citizens of Godôs kingdom, we are to love our neighbors as 

ourselves, doing good to all, especially to those who belong to the household of God. The 

kingdom of God, already present but not fully realized, is the exercise of Godôs 

sovereignty in the world toward the eventual redemption of all creation. The kingdom of 

God is an invasive power that plunders Satanôs dark kingdom and regenerates and 

renovates through repentance and faith the lives of individuals rescued from that 

kingdom. It therefore inevitably establishes a new community of human life together 

under God.34 

Of particular note is the statement that the kingdom of God is ñalready present but not fully 

realized,ò and that God is currently working sovereignly to bring about ñthe eventual redemption 

of all creation.ò The wording of this statement is taken largely from postmillennialist Timothy 

Keller and the philosophy of his church, Redeemer Presbyterian Church in New York. Kellerôs 

worldview is based on Augustineôs City of God and his contrast between the ñCity of Manò and 

the ñCity of God.ò35 Keller uses Jeremiah 29 to formulate a philosophy of mission that excludes 

either what he terms ñassimilationò or ñtribalismò and that requires a method of infiltration. This 

method of infiltration has Christians moving into cultures and societies, taking part in them 

without assimilating into them, and influencing them so as to redeem all aspects of society, 

                                                 
33 Confessional Statement, 10, thegospelcoalition.org. 

34 Ibid. 

35 Timothy Keller, ñThe Meaning of the City,ò 

http://sermons2.redeemer.com/sites/sermons2.redeemer.com/files/sermons/RPC-The_Meaning_of_the_City.mp3. 

(accessed July 4, 2015). Time stamp about 12:50. Keller identifies this message on ñThe Meaning of the Cityò based 

on Jeremiah 29 as central to the philosophy of Redeemer Presbyterian Church. He states, ñJeremiah 29 . . . is one of 

the most important texts in Redeemerôs history. This is one of the most formative passages of the Bible. Without it, 

Redeemer wouldnôt exist, or it wouldnôt exist in the shape that itôs inò (Ibid., time stamp about 4:45). 
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including governments, the environment, economics, and culture, as well as peoplesô souls. A 

summary statement of Kellerôs missiology can be seen in the following: 

The purpose of Jesusô coming is to put the whole world right, to renew and restore the 

creation, not to escape it. It is not just to bring personal forgiveness and peace, but also 

justice and shalom to the world. God created both body and soul, and the resurrection of 

Jesus shows that he is going to redeem both body and soul. The work of the Spirit of God 

is not only to save souls but also to care and cultivate the face of the earth, the material 

world.36 

In the absence of a dispensational premillennial perspective, what this means is a sort of realized 

eschatology where the Church is called on to institute some sort of ñkingdomò in its external 

form, taking the form of environmentalism, social gospel, etc. In his sermon ñThe Meaning of 

the City,ò Keller explained what fulfilling  the Great Commission means in terms of seeking 

shalom for the city (based on his understanding of Jeremiah 29). He said, 

When Jeremiah says to seek the shalom of the cityðI want you to think about this for a 

secondðthis word ñshalom,ò translated ñpeace,ò is an incredibly rich Hebrew word. It 

does not mean just what the English word ñpeaceò means. When you think of the English 

word ñpeaceò all youôre thinking of is cessation of hostility, right? . . . The Hebrew word 

ñshalomò means total flourishing in every dimension: socially, economically, physically, 

and spiritually. Now hereôs what this means, and donôt forget, this is God talking to His 

children: If  you believe that you are connected to God, you believe that youôre a child of 

Godðthis has got to be your attitude toward the earthly city in which you reside: God 

says, I want you to seek and pray for, root for that city, and pray for its Shalom. Now this 

means for example, number one, it means at least you have to be working for the social 

peace of your city. Social peace means that itôs your job to try to help the different racial 

groups get along and live in harmony. Secondly, youôre supposed to be working for the 

economic shalom of your city, which is to say you donôt have a career here, if  youôre a 

Christian, just to feather your nest, or just even to bring up your ethnic group or just to 

bring up even the Christian Church, just your people. Your job is to work in the city to 

bring everyone in the city up. Your job is to seek the shalom of the whole cityð

everybody in it. To seek the prosperity of everyone in it.37  

                                                 
36 Glenn R. Kreider, review, Timothy Keller, ñThe reason for God: belief in an age of 

skepticism,ò Bibliotheca Sacra 169, no. 673 (January 1, 2012): 108ï110. Quotation taken from p. 233 of Kellerôs 

book. 

37 Keller, ñMeaning of the City,ò time stamp about 20:15. 
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So, according to Keller, Christians are not preaching the gospel unless they are involved in social 

work seeking racial harmony, and in economic development seeking to improve the financial 

well-being of the poor.  

Impact of Soteriocentrism on Systematic Theology 

The nature of systematic theology is such that what one believes in one area necessarily 

affects what one believes about another area. The divisions of systematic theology are not neat 

compartments that are isolated from each other; rather, they are overlapping sets that impact each 

other. Oneôs beliefs about the person and work of Christ will  influence what one believes about 

soteriology; what one believes about the nature of the church will  influence what one believes 

about eschatology; and so forth.38 Because of this, New Calvinismôs focus on soteriology affects 

their view both of individual areas of theology, as well as the way the entire web of systematic 

theology is viewed. 

Michael Bird recently released a new systematic theology titled Evangelical Theology: A 

Biblical and Systematic Introduction. His choice of the adjective ñevangelicalò to modify the 

noun ñtheologyò was not intended to identify the segment of Christianity known as evangelical, 

so much as to identify the theological system as a gospel-centered approach. He says, ñWhen I 

refer to evangelicalism, I am referring to a historic and global phenomenon that seeks to achieve 

renewal in Christian churches by bringing the church into conformity to the gospel and by 

                                                 
38 David Anderson likened systematic theology to a spreadsheet where a change in the value of one cell 

may change the value of many other cells that are dependent on the value in the first cell. David R. Anderson, ñThe 

Soteriological Impact of Augustineôs Change from Premillennialism to Amillennialism Part Two,ò Journal of the 

Grace Evangelical Society 15, no. 29 (2002): 23. 
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promoting the gospel in the mission of the church.ò39 In this volume, Bird seeks to understand all 

of systematic theology according to a gospel-centered paradigm. He states, 

To set forth the gospel in our prolegomena is to establish the beginning, center, and 

boundary of evangelical theology. An evangelical theology begins with the gospel 

because the gospel establishes the hermeneutical horizons for its talk about God and 

constitutes the purpose or raison dô°tre of the churchôs existence.40 

But this approach leads to two problems: (1) a biased interpretation of Scripture; and (2) 

a diminishing of the importance of the Word of God. Regarding a diminishing of the importance 

of the Word of God, Bird states, 

If  the gospel is the anchor point for our study of God, we must start with the Trinity. . . . 

We do not open our theological project with bibliology [sic] or a doctrine of Scripture 

since that would make reasoning from Scripture our foundation, whereas the foundation 

for our knowledge of God is God himself as revealed in the gospel.41 

In a footnote on the same page, he acknowledges his dependence on D. A. Carson and Tim 

Kellerôs Gospel-Centered Ministry.42 Carson and Keller are strongly opposed to beginning 

systematic theology with Bibliology on the alleged basis that doing so would be to engage in an 

enlightenment foundationalist approach to knowledge. A response to this allegation will  be dealt 

with in detail in chapter 5, ñAuthority,ò particularly in the section on epistemology. Suffice it to 

say here that traditional approaches to systematic theology have found that Bibliology was an 

appropriate subject to begin with, due to the primary place of authority given to the inerrant 

Word of God. To suggest that there is something fundamentally wrong with placing Bibliology 

at the head of systematic theology suggests a diminishing of the importance of the Word of God. 

                                                 
39 Michael F. Bird, Evangelical Theology: A Biblical and Systematic Introduction (Grand Rapids: 

Zondervan, 2013), 19. 

40 Bird, Evangelical Theology, 41. 
41 Bird, Evangelical Theology, 92ï93. 
42 D. A. Carson and Tim Keller, Gospel-Centered Ministry (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2011), 6. 
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The impact of soteriocentrism on hermeneutics has already been discussed above. This 

obviously affects the area of Bibliology. Whether one calls it ñChristocentric,ò ñcrucicentric,ò or 

ñsoteriocentric,ò the result is the same: when it is presumed that the central theme of Scripture is 

any one topic, other than broadly the glory of God, one has prejudiced the outcome of his 

interpretation. Even if  it is a benign prejudice, it is a prejudice nevertheless. Bullmore says, ñThe 

apostolic authors are extremely careful that their readers not abstract any part of their writings 

from the person and work of Jesus Christ. The Bible is all about Jesus in some specific and God-

intended way.ò43 This may be true, as long as one understands ñthe person and work of Jesus 

Christò in the broad sense of the work of the Creator God. But Bullmore clearly means it only in 

the more limited sense of Christ as the redeemer. In discussing prolegomena, Bird suggests that 

there must be a starting point from which all other theological discussion progresses. He 

describes his starting point as follows: ñThe evangelical theological project is to construct and 

live out a theology that is defined by the good news of Jesus Christ. If  we accept the premise that 

the gospel is the most significant story in the life of the church, then evangelical theology should 

accordingly be a theology of the gospel.ò44  

The problem with Birdôs starting point should be evident: How can one understand the 

gospel without first having an authoritative word about it? If  one does not start with an 

authoritative word from a sovereign God, there is no way of knowing whether your gospel is a 

firm starting point or a house built on sand. The apostle Paul cautioned the Galatians only to trust 

a gospel that was based on the previously revealed Word of God (Galatians 1:6ï9). But New 

Calvinists insist on the gospel as a starting point, ending point, and focal point of all that is in the 

                                                 
43 Mike Bullmore, The Gospel and Scripture: How to Read the Bible (The Gospel Coalition Booklets) 

(Wheaton, IL: Crossway, August 2, 2011) Kindle Edition, Kindle Locations 198ï200.  

44 Bird, Evangelical Theology, 42. 
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Bible. Carson and Keller state, ñNot only does the gospel of Jesus Christ gather into itself all the 

trajectories of Scripture, but under the terms of the New Covenant, all of Christian life and 

thought grow out of what Jesus has accomplished. This good news not only declares that God 

justifies sinners so that our status before him is secured but also that he regenerates us and 

establishes us.ò45 While one can admire the importance given to the gospel, this all-

encompassing approach reflects the assumptions of covenant theology, whereby the Covenant of 

Grace is the feature that binds all things together. Though doubtless well-intentioned, it 

introduces a bias to the interpretation of Godôs Word that is misleading in many passages, and it 

ultimately results in a diminishing of the importance of the Word of God, placing it in 

submission to a precedent theology. 

Conclusion 

Jesusô final words to His disciples before returning to Heaven were a command to bring 

the gospel to all the world (Mark 16:15). New Calvinists are to be commended for their desire to 

obey this command. But a good thing may be taken too far. Nothing is more essential to 

biological life than water, yet one can consume toxic amounts of water, resulting in water 

intoxication, or dilutional hyponatremia. Likewise, while the gospel message and the Great 

Commission are vital to the existence and purpose of the Church, there can be such a thing as an 

unhealthy focus on the gospel that results in a limited view of Godôs non-soteriological purposes, 

a man-centered theology, bias in Biblical interpretation, confusion between law and gospel, 

misplaced priorities in missiology, and an unbalanced systematic theology. At some points, New 

Calvinism has been guilty of all these. Dispensationalismôs focus on the glory of God is a more 

                                                 
45 Carson and Keller, Gospel Centered Ministry, 14. 
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suitable focus for discussing the things of God and for interpreting the Bible. A doxological 

center will  avoid the problems associated with a soteriocentric approach.



 

 

Chapter 3 

Supersessionist View of Israel and the Church 

 

Supersessionism, the view that ñthe New Testament church is the new Israel that has 

forever superseded national Israel as the people of God,ò has been the majority position of 

Christianity from the time of Justin Martyr through most of the nineteenth century.1 The 

twentieth century witnessed a significant change, due largely to two influences: (1) the 

popularity of dispensational teaching and (2) the creation of the modern state of Israel in 1948. 

Dispensationalismôs strong focus on a distinction between Israel and the Church and its belief in 

a literal fulfillment of both Old Testament and New Testament kingdom prophecies have 

resulted in a robust non-supersessionist position. It became increasingly popular to anticipate a 

literal fulfillment of Godôs promises to Israel with a future restoration of national Israel under the 

rule of Jesus Christ as Messiah and King. In 2001 this change led Vlach to speculate, ñIt seems 

unlikely that supersessionism will  dominate as the majority view any time soon.ò2 Since then 

New Calvinism has brought about a revival in supersessionist thought. Indeed, in 2009 Calvin 

Smith published his book, The Jews, Modern Israel, and the New Supercessionism.3  

                                                 
1 Michael J. Vlach, The Church as a Replacement of Israel: An Analysis of Supersessionism (Frankfurt: 

Internationaler Verlag der Wissenschaften, 2009), 27, 202. 

2 Ibid., 203. Blaising says, ñAs Biblical scholarship makes ever more clear that Jesus and Paul taught a 

future for national Israel in the eschatological plan of God, the legitimacy of a supersessionist reading of Scripture 

grows ever more dim to the point of vanishing altogetherò (Craig A. Blaising, ñThe Future of Israel as a Theological 

Question,ò Journal of the Evangelical Theological Society 44, no. 3 [2001]: 439). And Congdon confidently asserts, 

ñToday this óreplacement theologyô is fading fastò (Jim Congdon, Periodical Review of ñRomans 11 and the Future 

of Ethnic Israel,ò by Ben L. Merkle, Journal of the Evangelical Theological Society 43, no. 4 [December 2000]: 

709ï721, Journal of the Grace Evangelical Society 16, no. 30 [2003]: 85). 

3 Calvin L. Smith, ed., The Jews, Modern Israel, and the New Supercessionism (Lampeter, UK: Kingôs 

Divinity Press, 2009, 2013). In Britain, the spelling ñsupercessionismò appears to be preferred over the American 

ñsupersessionism.ò In 2002, Fowler White and Warren Gage, two faculty members at Knox Theological Seminary, 

posted on the seminaryôs website a document titled ñAn Open Letter to Evangelicals and Other Interested Parties: 
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Definition of Supersessionism 

An alternate name for supersessionism is ñreplacement theology.ò Recent literature has 

popularized the use of the phrase ñreplacement theologyò; however, in this dissertation the more 

formal term ñsupersessionismò will  be preferred.4 Vlachôs dissertation and book, The Church as 

a Replacement of Israel: An Analysis of Supersessionism, is definitive on the subject. He defines 

supersessionism based on ñtwo core beliefs: (1) national Israel has somehow completed or 

forfeited its status as the people of God and will  never again possess a unique role or function 

apart from the church; and (2) the church is now the true Israel that has permanently replaced or 

superseded national Israel as the people of God.ò5 While some supersessionists see a future 

salvation of ethnic Jews, their position is still supersessionist because of their denial of a future 

restoration of national Israel in the program of God. Vlach maintains, ñThe key dividing line 

between supersessionism and . . . non-supersessionism . . . is the issue of órestoration.ô Non-

supersessionists hold to both a national salvation and a restoration of national Israel. While 

moderate forms of supersessionism affirm a national salvation of Israel, they do not affirm a 

restoration of national Israel.ò6 Thus, Vlach defines supersessionism as ñthe view that the New 

                                                 
The People of God, the Land of Israel, and the Impartiality of the Gospelò (currently accessible at http://www.bible-

researcher.com/openletter.html [accessed February 26, 2015]), a ñstrongly worded and passionate criticism of 

dispensationalism along with a defense of replacement theology [i.e., supersessionism]ò (Mike Stallard, ñA 

Dispensational Response to the Knox Seminary Open Letter to Evangelicalsò Journal of Ministry and Theology 7, 

no. 2 [2003]: 5). 

4 Some have deemed ñreplacement theologyò to bear too pejorative a connotation. This may be true, but the 

term ñsupersessionismò is also generally considered to be pejorative. However, at least some Reformed theologians 

are willing to embrace the supersessionist terminology, even wearing it as a badge of honor; see, e.g., Peter Ennsô 

review of Walter Brueggemann, Theology of the Old Testament: Testimony, Dispute, Advocacy (Minneapolis: 

Fortress Press, 1997), where he says, ñThe label ósupersessionismô is far too visceral and imbalanced a term to be of 

much use. Although Christianity is born out of Second Temple Judaism, it is still a different religion, and one that 

claims in its own canon to, well, ósupersedeô Judaismò (Westminster Theological Journal 64, no. 1 [2002]: 206).  

5 Vlach, 27. 

6 Vlach, 33, n.71. Emphasis Vlachôs. 
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Testament church is the new Israel that has forever superseded national Israel as the people of 

God.ò7  

In this chapter, a distinction will  be made between strong supersessionism and mild 

supersessionism; however, both versions fit  the above definition of supersessionism.8 

1. Strong Supersessionism  

Throughout most of church history, Christians have held that the church completely and 

forever replaces Israel and receives Israelôs Old Testament promises spiritually. According to 

this view, there are two possible explanations for Israelôs current status: (1) Israel so seriously 

violated Godôs covenant in their rejection of Christ at His first coming that God has finally and 

forever condemned Israel punitively to rejection from the status of the people of God; or (2) 

Israel simply served in the Old Testament as a type of the church and now that the church has 

come into existence, Israel as a separate entity has simply become irrelevant. 

2. Mild  Supersessionism  

Some supersessionists do acknowledge that the Bible tells of a future for Israel based on 

Godôs promises. These supersessionists speak of a salvation for ethnic Israel but are either silent 

about or deny a future restoration of national Israel. They refer to a future work of salvation 

among the Jews, but they can generally be recognized as supersessionist by their appeal to the 

adjective ñethnicò as a qualifier of the noun ñIsrael,ò as opposed to non-supersessionists who 

                                                 
7 Ibid., 27. 

8 Vlach lists the following three major forms of supersessionism: (1) punitive supersessionism, (2) 

economic supersessionism, and (3) structural supersessionism (pp. 27ï32); this threefold division was apparently 

first noted by Soulen (R. Kendall Soulen, The God of Israel and Christian Theology [Minneapolis: Fortress, 1996] 

30ï34, 181n6, cited by Craig Blaising, ñThe Future of Israel as a Theological Question,ò Journal of the Evangelical 

Theological Society 44 [2001]: 436). But Vlach also refers to ñmoderate forms of supersessionismò (p. 33), which 

hold to a future salvation for ethnic Israel while denying a future restoration for national Israel. This dissertation will 

refer to Vlachôs ñmoderate formsò as ñmild supersessionism.ò 
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tend to use the adjective ñnationalò to qualify the noun ñIsrael.ò According to this view, the 

church replaces Israel and receives Israelôs Old Testament promises spiritually; however, the 

promise of Israelôs regathering will  be fulfilled in the end times by a vast ingathering of ethnic 

Jews into the Church by conversion to Christianity.  

The History of Supersessionism 

1. Supersessionism in the Early Church 

The nascent church of Acts 2 was composed entirely of believing Jews. These early 

believers, after receiving intensive instruction from the resurrected Lord Jesus for forty days, 

expected Christ to restore the kingdom to Israel (Acts 1:3ï6).9 They perceived of the church as 

nothing more than the remnant of Israel who had placed their faith in Jesus as the Messiah. They 

looked for the kingdom to be established soon through the raising up of Davidôs fallen tent (Acts 

1:6; 15:15ï18).10 This non-supersessionist view of the kingdom was also later affirmed by the 

apostle Paul in his epistle to the Romans (11:1ï2, 11ï12, 15, 25ï32). As time progressed, 

however, with the influx of Gentiles into the church, and with the declining numbers of Jews, 

supersessionist views began to arise, perhaps as early as the first century. McAvoy sums up the 

attitude of the early church:  

From the very first century, the church has been erroneously and tragically held in the 

grip of replacement theology. Primitively at first, but with more sophistication and more 

dreadful consequences as history unfolded. It was not only the development of doctrine 

or theology that was seriously perverted but the ecclesiastical traditions and forms of 

worship were based on supersessionism. Hostile and violent attitudes were taken against 

                                                 
9 Vlach, 144ï145. 

10 Smith, The Jews, Modern Israel, and the New Supercessionism, Kindle Locations 484, 941. 
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the Jews due in no small part to replacement theology. By Origenôs time this attitude of 

contempt towards Israel had become the rule.11 

Justin Martyrôs Dialogue with Trypho the Jew (ca. 110ï165) is often considered the earliest 

explicit reference to supersessionism. He writes, ñThe true spiritual Israel, and descendants of 

Judah, Jacob, Isaac, and Abraham (who in uncircumcision was approved of and blessed by God 

on account of his faith, and called the father of many nations), are we who have been led to God 

through this crucified Christ.ò12 He also says, ñAs, therefore, Christ is the Israel and the Jacob, 

even so we, who have been quarried out from the bowels of Christ, are the true Israelitic race.ò13 

Justinôs supersessionism was premillennial, but his millennium had no place for national Israel. 

For Justin, the promise of a millennium with Christ ruling for a literal thousand years from a 

literal Jerusalem was a promise for the church only.14 He reasoned that since the church is in 

Christ, and Christ is the true Israel, therefore, God can fulfill  His promises to Israel by fulfilling  

them in the church. However, Vlach is undoubtedly correct in his estimation that ñthe rise and 

acceptance of supersessionism preceded Justin Martyr.ò15 It appears that some form of 

supersessionist thinking lay behind the anti-Semitism of some early Roman Christians as implied 

in Romans 11:18.16 The Epistle of Barnabas, which may have preceded Justin Martyr, charges, 

                                                 
11 Steven L. McAvoy, ñPosttribulationismôs Appeal to Antiquity, Part I,ò Conservative Theological Journal 

6, no. 17 (2002): 118ï119. 

12 Justin Martyr, ñDialogue of Justin with Trypho, a Jew,ò ch. XI, in The Apostolic Fathers with Justin 

Martyr and Irenaeus, ed. Alexander Roberts, James Donaldson, and A. Cleveland Coxe, vol. 1, The Ante-Nicene 

Fathers (Buffalo, NY: Christian Literature Company, 1885), 200. 

13 Ibid., ch. CXXXV, 267. 

14 Barry Horner, ñA Parting of the Ways: Relations in the Post-Apostolic Period,ò Smith, The Jews, 

Modern Israel, and the New Supercessionism, Kindle Locations 1069ï1107. 

15 Vlach, 42. 

16 Cranfield comments, ñIt seems likely that he is reckoning with the possibility (or the actual existence?) 

of an anti-Semitic feeling within the Roman church reflecting the dislike of, and contempt for, the Jews which were 

common in the contemporary Roman worldò (C. E. B. Cranfield, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the 

Epistle to the Romans, International Critical Commentary [London; New York: T&T Clark International, 2004], 
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ñI further beg of you . . . to take heed now to yourselves, and not to be like some, adding largely 

to your sins, and saying, óThe covenant is both theirs and ours.ô But they thus finally lost it, after 

Moses had already received it.ò17  

The fall of Jerusalem to the Romans, first in AD 70, then again in AD 135, lent further 

support to supersessionist thinking.18 The loss of a Jewish perspective on the Scriptures led to an 

increased influence of Greek philosophical dualism with its tendency to spiritualize the concept 

of the kingdom.19 Origen (ca. 185ï254) held that, due to Israelôs rejection by God, all her 

promises had been spiritually transferred to the church. According to Origen, Israel had been 

ñabandoned because of their sins,ò and that ñthey will  never be restored to their former 

condition, for they committed a crime of the most unhallowed kind, in conspiring against the 

Savior of the human race in that city where they offered up to God a worship containing the 

symbols of mighty mysteries.ò20 For Origen, the nation performing the fruits of the kingdom to 

                                                 
568). McAvoy writes, ñPaul may very well have written Rom. 9ð11 as a polemic against the infiltration of 

replacement theologyò (Steven L. McAvoy, ñPosttribulationismôs Appeal to Antiquity, Part II,ò Conservative 

Theological Journal 6, no. 18 [2002]: 242 n22). See also Smith, The Jews, Modern Israel and the New 

Supersessionism, Kindle Locations 498ï499. 

17 Alexander Roberts, James Donaldson, and A. Cleveland Coxe, eds., ñThe Epistle of Barnabas,ò ch. IV, 

in The Apostolic Fathers with Justin Martyr and Irenaeus, vol. 1, The Ante-Nicene Fathers (Buffalo, NY: Christian 

Literature Company, 1885), 138. The expression, ñThe covenant is both theirs and oursò follows the Latin text. The 

Greek text simply has, ñThe covenant is ours,ò which would actually turn this into a non-supersessionist admonition 

on the part of Barnabas. But the overall anti-Semitic tone of The Epistle of Barnabas lends strong internal evidence 

for the support of the supersessionist Latin reading. 

18 Smith, The Jews, Modern Israel, and the New Supercessionism, Kindle Locations 935ï1041. 

19 See Steve Maltz, ñThe Real Roots of Supersessionism,ò chapter 1 in Smith, The Jews, Modern Israel, 

and the New Supercessionism. 

20 Origen, Against Celsus, 4.22, in Fathers of the Third Century: Tertullian, Part Fourth; Minucius Felix; 

Commodian; Origen, Parts First and Second, ed.Alexander Roberts, James Donaldson, and A. Cleveland Coxe, 

trans. Frederick Crombie, vol. 4, The Ante-Nicene Fathers (Buffalo, NY: Christian Literature Company, 1885), 506. 
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whom the kingdom has been given (Matthew 21:43) was none other than ñthe converts from 

heathenism.ò21 

2. Supersessionism in the Middle Ages 

Augustine was thoroughly supersessionistic. And it was his views on Israel that 

dominated the medieval church. Psalm 114 begins, ñWhen Israel went forth from Egypt, the 

house of Jacob from a people of strange language, Judah became His sanctuary, Israel, His 

dominion. The sea looked and fled; the Jordan turned back.ò Augustineôs comment on this 

passage is telling: ñLet us therefore consider what we are taught here; since both those deeds 

were typical of us, and these words exhort us to recognise [sic] ourselves. For if  we hold with a 

firm heart the grace of God which hath been given us, we are Israel, the seed of Abraham.ò22 

This view essentially held sway throughout the Middle Ages, as is evident in Thomas Aquinas. 

Aquinas may be considered a mild supersessionist, for he saw a future conversion of Jews based 

on his understanding of Romans 11:25ï26. According to Aquinas, ñThe blindness of the Jews 

will  remain until the fullness of the Gentiles has come into faith. And this is in accord with what 

he says about the future healing of the Jews, when he says at that time, certainly when the 

fullness of the Gentiles will  be reached, all Israel will  be saved. Not every individual, but all 

Jews in a general sense.ò23 For Aquinas, though there was a future salvation of many Jews, there 

was not a restoration of the nation. 

                                                 
21 Origen, Against Celsus, 2.5, Ibid., 431. 

22 Augustine of Hippo, ñExpositions on the Book of Psalms,ò in Saint Augustin: Expositions on the Book of 

Psalms, ed. Philip Schaff, trans. A. Cleveland Coxe, vol. 8, A Select Library of the Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers 

of the Christian Church, First Series (New York: Christian Literature Company, 1888), 550. 

23 Thomas Aquinas, Lectures on the Epistle of Paul to the Romans, 11.4, translation and citation in Vlach, 

58ï59, n.92. 
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3. Supersessionism in the Reformers 

Lutherôs views changed over time. His earliest statements regarding the Jews reflect 

Aquinasôs mild supersessionism. According to Vlach, the early Luther ñprayed for the Jews and 

called for their friendly treatment.ò24 He saw a future salvation of Jews based on their descent 

from Abraham.25 Apparently Luther felt that with the dawning of the Reformation, a final age 

for the Jews had dawned as well, and that their conversion to Christ was surely close at hand.26 

However, when the Jews did not respond favorably to the gospel as offered by the Reformers, 

Lutherôs attitude began to shift, eventually becoming excessively anti-Semitic. In 1543 he wrote 

a tract titled Concerning the Jews and Their Lies. According to the publishers of an English 

translation of this tract, ñLutherôs experience with the Jews was very disappointing. He spent 

many years trying to convert them. Like St. Paul, he gave the Jews the first chance at the gospel, 

but concluded in later years . . . that his efforts in this direction were futile.ò27 Luther concluded, 

based on the destruction of Jerusalem, that ñthe Jews are certainly rejected by God and are not 

His people anymore, and He also is not their God anymore.ò28 Thus Luther can be seen to have 

switched from mild supersessionism to strong supersessionism. 

                                                 
24 Vlach, 59. 

25 Ibid. 

26 Ibid., 60. 

27 Martin Luther, The Jews and Their Lies (Los Angeles: Christian Nationalist Crusade, 1948), 4. 

28 Ibid., 11. Luther further stated, ñEven now they cannot give up their insane raving boast that they are the 

chosen people of God, after they have been dispersed and rejected for 1500 years! Still they hope to get back there 

because of their own merits. There is no promise for that on which they could lean for comfort, except what they 

smear into the Scriptures according to their own imaginationò (pp. 24ï25). 
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Contrary to VanGemerenôs opinion that ñthere is no clearly-defined position on Israel in 

Calvinôs writings,ò29 Calvin did clearly hold some mild supersessionist interpretations. 

Commenting on Isaiah 59:20, Calvin writes: 

Paul quotes this passage, (Rom. 11:26,) in order to shew that there is still some remaining 

hope among the Jews; although from their unconquerable obstinacy it might be inferred 

that they were altogether cast off and doomed to eternal death. But because God is 

continually mindful of his covenant, and ñhis gifts and calling are without repentance,ò 

(Rom. 11:29,) Paul justly concludes that it is impossible that there shall not at length be 

some remnant that come to Christ, and obtain that salvation which he has procured. Thus 

the Jews must at length be collected along with the Gentiles, that out of both ñthere may 

be one foldò under Christ. (John 10:16.)30 

Of particular note in this quote are the phrases ñalong with the Gentilesò and ñone fold.ò This 

indicates that while Calvin saw a salvation of the Jews at some point in the future, he did not see 

a restoration of national Israel with any kind of distinction between Israel and the Church. On 

Luke 1:33, ñHe shall reign over the house of Jacob,ò Calvin writes,  

Christôs throne was, therefore, erected among the people of Israel, that he might thence 

subdue the whole world. All  whom he has joined by faith to the children of Abraham are 

accounted the true Israel. Though the Jews, by their revolt, have separated themselves 

from the church of God, yet the Lord will  always preserve till  the end some ñremnant,ò 

(Rom. 11:5;) for his ñcalling is without repentance,ò (Rom. 11:29.)31 

Calvin appears to have shared the mild supersessionism of both Aquinas and the early Luther.32 

                                                 
29 Willem A. VanGemeren, ñIsrael as the Hermeneutical Crux in the Interpretation of Prophecy (II),ò 

Westminster Theological Journal 46, no. 2 (1984) , no. 253. Indeed, in the opinion of Vlach, Calvin made 

ñsignificant statements concerning Israel and the churchò (Vlach, 64). 

30 John Calvin, Commentary on the Book of the Prophet Isaiah, vol. 4 (Bellingham, WA: Logos Bible 

Software, 2010), 269. 

31 John Calvin, Commentary on a Harmony of the Evangelists Matthew, Mark, and Luke, vol. 1 

(Bellingham, WA: Logos Bible Software, 2010), 39. 

32 Vlach, 63ï64. 
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For the most part, a mild supersessionism tended to prevail among theologians of the 

reformation, including both Melanchthon and the translators of the Geneva Bible.33 However, 

there were some exceptions. Among the Anabaptists, Menno Simons ñaffirmed a future for 

national Israel,ò34 and two groups in particular believed in a ñrestoration of the Jewsò: English 

Puritans and the Dutch Reformed theologians.35 

4. Supersessionism and Dispensationalism 

The nineteenth century witnessed increased attention on the part of many Christians in 

Zionism, Biblical prophecy, premillennialism, the Second Coming, and philo-Semitism.36 Such 

attention began as early as the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries in the writings of Sir Henry 

Finch (ca. 1558ï1625) and John and Charles Wesley, but gained momentum in the nineteenth 

century writings and activities of James Bicheno, James Hatley Frere, George Stanley Faber, 

Robert Murray McCheyne (1813ï1843), the London Society for the Promotion of Christianity 

amongst the Jews (LSPCJ, founded in 1809), William Wilberforce, Lewis Way, Alexander 

McCaul, Charles Simeon, Hugh McNeile, J. C. Ryle, Alfred Edersheim, the seventh Earl of 

Shaftesbury, Anthony Ashley Cooper (1801ï1885), Dwight L. Moody, and William E. 

Blackstone (1841ï1935).37 But without a doubt, the most influential person in promoting non-

                                                 
33 Ibid., 64. 

34 Ibid. 

35 Ibid., 65. Vlach makes specific mention of John Owen, Thomas Manton, John Flavel, David Dickson, 

George Hutcheson, Jeremiah Burroughs, William Greenhill, Elnathan Parr, James Durham, Increase Mather, 

Richard Sibbes, and N. I. Matar. Among the Dutch Reformed: Petrus Serrarius. But many of these simply held to a 

future conversion of Jews, not a restoration of the nation. 

36 Paul Richard Wilkinson, ñJealous for Zion: Evangelicals, Zionism and the Restoration of Israel,ò Smith, 

The Jews, Modern Israel, and the New Supercessionism, Kindle Locations 1910ï2098. Renald E. Showers, There 

Really Is a Difference (Bellmawr, NJ: Friends of Israel, 1990), 146ï148. 

37 Wilkinson, ñJealous for Zion,ò Kindle Locations 1919ï2046. 
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supersessionist ideas in nineteenth-century Christianity was John Nelson Darby. Wilkinson, 

something of an authority on Darby, describes him as follows: 

His legacy, though largely misunderstood and misrepresented by historians and 

churchmen to this day, is considerable, and is based on his unwavering devotion to 

Christ, his adherence to the authority of Godôs Word, his literal interpretation of the 

Scriptures, his futurist approach to prophecy, and his understanding of the distinction 

between Israel and the Church, all of which today underpin Dispensationalism and 

Christian Zionism.38 

It was Darby who laid the foundation for modern dispensationalism and who reasoned for 

Israelôs future restoration based on a clear distinction between Israel and the Church.  

Although Darbyôs understanding of Israel was rooted in Scripture, it was his devotion to 

Christ and his focus on the coming of Christ for the Church, which enabled him to set 

Israel in her proper theological, and eschatological, context. As he declared in 1828, ñLet 

the almighty doctrine of the cross be testified to all men, and let the eye of the believer be 

directed to the coming of the Lord.ò39 

Maintaining a clear distinction between Israel and the Church removes any compulsion for the 

dispensationalist to have Israelôs promises fulfilled in the Church. For this reason, 

dispensationalists have always been resistant to supersessionism. Rather, dispensationalists view 

unfulfilled promises to Israel as awaiting a still future fulfillment either in the Tribulation period 

or in the Millennium. 

Supersessionism and New Calvinism 

There is no specific eschatological position with respect to the Millennium associated 

with New Calvinism. Within the ranks of New Calvinism may be found premillennialists, 

                                                 
38 Wilkinson, ñJealous for Zion,ò Kindle Locations 2105ï2108. Based on research done for his thesis at 

Manchester University, Dr. Wilkinson authored what may be considered the authoritative work on Darbyôs life and 

accomplishments, For Zionôs Sake: Christian Zionism and the Role of John Nelson Darby (Milton Keynes: 

Paternoster, 2007). 

39 Ibid., Kindle Locations 2133ï2135. 
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amillennialists, and postmillennialists. A position on the Millennium cannot be found in The 

Gospel Coalitionôs confessional statement,40 the nine marks of 9Marks,41 the affirmation of faith 

of Desiring God,42 and the statement of faith of Ligonier Ministries.43 Grudem, though he argues 

for a classical (i.e., historical) premillennial view, nevertheless grants a great deal of legitimacy 

to the other views. He writes, 

Before examining the arguments for these three (or four) positions, it is important to 

realize that the interpretation of the details of prophetic passages regarding future events 

is often a complex and difficult  task involving many variable factors. Therefore the 

degree of certainty that attaches to our conclusions in this area will  be less than with 

many other doctrines. Even though I will  argue for one position (classical 

premillennialism), I also think it important for evangelicals to recognize that this area of 

study is complex and to extend a large measure of grace to others who hold different 

views regarding the millennium and the tribulation period.44 

 Both amillennialism and postmillennialism are ipso facto supersessionist, since they 

view the church as fulfilling  the kingdom promises made to Israel.45 However, many New 

Calvinists, like Grudem, are premillennial, but their approach to premillennialism differs 

significantly from that of dispensational premillennialism in that their approach is built on the 

assumptions of a covenant theology. As such, the Millennium is viewed in terms of its place in 

Godôs soteriological program (i.e., the unfolding of the Covenant of Grace), rather than seeing 

the Millennium as fulfilling  Godôs land and kingdom promises to national Israel. Premillennial 

                                                 
40 The Gospel Coalition, ñFoundation Documents,ò http://www.thegospelcoalition.org/about/foundation-

documents (accessed March 7, 2015). 

41 http://9marks.org/about (accessed March 7, 2015). 

42 http://www.desiringgod.org/about/affirmation-of-faith#0.1_14 (accessed March 7, 2015). 

43 http://www.ligonier.org/about/who-we-are/what-we-believe (accessed March  7, 2015). 

44 Wayne A. Grudem, Systematic Theology: An Introduction to Biblical Doctrine (Leicester, England: 

Inter-Varsity Press; Grand Rapids: Zondervan Publishing House, 2004), 1114. 

45 Smith, New Supersessionism, Kindle Locations 1221, 1315ï1324, 3619. 
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New Calvinists include such well-known figures as John Piper, Al  Mohler, Wayne Grudem, and 

Mark Driscoll. Amillennial New Calvinists include Sam Storms,46 Matt Chandler,47 and D. A. 

Carson.48 Postmillennial New Calvinism can be found in the partial preterism of R. C. Sproul.49 

According to Thomason, ñOne of the key concepts in Calvinism is óReplacement Theology.ôò50 

Critique of the Argument for Supersessionism 

1. Scriptural Arguments 

Ten principal Scripture references are used in support of supersessionism: Matthew 

21:43; Romans 2:28ï29; 9:6; 11:17ï24; 11:26; Galatians 3:7; 3:29; 6:16; Ephesians 2:11ï22; 1 

Peter 2:9ï10.  

a. Matthew 21:43 

Therefore I say to you, the kingdom of God will  be taken away from you and given to a 

people ( ɗɜɞɠ, ñnationò), producing the fruit of it.  

                                                 
46 Sam Storms, Kingdom Come: The Amillennial Alternative (Mentor, 2013). Storms claims to have 

switched his position from dispensational premillennialism to amillennialism. 

47 Matt Chandler, ñLukeðPart 37: The Kingdom,ò sermon preached at The Village Church, December 20, 

2008. 

http://media.thevillagechurch.net/sermons/transcripts/200812201700HVWC21ASAAA_MattChandler_LukePt37-

TheKingdom.pdf (accessed March14, 2015). For Chandler, the kingdom arrived with the first coming of Christ. 

ñThe kingdom is here and has been fulfilling the Abrahamic covenant in nation after nation after nation after nation. 

We will not have a third testament, for all that was written in the Old was fulfilled in God in the flesh, Jesus Christ,ò 

and ñwe are not looking to some far off hope that has not been fulfilled.ò 

48 Carsonôs amillennialism can be seen in his strong attachment to a realized eschatology; see ñThe SBJT 

Forumò Southern Baptist Journal of Theology 12, no. 1 (2008): 104ï113, and his sermon on Revelation 12 preached 

Trinity Baptist Church, ñRage, Rage Against the Churchò (Revelation 12), August 30, 1994. In this sermon he 

identifies the woman of Revelation 12 as the church, the binding of Satan as taking place at the ascension of Christ, 

and the 1,260 days of Revelation 12 as referring to the three and a half years of the Maccabean revolt and also as 

symbolic of the churchôs time of testing, opposition, and tribulation. In this case, Carsonôs version of 

supersessionism not only transfers Israelôs blessings to the church, but also Israelôs testing and tribulation 

(http://mp3.sa-media.com/filearea/214091219266/214091219266.mp3 [accessed March 13, 2015]). 

49 R. C. Sproul, The Last Days According to Jesus: When Did Jesus Say He Would Return? (Grand Rapids: 

Baker, 1998). 

50 David S. Thomason, ñIsraelology,ò http://www.doctordavet.com/israelology.html (accessed April 12, 

2015). 
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Supersessionists take this verse to mean that because of Israelôs rejection of Jesus at His 

first coming, the kingdom has been taken away from Israel and given to the Gentiles (the 

Church). Piper, for example, says, ñIsraelôs trespass, in rejecting the Messiah, happened so that 

God might give the kingdomðthe heritage of Israelðto those who follow him,ò51 and 

ñóTherefore,ô he saysðthat is, óbecauseô you reject the sonðthe kingdom will  pass over to the 

Gentiles who obey.ò52 Piper is representative of most New Calvinists when he holds that the 

Abrahamic Covenant is conditional,53 and that since the rejection of Jesus is ñthe ultimate act of 

covenant-breaking,ò54 Israel no longer has legal claim either to the land or to the kingdom.55 

Piper also reflects supersessionist thinking in his explanation of the origin of Christianity: 

ñChristianity began, pushed out of Judaism by those who rejected Jesus as the Christ, but in 

Godôs sight heirs of the promise and possessors of the kingdom (Matthew 21:43).ò56 

i. Contextual Considerations 

When Matthew 21:43 is read with supersessionist presuppositions, its meaning appears to 

be fairly straightforward, but the verse is not quite as straightforward as the supersessionist 

argument might purport. This verse should not be viewed apart from its context. The verse is 

Jesusô conclusion to the parable of the wicked tenants found in verses 33ï41. According to 

Fuhrmann, the parable of the wicked tenants is ñone of the most controversial and misunderstood 

                                                 
51 John Piper, ñDid Israel Stumble in Order That They Might Fall?ò preached December 7, 2003, Sermons 

from John Piper (2000ï2014) (Minneapolis: Desiring God, 2014). 

52 John Piper, ñGodôs Design for History: The Glory of His Mercy,ò preached March 14, 2004, Ibid. 

53 John Piper, ñLand Divine?ò World, May 11, 2002, 51. 

54 Ibid. 

55 Ibid. 

56 John Piper, ñThe Sacrifice of a Shared Life,ò preached on September 24, 1989, Sermons from John 

Piper (1980ï1989) (Minneapolis: Desiring God, 2007). 



68 

 

of Jesusô parables. At nearly every point, there is significant disagreement.ò57 Laying aside 

theological presupposition, there are several exegetical problems that need to be resolved 

regarding the understanding of this verse. At least three exegetical questions must be answered: 

(1) From whom is the kingdom taken? (2) To whom is it given? (3) For how long is it taken 

away? 

From whom is the kingdom taken? According to the context, the kingdom is taken 

from the leaders of Israel, not the entire nation. The referent to the pronoun ñyouò (ñThe 

kingdom of God will  be taken away from youò) is clearly the chief priests and elders of the 

people. This parable is one in a series of parables addressed to the chief priests and elders. This 

group of Jewish leaders had confronted Jesus upon His entering into the temple the day 

following the Triumphal Entry (Matthew 21:23). They desired to know the authority that 

justified Jesusô actions and words. Jesusô reply consisted in a counter-question regarding the 

authority of John (21:24ï27) followed by a series of three parables (the parable of the two sons, 

21:28ï32; the parable of the wicked tenants, 21:33ï41; and the parable of the marriage feast, 

22:1ï14). All  three of these parables are addressed to the same group of leaders (21:28, 33; 

22:1). So, when Jesus said that ñthe kingdom of God will  be taken away from you,ò He was 

stating that the kingdom was being taken from the leaders of His day, not necessarily from the 

nation. Furthermore, the tenants in the parable cannot represent national Israel, since ñIsrael is 

represented by the vineyard, not by the farmers, who stand for the leaders of Israel.ò58 Peters 

refers to this as ña collision between Jesus and the chief priests and elders (ch. 21:23, etc.), in 

                                                 
57 Justin M. Fuhrmann, ñThe Use of Psalm 118:22ï23 in the Parable of the Wicked Tenants,ò Proceedings  

27 (Grand Rapids, MI, January 1, 2007): 67.  

58 David L. Turner, ñMatthew 21:43 and the Future of Israel,ò Bibliotheca Sacra 159, no. 633 (2002): 53. 



69 

 

which the latter question Christôs authority, and are silenced by the reply of Jesus.ò Peters 

continues, 

The crisis is then nigh at hand, for He tells them (ch. 21:28ï46) that they were 

unrepentant, and that the Kingdom so graciously offered to them, and in which they 

enjoyed a covenanted right, should be taken from them and given to others. Jesus speaks 

even more plainly (chs. 22 and 23), culminating in expressly predicting that the desolate 

Davidic house, the tabernacle in ruins, should remain thus until His Second Coming.59 

To whom is it  given? It is given to a nation ( ɗɜɞɠ). The question that must be addressed 

is whether ɗɜɞɠ is to be taken literally or metaphorically. The supersessionist position takes a 

metaphorical sense, making ɗɜɞɠ refer to the Church. On the other hand, if  taken literally, then 

ɗɜɞɠ must refer either to national Israel or to one of the Gentile nations. As to the metaphorical 

meaning, nothing in the context suggests that the Church could have been conceptualized by 

Jesusô hearers as a ñnation.ò Apart from His disciples, who heard a few brief words about the 

Church in Matthew 16 and 18, there was virtually no way for His hearers to conceive of the 

Church at all. And, though it is possible that Jesus may have spoken these words in anticipation 

of future readers being able to make sense of His words, it remains questionable whether the 

term ñnationò is a suitable metaphor for the Church.60 Regarding the literal sense of ɗɜɞɠ, 

absolutely no Biblical argument can possibly support the notion of the kingdom being given to 

any Gentile nation. But with respect to its being given to national Israel, there is conceptual 

support within the book of Matthew that a future generation of Israel will  receive the kingdom 

(see the next subpoint, ñFor how long is it taken away?ò). If  this be the case, then one might 

                                                 
59 George N. H. Peters, The Theocratic Kingdom of Our Lord Jesus, the Christ, vol. 3 (New York; London: 

Funk & Wagnallôs, 1884), 351. Emphasis his. 

60 See further below under ñLexical Considerations.ò 
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understand the participle ñproducingò (ˊɞɘɞɜŰɘ) as conveying a temporal sense: ña nation when 

it produces its fruits.ò 

For how long is it  taken away? A strong supersessionist approach would say that the 

kingdom is forever, irrevocably taken away from Israel. Even a mild supersessionist approach 

sees a permanent change in national Israelôs status vis-à-vis an earthly kingdom. However, both 

Matthewôs Gospel, the Old Testament prophets, and the New Testament epistles affirm that 

Israelôs status would be temporarily removed from them, only to be restored at a future date 

when the nation is spiritually revived. In the Old Testament, this is seen quite clearly in the 

message of Hosea (especially Hosea 1:10ð2:23; also Isaiah 66:5ï13 and Micah 4:6ï8). The 

apostle Paul affirmed this same theme in Romans 11:11ï15. Matthew also spoke of a future 

generation (ɔŮɜŮɎ) of Israel that will  receive Jesus as her King (Matthew 24:34; 23:36ï39). 

Other contextual considerations tie the nation of verse 23 with Israel. Verse 43 begins 

with ŭɘŬӡ Űɞɡ╢Űɞ, which ties this logically to the preceding verse, a quote from Psalm 118:22ï23. 

In its original context, this quote continued to verse 26: ñBlessed is the one who comes in the 

name of the Lord.ò Jesus also quoted Psalm 118:26 in Matthew 23:37ï39, where He foresees a 

future time when the nation will  receive Him. Psalm 118 lies richly in the background of the 

context of Matthew 21. It is referred to earlier in the chapter in connection with the triumphal 

entry (Matthew 21:9, also quoting Psalm 118:25ï26). These quotes, along with Isaiah 56:7 

(quoted in Matthew 21:13), are prophetic verses describing the blessings of the Messianic 

Kingdom. Similarly, Matthew 21:16 cites Psalm 8:2, which is identified by verses 5 and 6 as 

being a kingdom setting as well.  

It is also helpful to note the progression of thought through Matthew 21: (1) verses 1ï11, 

the triumphal entryðarrival of the kingdom announced; (2) verses 12ï17, the cleansing of the 
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templeðnecessary preparations for the kingdom; (3) verses 18ï22, the cursing of the fig treeð

symbol of a fruitless generation; (4) verses 23ï27, Jesusô authority challengedðevidence of the 

fruitless generation; (5) verses 28ï32, the parable of the two sonsða future repentance foretold; 

(6) verses 33ï46, the parable of the landownerða future repentance foretold. The broad context 

of the chapter seems to point to a future national fulfillment of Godôs kingdom program for 

national Israel. 

ii.  Lexical Considerations 

ɚɚɞɠ ñOther.ò One possible lexical consideration involves the adjective ñother.ò Those 

to whom it was to be given were described as ñotherò farmers. The Greek word is Ŭ∕Ӣɚɚɞɠ, not 

Ů∙ӢŰŮɟɞɠ. If  the kingdom were to be taken from Israel and given to a non-Israelite nation, one 

might expect the word Ů∙ӢŰŮɟɞɠ. 

ɗɜɞɠ ñNation.ò The main lexical objection to the supersessionist interpretation, 

however, involves the use of the term ɗɜɞɠ and whether this could be a suitable term to describe 

the Church. The term is used in Matthew 21:43 in the singular. Of the thirty-nine occurrences of 

the word Ů∕Ӣɗɜɞɠ in the Gospels, the plural form is always a reference to the Gentiles. However, 

when used in the singular (fourteen times), it nearly always refers to Israel (Matthew 21:43; Luke 

7:5; 23:2; John 11:48, 50, 51, 52; 18:35). The only exception to this singular usage is in the 

grammatically singular expression, ñNation will  rise against nationò (Matthew 24:7; Mark 13:8; 

Luke 21:10), which involves a plural sense when understood as a phrase. It is nearly 

inconceivable that Jesus would have referred to the kingdom being given to any nation other than 

Israel. His use of the singular ɗɜɞɠ almost certainly means that the kingdom is to be given to 

national Israel, but it is a future generation of Israel that will  produce the fruits of the kingdom 

when it experiences the fulfillment of the New Covenant (Jeremiah 31:31ï33). Outside the 
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Gospels, there are at least six other New Testament references where ɗɜɞɠ refers to Israel (Acts 

10:22; 24:2, 10, 17; 26:4; 28:19).61  

ίɗɜɞɠ in 1 Peter 2:9 

To turn this argument a different way, it might legitimately be questioned whether the 

term ɗɜɞɠ is a suitable term for the church. If  it be countered that the term is so used in 1 Peter 

2:9, there is a twofold response: (1) It is not without significance that 1 Peter is specifically 

addressed to Hebrew Christians. The expression ñholy nationò is part of a quote taken from 

Exodus 19:6 (23:22 LXX ), which directly addresses the nation of Israel. The recipients of 1 Peter 

were the elect of diaspora Israel (1 Peter 1:1), not saved Gentiles. So the term was more aptly 

used of them than it would have been in an epistle addressed to a church comprised mostly of 

Gentile believers. (2) First Peter 2:9 is not saying that the church is that holy nation referred to in 

Exodus 19:6; rather, Peter is applying a principleðnamely, that Godôs people should be a holy 

people (as in 1:16). The focus is on holiness, not nationhood. In the context of Exodus, the 

people referred to were in fact a nation. Whether or not Peterôs readers are a nation is somewhat 

beside the point. The point is that Godôs people should be a holy people. The term ɗɜɞɠ is used, 

not as a reference to the church, but as a reference to national Israel.62  

Furthermore, to argue that the church is the nation that is now given the kingdom results 

in the absurdity that the church is no more successful in bearing the fruits of the kingdom than 

Israel ever was. This is seen nowhere more clearly than in Jesusô letters to the seven churches of 

Asia in Revelation 2ð3. Jesusô condemnation of the churchôs works is nearly as condemnatory 

                                                 
61 See also Gen. 25:23 (LXX); Ex. 19:6 (23:22 LXX); Jos. Ant. 12, 6; 12, 135; Philo, Decalogue, 96. 

62 Alva McClain, The Greatness of the Kingdom (Winona Lake: BMH Books, 1974), 296. 
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as it was of the Scribes and Pharisees.63 It would have been nearly impossible for Jesusô hearers 

to understand His use of ɗɜɞɠ to refer to any nation other than Israel. As Peters puts it, 

It is a logical sequence from the premises laid down. For, so long as one nation is chosen 

from among all others (Prop. 24), and the Kingdom is covenanted by oath to that nation 

(Prop. 49), it is impossible for other nations . . . to be thus elected. It would be a violating 

of the most solemnly given covenants and assurances.64 

The nation to whom the kingdom of God will  be given is none other than Israel, 

regathered in the last days, regenerated under the New Covenant, and reconstituted as a 

theocracy under the Messiahôs rule.65 

MacArthur displays a mix of both non-supersessionist and supersessionist understanding 

of this verse. A non-supersessionist comment appears as follows: ñIsrael will  one day return to 

God and bear fruit for His kingdom. óGod has not rejected His people whom He foreknew,ô Paul 

assured his fellow Jews. And when óthe fullness of the Gentiles has come, . . . all Israel will  be 

saved.ò But then he adds the following supersessionist comment: ñThe nation, or people, who 

produce the fruit of the kingdom is the church, óa chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy 

nation.ôò66 

Gundry, who adopts a supersessionist interpretation, illustrates the predicaments one 

encounters when attempting to maintain the supersessionist view. Gundry encountered two 

contradictions that he could not reconcile. First, he believes that the nation ( ɗɜŮɘ) in view in 

                                                 
63 I am indebted to Dr. David Olander in a private telephone conversation for this observation. 

64 Peters, Theocratic Kingdom, vol. 1, 392. Emphasis his. 

65 John F. Walvoord, Israel in Prophecy (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1962), 60. 

66 John MacArthur, Matthew 16ð23, The MacArthur New Testament Commentary (Chicago: Moody 

Press, 1988), 299. 
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verse 43 ñrefers to the church.ò67 He admits, on the one hand, that Matthewôs use of ɗɜŮɘ comes 

from Daniel 2:44:  

In the days of those kings the God of heaven will  set up a kingdom which will  never be 

destroyed, and that kingdom will  not be left for another people; it will  crush and put an 

end to all these kingdoms, but it will  itself endure forever. 

But this presents a dilemma: ñDaniel predicts that the kingdom will  not be passed on to 

another people, or nation; Matthew writes that it will  be transferred.ò68 Gundry offers no solution 

for this apparent contradiction. But if  Matthewôs nation is a future, repentant nation of Israel, the 

dilemma disappears. 

The other contradiction involves a matter of timing: 

On the one hand, the taking of the kingdom from the Jewish leaders and the fruit bearing 

of the church refer to the past and present. On the other hand, Matthewôs distinctive 

allusion to Jesusô Parousia (ñTherefore when the owner [óLordô] of the vineyard comes,ò 

v 40) and the use of Danielôs figures for the last judgment (v 44) point to the future.69 

Gundry can only reconcile this chronological conundrum by appealing to an ñalready and 

not yetò schema.70 Gundryôs chronological problem disappears without having to resort to an 

ñalready and not yetò explanation when this verse is seen in the broader context of Matthewôs 

message. Peters observed in his Proposition 58, ñJesus, toward the close of His ministry, 

preached that the Kingdom was not nigh.ò71 In other words, if  the nation to whom the kingdom 

                                                 
67 Robert H. Gundry, Matthew: A Commentary on His Literary and Theological Art (Grand Rapids: 

Eerdmans, 1982), 430. 

68 Ibid. Emphasis his. 

69 Ibid. 

70 Ibid. 

71 Peters, Theocratic Kingdom, vol. 1, 379. There is an extended discussion in Peters, Theocratic Kingdom, 

vol. 1, pp. 386ï391, which is generally good, but he includes the church by virtue of its being grafted into 

Abrahamôs seed. Yet he sees the kingdom as future. So Peters actually ends up with an already/not yet scenario due 

to his misunderstanding of the olive tree metaphor. 
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was given was the future eschatological nation of Israel, transformed by the implementation of 

the New Covenant, then there is no need to see any kind of a present kingdom fulfillment in the 

church.  

b. Romans 2:28ï29 

For he is not a Jew who is one outwardly, nor is circumcision that which is outward in the 

flesh. 29 But he is a Jew who is one inwardly; and circumcision is that which is of the 

heart, by the Spirit, not by the letter; and his praise is not from men, but from God.  

This passage is understood by supersessionists to mean that Gentiles may be considered 

ñtrue Israelò by becoming Christians. For instance, Piper claims, ña Gentile (thatôs what is meant 

by óthe uncircumcised manô) who fulfils  the requirements of the Law will  be counted as a true 

Jewða true member of Godôs chosen people, Israel.ò72 Piper then explains what he means by 

one ñwho fulfils  the requirements of the Lawò:   

The Holy Spirit is the one who makes uncircumcised Gentiles into circumcised Jews, 

namely, by circumcising their hearts. . . . Paul has Christians in mind, because this is the 

way he talks about Christian conversion. . . . This promise shows that keeping the Law 

and fulfilling  the Law are something that God promised when the Holy Spirit was given 

to his people in the fuller measure of the new covenant.73 

Thus, for Piper, every Gentile whose heart is circumcised by the Holy Spirit has fulfilled the 

requirement of the law and becomes a ñtrue Jew.ò 

One of the problems with this view is that it involves a very confused view of what 

constitutes obedience to the law. Typical of Reformed theology, Piper must assume a strict 

distinction between the moral, civil,  and ceremonial divisions of the lawða distinction that is 

                                                 
72 John Piper, ñWho Is a True Jew? Part 1,ò preached February 21, 1999, Sermons from John Piper (1990ï

1999) (Minneapolis: Desiring God, 2007). Also, Grudem, Systematic Theology, 861. 

73 Ibid. 
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imposed upon the text. He states, ñWe know he [Paul] is talking about Godôs moral law and not 

the ceremonial law, because circumcision is not included.ò74 

A second problem is that it relies upon a redefinition of the terms ñJewò and ñIsrael,ò 

requiring a departure from the literal, grammatical, historical interpretation of the text. This 

departure from normal hermeneutics opens the door to a multitude of problems. Piper gleefully 

exclaims, ñWhat a great thing it is to be able to go to the whole Bible, Old and New Testament, 

and know that óthis is my book.ô I am a Jew. These are my promises.ò75 Exactly which promises 

does he have in mind? Are the land promises of the Abrahamic Covenant to be claimed by 

Piper? Is he willing to take the curses of the Mosaic Covenant along with the blessings? Has he 

begun observing the Sabbath day from sundown on Friday until sundown on Saturday? Are these 

promises real and literal, or are they to be allegorized and changed into something more 

acceptable to a Gentile Christian?  

Piper, Grudem, and other supersessionist New Calvinists have misunderstood the context 

of Romans 2. This entire chapterôs intended purpose is to show that justification cannot come 

from the law, and thus lays a foundation for the revelation in chapter 3 of ña righteousness of 

God apart from the lawò (3:21). Paulôs point in chapter 2 is that by seeking to be justified by the 

law, the Jews were no better than the Gentiles, and, in fact, some Gentiles were even better law 

keepers than the Jews. But neither Jew nor Gentile could be justified by the law.76  

                                                 
74 Ibid. 

75 Ibid. 

76 Marc Debanné, ñPaul face au judaïsme de son temps et de son passé: l'émergence d'une nouvelle 

circoncision,ò Science Et Esprit 60, no. 3 (2008): 266. 
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c. Romans 9:6 

But it is not as though the word of God has failed. For they are not all Israel who are 

descended from Israel. 

This, and Galatians 6:16 (see below), are the two most often cited verses in an attempt to 

prove that the term ñIsraelò is used to refer to the Church.77 Grudem takes this verse to mean that 

ñthe true children of Abraham, those who are in the most true sense óIsrael,ô are not the nation of 

Israel by physical descent from Abraham but those who have believed in Christ,ò78 and that 

ñwhen Jewish people according to the flesh are saved in large numbers at some time in the 

future, they will  not constitute a separate people of God.ò79 Thus, Grudem exhibits a mild 

supersessionist position seeing a future salvation of ethnic Jews, but not a reconstituted nation 

that is in any way distinct from the Church. The supersessionist focus is sharpened even more 

acutely by the way Piper translates the Greek ɞ ɔɟ ˊɎɜŰŮɠ ɞ ɝ ůɟŬɐɚ, ɞŰɞɘ ůɟŬɐɚ as, ñFor 

all those from Israel, these are not Israel.ò80 Piper takes the negative ɞ with ɞŰɞɘ ůɟŬɐɚ 

(ñthese are not Israelò), rather than with ˊɎɜŰŮɠ (ñnot all whoò). By doing so, though Piper 

elsewhere displays a mild supersessionist position,81 he has effectively excluded all of ethnic 

Israel from the elect company of Godôs people.  

                                                 
77 Charles C. Ryrie, The Basis of the Premillennial Faith (Neptune, NJ: Loizeaux Brothers, 1953), 67; 

Charles L. Feinberg, Millennialism (Winona Lake: BMH Books, 1985), 230; John F. Walvoord, ñEschatological 

Problems V: Is the Church the Israel of God?ò Bibliotheca Sacra 101, no. 404 (October 1944): 411ï412; Michael F. 

Bird, Evangelical Theology: A Biblical and Systematic Introduction (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2013), 723; Vlach, 

172; S. Lewis Johnson, ñPaul and óThe Israel of Godô: An Exegetical and Eschatological Case-Study,ò The Masterôs 

Seminary Journal 20, no. 1 (Spring 2009): 42. 

78 Grudem, Systematic Theology, 861. 

79 Ibid. 

80 John Piper, The Justification of God: An Exegetical and Theological Study of Romans 9:1ï23, 2nd ed. 

(Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 1993), 65. 

81 Piper, Justification of God, 24ï31. 
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At issue here is whether ñIsraelò in the first half of the sentence is used with the same 

sense as ñIsraelò in the second half of the sentence. Supersessionists generally see the first 

occurrence of ñIsraelò as referring to ethnic Israel, while the second occurrence refers to the 

church as the elect people of God. Thus, the supersessionist understanding of this verse might be 

paraphrased, ñNot all who are descended from Israel belong to the Church.ò82  

Contextually, verse 6b forms part of the explanation as to why Paulôs sorrow of heart 

(verse 2) may be mitigated.83 His sorrow was over the lost condition of his ñkinsmen according 

to the flesh who are Israelitesò (verses 3ï4). The fact that lightens this burden is that not all of 

these kinsmen will  be lost. To make the second occurrence of ñIsraelò refer to anything other 

than ethnic Jews would make no sense out of the context. 

In the second occurrence of ñIsraelò there is not a replacement of ethnic Jews with non-

Jews, but rather a narrowing of all ethnic Jews, to a believing remnant of Jews.84 Sproul sets up a 

false dichotomy by claiming, ñGodôs promise is given sovereignly, not biologically.ò85 He makes 

no room for the possibility that Godôs promise to Abraham could be both sovereign and 

biological. But the two are not mutually exclusive. Cranfield described it as ñthe Israel within 

Israel, which is the company of those who are willing, obedient, grateful witnesses to that grace 

                                                 
82 Andy Cheung, ñWho Is the óIsraelô of Romans 11:26?ò Calvin Smith, The Jews, Modern Israel and the 

New Supersessionism, New Revised and Expanded Edition (Kingôs Divinity Press, Kindle Edition, 2013), Kindle 

Locations 2462ï2463. 

83 The explanatory ɔŬӢɟ coupled with adversative ŭŮӢ in verse 6 make this syntactical connection with verse 

2. The adversative relationship is expressed thus: ñI have continual sorrow in my heart . . . but it is not such that the 

word of God has failed.ò The explanatory relationship is expressed as, ñIt is not that the word of God has failed, for 

not all who are descended from Israel, these are Israel.ò 
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and truth.ò86 According to Cheung, ñ[Romans] 9:7ï13 focuses on Godôs winnowing process 

whereby through successive generations of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, God narrows His chosen 

people to a spiritual remnant. This winnowing, a theme of the remnant, fits perfectly with the 

idea that Israel in 9:6 refers to a spiritual remnant of Israel within the larger ethnic group of Jews 

generally.ò87 

d. Romans 11:17ï24 

But if  some of the branches were broken off, and you, being a wild olive, were grafted in 

among them and became partaker with them of the rich root of the olive tree, do not be 

arrogant toward the branches; but if  you are arrogant, remember that it is not you who 

supports the root, but the root supports you. You will  say then, ñBranches were broken 

off so that I might be grafted in.ò Quite right, they were broken off for their unbelief, but 

you stand by your faith. Do not be conceited, but fear; for if  God did not spare the natural 

branches, He will  not spare you, either. Behold then the kindness and severity of God; to 

those who fell, severity, but to you, Godôs kindness, if  you continue in His kindness; 

otherwise you also will  be cut off. And they also, if  they do not continue in their unbelief, 

wil l be grafted in, for God is able to graft them in again. For if  you were cut off from 

what is by nature a wild olive tree, and were grafted contrary to nature into a cultivated 

olive tree, how much more will  these who are the natural branches be grafted into their 

own olive tree?  

This passage is frequently referred to in an effort to show that the Church has been 

grafted into Israelôs place of soteriological blessing. Piperôs explanation of Gentile salvation is 

that they receive salvation by being grafted into Israelôs promises. He says, ñBy being grafted 

into the cultivated olive tree . . . the Gentiles become heirs of the promise (Rom 11:17). 

Therefore the salvation which Gentile believers enjoy as beneficiaries of the promises of God is 

a salvation which belongs to Israel because ótheirs are the promisesô (Rom 9:4b).ò88 Sam Storms, 

                                                 
86 Cranfield, Epistle to the Romans, 474. Cranfield describes the supersessionist view of this verse as ña 

charter of Christian anti-semitism.ò 

87 Cheung, ñWho Is the óIsraelô of Romans 11:26?ò Kindle Locations 2475ï2476. 
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member of the Bethlehem College and Seminary board of directors, identifies the root of the 

olive tree in Romans 11 as the true Israel: ñThere is but one olive tree, rooted in the promises 

given to the patriarchs. In this one tree (i.e., in this one people of God) there are both believing 

Jews (natural branches) and believing Gentiles (unnatural branches). Together they constitute the 

one people of God, the true Israel in and for whom the promises will  be fulfilled. This one people 

is, of course, the Church.ò89 For Storms, ñthe Church [is] the óone new man,ô the true Israel of 

God in and for whom all the promises will  be fulfilled. The promises will  not be fulfilled 

exclusively in and for a separate ónationô of ethnic Israelites.ò
90

 Similarly, Carson and Moo see 

in this engrafting metaphor ña transfer of covenant privileges from Israel to the church.ò91  

To argue on the basis of this passage that the church has superseded Israel is to miss the 

entire point of the passage. What Paul is saying here is that while some Gentiles have been 

grafted in and some Jews have been broken off, Gentiles may in fact be removed and the Jews 

will most certainly be grafted back in again. The most that can be said on behalf of Gentiles is 

that they have obtained a temporary place of privilege. The supersessionist argument based on 

this passage amounts to special pleading, completely ignoring both the caution against Gentiles 

boasting arrogantly against the Jews (verse 18) and the possibility of Gentiles being cut off from 

the root at some point in the future (verse 22b). 

In verse 19 it almost seems that Paul was directly addressing supersessionists when he 

states, ñYou will  say then, óBranches were broken off so that I might be grafted in.ôò The 
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apostleôs reply was a stern rebuke: ñDo not be conceited, but fear; for if  God did not spare the 

natural branches, He will  not spare you, either.ò Cranfieldôs comment is apropos: 

[Paulôs statement] exposes the logic behind such Gentile Christian boasting. óBranches 

were broken off in order that I might be grafted inôðthat is how a self-complacent 

egotism sees the matter. And to such an egotist this half-truth seems a conclusive proof of 

his own superior importance and a sufficient justification for his contemptuous attitude.92 

Cranfieldôs charge of egotism against the supersessionist ideas forming in the minds of those 

first-century Roman Gentile believers might equally well apply to twenty-first-century 

supersessionists. As was noted in the comments on Matthew 21:43 above, Gentile Christians are 

no more worthy of Godôs blessings than were the Jews, as is proven by Christôs letters to the 

churches of Asia (Revelation 2ð3). 

Another serious difficulty the supersessionist view faces is the possibility that the 

engrafted Gentiles may one day be cut off (verse 22b). The interpretation of the clause 

ñotherwise you also will  be cut offò is difficult, and commentators struggle to explain it. In 

particular, Calvinistic commentators are faced with the problem of how this relates to eternal 

security. Moo, for example, comments, ñIf God so judged the Jews, who had a natural 

connection to the tree and its sustaining root, he will  surely judge those who have been grafted in 

as alien branches.ò93 Moo similarly states, ñIf the believer does not continue in the goodness of 

Godðthe believer will,  like the Jew, be ócut offôðsevered forever from the people of God and 

eternally condemned. . . . Salvation is dependent on continuing faith; therefore, the person who 

                                                 
92 Cranfield, Epistle to the Romans, 568. 

93 Douglas Moo, Epistle to the Romans (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1996), 706. Moo does not describe what 
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ceases to believe forfeits any hope of salvation.ò94 This conclusion is so surprising that Moo 

finds it necessary to issue a lengthy and confusing caveat in a footnote.95 Whatever verse 22 does 

mean, it cannot mean that the church has forever replaced Israel. 

e. Romans 11:26 

And so all Israel will  be saved; just as it is written, ñThe Deliverer will  come from Zion, 

He will  remove ungodliness from Jacob.ò  

A strong supersessionist interpretation of this verse might argue that if  all Israel will  be 

saved, then Israel must be a designation of all the saved, namely the Church.96 This would 

simply be faulty logic. But more prevalent is the mild supersessionist argument of Piper, ñThe 

day is coming when the nation of Israel will  be brought back to her Messiah and be saved and 

become one with the Christian Church in the Covenant of Grace established with Abraham 

(Romans 11:25ï26).ò97 In Piperôs view, there is no national distinction for Israel in the kingdom; 

rather, Israelôs salvation simply brings a number of Jews into the Church through mass 

conversion. 

It is clear from verse 27 that Paul had in mind the New Covenant of Jeremiah 31, as well 

as Isaiah 59:20ï21, when he wrote that ñall Israel will  be saved.ò98 Both of these Old Testament 
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passages express the hope of national restoration as well as spiritual salvation. The ñsalvationò 

envisioned in Isaiah 59 is one in which Yahweh repays ñwrath to His adversaries and 

recompense to His enemies . . . so they will  fear the name of Yahweh from the west and His 

glory from the rising of the sunò (59:18ï19). This is a salvation in which Israel's national 

enemies to the east and the west are brought into subjection to Yahwehôs rule and authority. And 

in Jeremiah 31 the salvation of Israel is depicted as a time when ñthey will  speak this word in the 

land of Judah and in its cities when I restore their fortunes: óMay Yahweh bless you, O abode of 

righteousness, O holy hill!ô Judah and its cities will  dwell together in it, the farmer and they who 

go about with flocks. For I satisfy the weary ones and refresh everyone who languishes.ò This is 

a description of restored cities, villages, and farms for Judah. This is a national promise of 

restoration for Israel and Judah in the Messiahôs kingdom. It is in no way a description of the 

Church. The Church is simply not in view in Isaiah 59, Jeremiah 31, or Romans 11:26. 

f. Galatians 3:7 

Therefore, be sure that it is those who are of faith who are sons of Abraham.  

Grudemôs interpretation of this verse is based on the presupposition of covenant 

theology. To be a son of Abraham in the sense of Galatians 3:7 means for Grudem to realize the 

fulfillment of both the Abrahamic and Davidic Covenants inasmuch as these are equivalent to the 

Covenant of Grace.99 And Piper makes baptism the equivalent of circumcision in the Old 

Testament, making the church the new spiritual Israel. He argues as follows: 
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Just as circumcision was administered to all the physical sons of Abraham who made up 

the physical Israel, so baptism should be administered to all the spiritual sons of Abraham 

who make up the spiritual Israel, the church. . . . But who are these spiritual sons of 

Abraham who constitute the people of God in our age? Galatians 3:7 says, ñKnow then 

that it is those of faith who are the sons of Abraham.ò The new thing, since Jesus has 

come, is that the covenant people of God are no longer a political, ethnic nation, but a 

body of believers.100 

Piper understands the expression ñsons of Abrahamò to mean that the spiritual sons of Abraham 

have now taken the place of the physical sons of Abraham, as he argues elsewhere, ñArenôt 

verses 7 and 9 [of Gal. 3] referring to the same group of people? Verse 7 says that óthose of faith 

are sons of Abraham.ô And verse 9 says that óthose of faith are blessed with Abraham.ô Surely, 

these are the same people: sons of Abraham, who will,  therefore, enjoy the blessings promised to 

Abraham and his children.ò101 Both Piper and Grudem ignore two important distinctions: (1) 

between the literal sense of ñsonò and the figurative sense of ñsonò; and (2) between parties to a 

covenant and promises of the covenant that may extend beyond the parties themselves.  

There is both a literal sense and a figurative sense of the term ñson.ò As Bruce explains, 

ñɡɘ∙ɞɘӡ ȷ∕ɓɟŬŬӢɛ [sons of Abraham] is an instance of the idiomatic Hebrew use of ósonsô (benê) with 

a following genitive to denote character.ò102 Abraham and his physical descendants were party to 

a covenant with Yahweh. The Gentiles were never a party to this covenant. Yes, Gentiles would 

be blessed through relationship with covenanted national Israel, but this is not to say that the 

Gentiles were ever intended to be a party to the covenant itself. Abraham and his descendants 

were given both a covenant and promises (Romans 9:4). The promised blessings of the covenant 
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extend to the Gentiles (Genesis 12:3) without the Gentiles becoming party to the covenant. So 

there are ñsons of Abrahamò who physically descended from Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob and 

who are parties to the Abrahamic Covenant. There are also ñsons of Abrahamò in the sense that, 

like Abraham, they are believers, they are related to God by faith.103 They are blessed with an 

Abraham-like relationship to God based on faith. It is significant that Abrahamôs justification by 

faith (Genesis 15:6) preceded the ratification of the covenant with Abraham (Genesis 15:9ï21). 

In any given context, the meaning of the expression ñson ofò must be determined by that context. 

The overall argument in Galatians is that justification is by faith, not the law. Paulôs reference to 

sons of Abraham, both here and in Romans 4:11ï12, is according to the Hebrew idiom and 

speaks of those who, like Abraham, are related to God by faith, whether physically descended 

from Abraham or not. But it does not mean that these replace the covenanted party.  

Linking spiritual descent from Abraham with covenant participation neglects the 

distinction Paul made in Romans 9:4 between covenants and promises. According to Cranfield, 

by ñcovenants,ò 

Paul probably has in mind the covenants made with Abraham (Gen 15:17ff; 17:1ff: cf. 

Exod 2:24), with Israel at Mount Sinai (Exod 19:5; 24:1ff), in the plains of Moab (Deut 

29:1ff), and at Mounts Ebal and Gerizim (Josh 8:30ff), and possibly also the covenant 

with David (2 Sam 23:5; Ps 89:3f, 28f; 132:11f).104 
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Whereas, by ñpromises,ò 

In view of 4:13ï22 and Gal 3:16ï29 it is natural to assume that Paul had in mind in the 

first place the promises made to Abraham (Gen 12:7; 13:14ï17; 12:1ï17; 22:16ï18: also 

the related promise in 21:12 ïcf. Rom 9:7f) and repeated to Isaac (Gen 26:3f) and to 

Jacob (Gen 28:13f); but 2 Cor 1:20 and 7:1 (see also the concluding verses of the 

previous chapter) suggest the probability that he also had in mind many other OT 

promises, particularly the eschatological and messianic promises.105 

Both covenants and promises belong to ethnic and national Israel, namely the physical 

descendants of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. But the covenants belong exclusively to 

ethnic/national Israel. The promises, on the other hand, belong to believers, both Jewish and 

Gentile; that is, the spiritual descendants of Abraham. 

g. Galatians 3:29 

And if  you belong to Christ, then you are Abrahamôs descendants, heirs according to 

promise.  

The supersessionist argument from this verse is not essentially different from that of the 

previous verse, Galatians 3:7. For a response, the reader is referred to the discussion above. 

h. Galatians 6:16 

And those who will  walk by this rule, peace and mercy be upon them, and upon the Israel 

of God.  

As noted above, this, and Romans 9:6, are the two most often cited verses in an attempt 

to prove that the term ñIsraelò is used to refer to the Church. John Piper, addressing Bethlehem 

Baptist Church on December 7, 2003, could claim, ñBethlehem, óthe Israel of Godô (Galatians 

6:16)! All  the covenants, all the promises belong to usðand all who will  one day trust the 
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Messiah.ò106 But at best, this verse, while possibly allowing for such a sense, does not prove it. 

The crucial exegetical issue in this verse is whether the conjunction əŬɘӢ should be understood as 

connective (ñandò), which would suggest that two groups of people are referred to (ñthose who 

will  walk by this ruleò and ñthe Israel of Godò), or whether it should be understood as explicative 

(ñevenò), which would suggest a single group of people (ñthose who will  walk by this rule, even 

the Israel of Godò). Nevertheless, New Calvinists generally simply claim that this verse 

identifies the Church as the Israel of God, without offering much exegesis to support that 

claim.107 Michael Bird makes a valiant effort at defending the supersessionist position,108 and a 

response will  be given here to his line of argumentation. Bird offers three arguments as to ñwhy 

Paul must mean that the óIsrael of Godô is the church.ò109 

Bird first argues, ñIt is incredibly difficult  to imagine Paul arguing so passionately in 

Galatians for the unity of Jews and Gentiles in one church, united in Christ, with everyone as 

equal sons and daughters of Abraham, and then at the very end of that pronouncing a benediction 

that serves to separate groups within his churches according ethnic categories.ò110 But this is 

simply begging the question. Bird assumes that a future national Israel has no distinct place and, 

therefore, there can be no distinction in Galatians 6:16.111 A dispensational approach to this 

                                                 
106 John Piper, ñDid Israel Stumble in Order That They Might Fall?ò Preached December 7, 2003, Sermons 

from John Piper (2000ï2014) (Minneapolis: Desiring God, 2014). 

107 S. Lewis Johnson, ñPaul and óThe Israel of God,ôò 44ï45. See, for example, Piper, Justification of God, 

26; R. E. Ciampa, ñGalatians,ò T. Desmond Alexander and Brian S. Rosner, eds., New Dictionary of Biblical 

Theology (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2000), 312; Thomas R., ñElection,ò Alexander and Rosner, eds., 

New Dictionary of Biblical Theology, 451. 

108 Bird, Evangelical Theology, 724. Earlier, in a discussion criticizing dispensational theology, he simply 

asserts his conclusion without offering an exegesis or other argumentation (p. 221). 

109 Ibid. 724. 

110 Ibid. 

111 Johnson writes, ñI cannot help but think that dogmatic considerations loom large in the interpretation of 

Gal 6:16. The tenacity with which this application of the Israel of God to the church is held in spite of a mass of 



88 

 

verse acknowledges a present dispensation in which there is no distinction between Jew and 

Gentile, while there is yet a future dispensation112 in which such a distinction will  be observed. 

Zechariah foresaw a future day in which ñten men from all the nations will  grasp the garment of 

a Jew, saying, óLet us go with you, for we have heard that God is with youôò (Zechariah 8:23). 

Zechariah clearly presents a view of the kingdom in which there is a distinction between Jewish 

and Gentile worshipers of the Lord. In addition, many other Old Testament passages affirm a 

preeminence of Israel over the Gentiles in the kingdom (e.g., Isaiah 60:1ï4; 62:1ï12; Micah 4:1ï

5; Haggai 2:1ï7; Zechariah 14:16ï21). If  by ñthe Israel of Godò Paul was referring to the future 

Israel that would receive Jesus as Messiah in the kingdom,113 there would be nothing 

contradictory at all in his wishing Godôs peace and mercy on them, as well as on the church of 

the present dispensation. The fact that Paul has not explicitly addressed the issue of 

eschatological Israel in Galatians does not rule out the possibility, or even likelihood, of his 

making a closing comment about them. Paul does this very thing in the epistle to the Romans. In 

Romans, having argued that the Jew has no advantage over the Gentile when it comes to judicial 
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standing before God (Romans 1ð2), Paul asks, ñThen what advantage has the Jew?ò (Romans 

3:1). He begins to develop the answer to this question in Romans 3:2 and concludes in chapters 

9ð11 by discussing eschatological national Israel. This demonstrates that for Paul a discussion 

of eschatological national Israel implicitly follows a discussion of equal-judicial standing of Jew 

and Gentile before God. Galatians, being an earlier epistle than Romans, shows Paulôs thought in 

its less developed form. As he contemplates the equality of Jew and Gentile before God in the 

present dispensation, his mind naturally projects itself forward to a consideration of 

eschatological national Israel that shall be restored in the kingdom, and he prays for Godôs mercy 

and peace upon them. In essence, Paul is simply praying that petition in the Lordôs Prayer that 

asks, ñThy kingdom come, Thy will  be done on earth as it is in heaven.ò 

Birdôs second argument is, 

Paul elsewhere takes language ordinarily used to describe Israel, like ñcircumcisionò 

(Phil 3:3), ñJewò (Rom 2:28ï29), and ñGodôs chosen peopleò (Col 3:12), to designate 

Christians. These are prestige terms that demonstrate the incorporation of the church into 

a heritage that was once thought to be the exclusive property of ethnic Jews. Furthermore, 

in Romans Paul says that ña person is a Jew who is one inwardly; and circumcision is 

circumcision of the heart, by the Spiritò (Rom 2:29), which essentially redefines the 

identity of Godôs people around a new set of symbolic markers defined by Spirit, new 

creation, and obedience. Paul can also use Israel/Israelite in a fluid religious sense 

designating a privileged religious identity that is no longer defined ethnically (Eph 2:13; 

3:6), and he even speaks of an Israel within Israel (Rom 9:6). Paul knows of two 

covenantal people: Israel ñaccording to the fleshò and Israel ñby the power of the Spiritò 

(Gal 4:29). The ñIsrael of Godò (Gal 6:16) as an honorific title for Godôs people 

irrespective of ethnicity naturally contrasts with Israel ñaccording to the fleshò (Rom 9:3 

ESV) as a general designation for nonbelieving Jews.114 

This argument gives the surface appearance of being Biblical by including multiple Bible 

references, but it is a flawed argument. Birdôs argument can be expressed in summary form in 

this way: Since Paul elsewhere uses language that ordinarily describes Israel to designate 
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Christians, he must be doing so in Galatians 6:16 as well. This is a very curious argument for 

Bird to make in light of the fact that only one paragraph earlier in the same volume, he made the 

following observation regarding Romans 11:26: ñWhile several scholars try to take Romans 

11:26 (óAnd in this way all Israel will  be savedô) as designating the church as the óIsraelô who 

will  be rescued at the end of history, it seems clear from the wider context of Romans 9ï11 (9:4, 

6, 27, 31; 10:19, 21; 11:2, 7, 11, 25) that Paul is looking ahead to the eschatological salvation of 

national Israel.ò115 It seems odd that in Romans 11:26 it is clear to Bird that the term ñIsraelò 

refers to ñthe eschatological salvation of national Israel,ò but in the very next paragraph, it 

cannot mean this in Galatians 6:16, based on Paulôs use of terms related to Israel elsewhere.  

To argue that a term must mean something in one context because similar terms are used 

this way in other contexts is linguistically unsound. Word meanings are determined in large 

measure by the context in which they are found, not by how they are used in other contexts. Bird, 

in fact, acknowledged this principle when the context of Romans 11:26 forced him to depart 

from the traditional supersessionist understanding of the term ñIsrael.ò But nothing in the context 

of Galatians 6 requires that the term ñIsraelò be taken in any way other than its normal meaning. 

So it is best taken to refer to eschatological national Israel. 

It is also important to note that just because similar imagery is used to describe both 

Israel and non-Israelites does not necessarily require that the two groups be the same. A clear 

example of this is found in Isaiah 19:24ï25. Vlach explains, ñThere are occasions in Scripture in 

which óIsraelô imagery is applied to non-Israelites without these non-Israelites becoming Israel. 

Isa 19:24ï25, for instance, predicts that Egypt would someday be called ómy people.ô Yet, the 
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context makes clear that Egypt is distinct from Israel since Egypt is mentioned alongside óIsrael 

my inheritance.ôò116 

Birdôs third argument is, 

We might compare the benediction of Galatians 6:16 with the benediction in 1 

Corinthians 16:22, ñIf anyone does not love the Lord, let that person be cursed! Come, 

Lord!ò For Paul, there is no blessing for people irrespective of their relationship to Christ. 

The grace, peace, and mercy of God are from Christ for the elect in Christ. For this 

reason, I concur with Calvin: ñIn a word, he gives the appellation the Israel of God to 

those whom he formerly denominated the children of Abraham by faith, (Gal. 3:29,) and 

thus includes all believers, whether Jews or Gentiles, who were united into one 

church.ò117 

This argument shows a total misunderstanding of the dispensational view of the Israel of 

God. The dispensational view in no way believes that the Israel of God is related to God in any 

other way than respective of their relationship to Christ. Bird has presented a straw man 

argument. His syllogism could be represented this way: 

¶ Major Premise: Only those related to God respective of their relationship to Christ 

may be blessed. 

¶ Minor Premise: The dispensational view of the Israel of God has Israel related to 

God irrespective of their relationship to Christ. 

¶ Conclusion: God cannot bless the Israel of God, as they are defined by 

dispensationalism. 

But Birdôs minor premise is flawed. He has substituted a definition of the Israel of God that is 

not held by dispensationalism. The dispensational view would see the Israel of God as a future 

Israel that is saved due to their recognition of Jesus as their Messiah. Thus, granting Birdôs major 
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premise, one should conclude that God can bless the Israel of God as defined by 

dispensationalism. And this is precisely what Paul prays for. 

In addition to these criticisms of Birdôs arguments, at least two other reasons for rejecting 

the supersessionist position should be mentioned.118 First, no other place in Scripture uses the 

term ñIsraelò to refer to the Church. To take it in such a way in Galatians 6:16 would seem to 

require some compelling contextual indicators. Lacking such compelling indicators, one would 

understand Israel in its normal ethnic/national sense.119  

Second, a benediction at the close of an epistle is an extremely unlikely place for Paul to 

ñmake a statement of such great theological significance.ò120 Calvinist theologian Timothy 

George comments, ñIt is strange that if  Paul intended simply to equate the Gentile believers with 

the people of Israel that he would make this crucial identification here at the end of the letter and 

not in the main body where he developed at length his argument for justification by faith.ò121 

In summary, actual exegetical and theological support for the supersessionist view of 

Galatians 6:16 is lacking. To take the term ñIsraelò in any way that departs from the normal 

usage of that term would require strong support from the context. In view of the great focus that 
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supersessionists place on this verse, lack of such support removes a nearly essential pillar of the 

supersessionist position. 

i. Ephesians 2:11ï22 

Therefore remember that formerly you, the Gentiles in the flesh, who are called 

ñUncircumcisionò by the so-called ñCircumcision,ò which is performed in the flesh by 

human handsðremember that you were at that time separate from Christ, excluded from 

the commonwealth of Israel, and strangers to the covenants of promise, having no hope 

and without God in the world. But now in Christ Jesus you who formerly were far off 

have been brought near by the blood of Christ. For He Himself is our peace, who made 

both groups into one and broke down the barrier of the dividing wall, by abolishing in 

His flesh the enmity, which is the Law of commandments contained in ordinances, so that 

in Himself He might make the two into one new man, thus establishing peace, and might 

reconcile them both in one body to God through the cross, by it having put to death the 

enmity. And He came and preached peace to you who were far away, and peace to those 

who were near; for through Him we both have our access in one Spirit to the Father. So 

then you are no longer strangers and aliens, but you are fellow citizens with the saints, 

and are of Godôs household,  having been built on the foundation of the apostles and 

prophets, Christ Jesus Himself being the corner stone, in whom the whole building, being 

fitted together, is growing into a holy temple in the Lord, in whom you also are being 

built together into a dwelling of God in the Spirit.  

Two features characterize the supersessionist position: (1) the Church has now been made 

a party to Israelôs covenants by being brought near; and (2) the resultant elimination of any 

distinction between Jew and Gentile in the body of Christ is a permanent condition that cannot be 

altered in a future millennium. 

Piper expressed a mild supersessionist position based on verse 19 in a missionary sermon 

preached in October of 2004. 

You Uzbeks, you Maninka, you Kachin, you Shandai, you Swedes, you Germans, you 

Russians, you Britishðyou who trust Christ are now part of the covenant made with 

Israel. You are fellow citizens. You are members of the household of God. You wil l 

inherit every promise ever made if  you believe in Christ. All  of them are yes to you in 

Christ (2 Cor. 1:20). You will  inherit the earth.122 
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He further claims that Gentile believers are ñfull  partners in the ócovenants of promiseô 

(Ephesians 2:12),ò123 so that ñthe hope and joy and glory of Zechariah is our hope and our joy 

and our glory, as children of Abraham and citizens of the new Jerusalem.ò124 

Biblical support for the supersessionist position comes from the observation that Paulôs 

language of ñfarò and ñnearò comes from Isaiah 57:19: ñóCreating the praise of the lips. Peace, 

peace to him who is far and to him who is near,ô says the LORD, óand I will  heal him.ôò 

Supersessionists claim that ñPaul saw the fulfillment of Isaiahôs promise in the Gospel of 

Christ.ò125 But the problem with seeing a fulfillment of Isaiah 57:19 is that the fulfillment of that 

passage is set in a context in which ñhe who takes refuge in Me will  inherit the land, and will  

possess My holy mountainò (Isaiah 57:13). The fulfillment of Isaiahôs prophecy is tied to a 

restoration of national Israel to the land and temple worship in Godôs holy mountain. Unless one 

resorts to a spiritualizing interpretation, this cannot be fulfilled in the Church. Paul may have 

been using language from Isaiah 57, but this does not mean that he saw the church as fulfilling  

that particular prophecy. New Testament authors frequently use Old Testament language when 

they are not referring to a fulfillment of some prediction.126 

 Paulôs point in referring to Isaiah 57 seems to be that just as there were Jews in Isaiahôs 

day who were both far from God and near to God, so in Paulôs own day, some Gentiles were far 

from God but could be brought near through faith. In Isaiahôs day, those who were far from God 
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were nevertheless members of the covenant community. Paul is not saying that believing 

Gentiles are now made to be parties to the covenant, but simply that they are brought near to 

God.  

Supersessionists misunderstand Ephesians 2 by asserting that believing Gentiles are 

brought into the covenants. Ephesians 2 does not explicitly state that believing Gentiles are 

brought into the covenants. The covenants are only mentioned relative to their having been far. 

They were far from God because they were strangers from the covenants; that was the position of 

Gentiles under the previous dispensations. But now they are near to God because they are in 

Christ by faith. It is the ñnew manò and the ñone bodyò that express the principle of union 

between believing Jew and believing Gentile, and provide the doctrinal basis for the Ephesian 

believers giving diligence to preserve their unity (4:2ï6), not inclusion in the covenants. 

New Calvinist Matt Chandler makes an observation about verse 15 that actually should 

run counter to supersessionist conclusions. He observes that ñthe Greek word in this text for new 

is the Greek word kainos. Properly defined, kainos means óof a new kind, unprecedented, novel, 

uncommon, unheard of.ô It doesnôt imply a new version of what was old but rather something 

brand new. God has taken what was many and has created what is one. From many people, He 

has made for Himself one new people.ò127 Chandler is essentially correct. In Christ, Jews and 

Gentiles are made one. This is not Israel becoming the church, nor is it the church becoming 

Israel; this oneness is a ñnew manò (əŬɘɜɠ ɜɗɟɤˊɞɠ, v. 15); it is also the ñone body [sc. of 

Christ]ò (Ůɠ ůɛŬ, v.16). The Church could not be true Israel; it must be something other than 

Israel. 
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j. 1 Peter 2:9ï10 

But you are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people for Godôs own 

possession, so that you may proclaim the excellencies of Him who has called you out of 

darkness into His marvelous light; for you once were not a people, but now you are the 

people of God; you had not received mercy, but now you have received mercy.  

This passage is used to defend the idea that the Church is a nation and can, therefore, 

fulfill  Christôs statement of Matthew 21:43 that the kingdom would be given to another 

ñnation.ò128 But three facts must be kept in mind regarding the interpretation of this passage: (1) 

This verse is a quote from Exodus 19:5ï6. In its original context, it was addressed to national 

Israel, not the Church. (2) First Peter is addressed not to all Christians in general but specifically 

to Hebrew Christians of the diaspora. They were Jews who had believed in Jesus as their 

Messiah. As Jews, they had their own ethnic connection with the nation of Israel, and these 

verses from Exodus were especially meaningful to them. It is unlikely that these verses would 

have been quoted to a Church composed largely of Gentile believers. (3) Peterôs point in quoting 

these verses was to say that as Godôs people, they ought to be holy. In other words, these verses 

were quoted to focus on holiness, not nationhood. As chosen priests, they were to be holy. The 

fact that Exodus referred to them as a ñnationò is incidental to Peterôs purpose in focusing on 

holiness. Peter was not saying that the Church is a nation. He was saying that Christians, as 

Godôs people in the New Testament era, are to be holy, just as God had called Israel to be holy in 

the Old Testament era. No other verse in the New Testament even comes close to suggesting that 

the Church could be considered a nation. 

                                                 
128 See discussion above on Matthew 21:43. 
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2. Spiritual, or True, Israel vs. Ethnic Israel vs. National Israel 

Supersessionists have invented the notion of a ñtrue Israel.ò The expression does not 

occur in any English translation of the Scriptures and appears to have arisen first in Justin 

Martyrôs Dialogue with Trypho the Jew.129 The very use of the term implies the illegitimacy of 

historic, ethnic/national Israel. If  ñtrue Israelò meant the believing remnant of Israel, a narrowing 

sense that referred to a believing portion of ethnic Israelites, there would be no great problem. 

But that is not what New Calvinists mean when they use the expression ñtrue Israel.ò They use it 

to refer to all believing people of God, whether in the Old Testament, the present-day Church, or 

the future. 

The other problematic use of terminology involves the expression ñethnic Israel.ò The 

Abrahamic, Land, Davidic, and New Covenants were made with an ethnic people, the 

descendants of Abraham through Isaac and Jacob, but they involve fulfillment with more than 

merely an ethnic people; they involve fulfillment with a nation. When speaking of the fulfillment 

of these covenants, the appropriate adjective to accompany Israel should often be ñnational,ò 

rather than ñethnic.ò While it is not inappropriate to refer to Godôs future dealings with ethnic 

Israel, it is more precise to speak of national Israel. However, one almost never encounters the 

phrase ñnational Israelò in the writings, sermons, and blogs of New Calvinists.130 There is no 

place in New Calvinist theology for a national Israel. There may be salvation for ethnic Jews, 

bringing them into the Church (their ñtrue Israelò), but there is no place for a future, national 

Israel uniquely favored by God. 

                                                 
129 Dialogue, ch. XI. 

130 The phrase ñnational Israelò does not occur even once in Grudemôs Systematic Theology. In Piperôs 

Justification of God, ñnational Israelò occurs only once, in a quote from Hodgeôs commentary on Romans. 
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The Relation of Supersessionism to the Doctrine of Election 

Romans 9:10ï24 is a passage deemed of great importance to the Calvinistic doctrines of 

supersessionism and election. Olson calls it ñthe lynchpin in their case for determinism in 

salvation.ò131 Without this passage, many of the nuances Calvinists attach to election would be 

lacking in Scriptural support.132 However, it may be justly questioned whether this passage is 

really speaking of individual election.133 That it speaks of the corporate election of national 

Israel as opposed to the Gentile nations appears to be an inescapable conclusion, but does it also 

speak implicitly of individual election?134 John Piperôs The Justification of God was written in 

large measure to justify understanding Romans 9 as referring to individual election. Bird insists, 

ñRomans 9ð11 is intractably connected to Romans 8.ò135 But linking Romans 9 with Romans 8 

fails to appreciate the connection of Romans 9 with Romans 3:1ï2. Mounce has correctly caught 

                                                 
131 C. Gordon Olson, Beyond Calvinism & Arminianism (Lynchburg: Global Gospel Publishers, 2012), 

346. 

132 John Piper, Desiring God (Sisters, OR: Multnomah Publishers, 2003), 68, 346ï47. Michael Bird writes, 

ñIf Romans is the arena of the predestination debate, then Romans 9 is the cage that the gladiators get locked in for 

their combatò (Michael F. Bird, Evangelical Theology: A Biblical and Systematic Introduction [Grand Rapids: 

Zondervan, 2013], 519. See also, Sproul, The Gospel of God, 166; Thomas R. Schreiner, ñDoes Romans 9 Teach 

Individual Election unto Salvation? Some Exegetical and Theological Reflections,ò Journal of the Evangelical 

Theological Society 36, no. 1 (March 1993): 25. 

133 For a bibliography of sources arguing for either corporate or individual election in Romans 9, see Brian 

J. Abasciano, ñCorporate Election in Romans 9: A Reply to Thomas Schriener,ò Journal of the Evangelical 

Theological Society 49, no. 2 (June 2006): 351n2. 

134 Sproul entertains this possibility: ñSome have tried to get around this position by saying that Jacob and 

Esau were representatives of nations. On this interpretation Paul is not talking about the election of individuals but 

of nations. Even if that were the case, all the questions that surround the problem of predestination of individuals 

would still apply to the predestination of nations, only on a higher scale.ò But then he goes on simply to conclude 

without any exegetical support, ñBut the apostle is clearly writing of the selection of individualsò (Sproul, The 

Gospel of God, 165). 

135 Bird, Evangelical Theology, 519. Bird makes this assertion without offering any exegetical 

justification. On the contrary, Cranfield writes, ñOne stubborn problem is that of the relation of these three chapters 

[i.e., 9ð11] to the rest of Romansò (Cranfield, Epistle to the Romans, 445). 
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the significance of the connection between Romans 3:1ï2 and Romans 9.136 Mounce concludes, 

ñChapters 9ï11 discuss the subject of Godôs righteousness in view of his apparent rejection of 

the Jewish nation.ò137 The entire context of Romans 9ð11 has moved on from a discussion of 

individual salvation (chapters 3ð8) to the matter of Godôs dealings with national Israel. While 

His election of Israel as a nation involves salvation (Romans 11:26), it has to do primarily with 

Israelôs national status vis-à-vis the future Messianic Kingdom. New Calvinismôs prior 

commitment to supersessionism blinds them to the connection between Romans 3 and Romans 9, 

forcing them to wrestle Paulôs line of thinking into one that links Romans 8 with Romans 9, thus 

neglecting a major discourse division in the epistle. 

Covenant Premillennialism versus Dispensational Premillennialism  

New Calvinismôs supersessionist approach also affects the way some of them view the 

Millennium. There is no characteristic eschatology in New Calvinism. The ranks of New 

Calvinism have within them amillennialists, postmillennialists, and premillennialists. However, 

several high-profile New Calvinists are premillennial, including John Piper, Al  Mohler, and 

Wayne Grudem. But supersessionism robs premillennialism of its richness and Biblical 

significance. If  the church inherits Israelôs promises, then what purpose can be served by a 

millennium? Piper, Mohler, and Grudem all see a future for Israel on the basis of Romans 11, but 

their supersessionism keeps them from seeing a future restoration of national Israel. Al  Mohler 

classifies himself as a ñhistorical premillennialist,ò though he is careful to qualify that he is ñnot 

                                                 
136 Robert H. Mounce, Romans, vol. 27, The New American Commentary (Nashville: Broadman & 

Holman Publishers, 1995), 194ï195. 

137 Ibid., 195. 
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a dispensationalist.ò138 His view of the Millennium is simply that it is ñChrist reigning with the 

saints for that one thousand years, which is a period of time in which the rightness of His reign 

exists as judgment upon the wrongness of human rule and misrule.ò139 But there is no place in 

Mohlerôs millennial rule for a national Israel. In his view, the significance of present-day 

national Israel is that ñIsrael is best seen as a vessel for the protection of the Jewish people until 

the dawning of the eschatological age in its fullness and the turning of Jews to Jesus Christ.ò140 

Once the Jews turn to Christ in the eschatological age, there will  be no need for a nationally 

distinct entity known as Israel in Mohlerôs Millennium. Likewise, Grudemôs historical 

premillennialism is based ñon the conviction that Romans 9ð11 teaches a future large-scale 

conversion of the Jewish people.ò141 These quotations show that covenant premillennialists who 

believe that the Church is the true Israel, while holding to a large-scale conversion of the Jews, 

nevertheless ñdo not see this salvation as inferring any special role for Israel apart from the 

church.ò142 

Dispensational premillennialism, on the other hand, affirms that the Old Testament 

promises of a national restoration for Israel in the end times (Deuteronomy 30:3ï10; Isaiah 

10:20ï27; 11:1ï16; Ezekiel 37:1ï10; etc.) will  be fulfilled literally. The rule of Christ fulfills  

                                                 
138 Albert Mohler, ñDr. Albert at Dauphin Way Baptist Church on March 29, 2009,ò 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9vPI8ZgIeg0 (accessed June 16, 2015). 

139 Ibid. 

140 Michael Foust, ñTheologians Tackle Question of Israel and Biblical Prophecy,ò Baptist Press (May 6, 

2002), http://www.bpnews.net/13306/theologians-tackle-question-of-israel--biblical-prophecy (accessed June 16, 

2015). 

141 Grudem, Systematic Theology, 861. 

142 Vlach, 36ï37. 
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literally not only the promise of the Davidic Covenant (2 Samuel 7; Psalm 89) but also the 

promise of national restoration. The two cannot be divorced from each other.  

A further distinction between covenant premillennialism and dispensational 

premillennialism has to do with the concept of a pretribulational rapture. Supersessionismôs 

failure to discern a legitimate future program for national Israel results in failure to see any 

significance for a special purpose of God with respect to Israel in the tribulation period. This 

results in New Calvinists looking with disdain on the doctrine of a pretribulational rapture. At the 

2009 Religion Newswriters Association Annual Convention, ñOn the New Calvinists,ò one 

journalist asked, ñIs anybody trying to fuse the rest of reformed theology with the pretrib rapture 

vision of the world? Or is that possible to do?ò John Piper replied as follows: 

Itôs not impossible, but itôs not being tried, broadly. I think you could find a lot of pretrib 

raptureðyouôre all aware of that, Iôm sureðwho are Calvinists. But you wouldnôt find in 

this movement very many pretrib rapture people. The Left Behind series and the Left 

Behind movie that has sold, what, fifteen million copies, what, each? I don't know. It 

does not mark this movement. And it doesnôt mark the cutting edge of the expansion of 

Christianity in this country or around the world. There are other views of the end times, 

but they are very diverse in this movement.143 

Al  Mohler likewise rejects pretribulationism. He stated, 

Iôm a historical premillennialist. I believe the most natural interpretation of Scripture is 

that the millennium. . . . You have Christ reigning with the saints for that one thousand 

years, which is a period of time in which the rightness of his reign exists as judgment 

upon the wrongness of human rule and misrule. Iôm not a dispensationalist. I have a hard 

time imagining two different comings. I think the Bible is pretty clear about warning the 

                                                 
143 John Piper, http://www.desiringgod.org/resource-library/conference-messages/on-the-new-calvinists 

(accessed November 23, 2013). From September 11, 2009, Religion Newswriters Association Annual Convention, 

ñOn the New Calvinists.ò Quote begins at 5:45. Note: It is interesting that Piper made no mention of John 

MacArthur in this context. By this time (2009) Piper had already spoken approvingly of MacArthurôs Gospel 

According to Jesus, and had welcomed MacArthur as a fellow Reformed theologian. But he did not refer to 

MacArthur, a pretribulation rapturist, as one within the New Calvinist movement. 
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Church about how to live in a time of tribulation, and so I donôt believe the church is 

taken away.144 

Dispensational premillennialism, on the other hand, seeing that God has a specific 

purpose vis-à-vis Israel in the tribulation period, requires the removal of the Church via a 

pretribulational rapture. This removal allows God to work in the world through His people Israel 

(e.g., Daniel 9:24ï27; the 144,000 of Revelation 7; the temple of Revelation 11:1ï2; 2 

Thessalonians 2:4; Daniel 9:26ï27; the two witness of Revelation 11:3ï14) without employing a 

double standard. 

Conclusion 

Supersessionism has dominated most of Christian theology since at least the third 

century. The early churchôs premillennialism and belief in a national restoration of Israel was 

brought back into the realm of Christian theology through the teachings of dispensationalism. 

But New Calvinismôs focus on the theology of the Reformers and Puritans has resulted in a 

resurgence of supersessionist teaching, even among those who claim to be premillennialists. This 

is an unfortunate and potentially dangerous development. In the words of Leighton and Arian, 

ñThe legacy of supersessionism disfigures the ethical and theological core of Christianity. When 

Christian affirmations are built upon the negation of Judaism and the Jewish people, the moral 

content of the gospel is betrayed.ò145 New Calvinism, while commended for its enthusiasm about 

the gospel, is nevertheless tainted by its commitment to supersessionism. Supersessionist 

presuppositions lead New Calvinists to misinterpret key passages of Scripture, denigrate the 

                                                 
144 Mohler at Dauphin Way Baptist Church on March 29, 2009. 

145 Christopher M. Leighton and Charles Arian, ñJewish-Christian Dialogue,ò The Encyclopedia of 

Christianity (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans; Leiden, Netherlands: Brill, 1999ï2003), 59. 
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legitimacy of present and future national Israel, and lose sight of the blessed hope of a 

pretribulational rapture of the church.



 

 

Chapter 4 

Perseverance of the Saints 

 

The fifth  head of the Canons of the Synod of Dort gives expression to the Calvinistic 

doctrine known as the perseverance of the saints. Tragically, inappropriate appeal to this doctrine 

has led many believers to a lack of assurance in their salvation. This doctrine is dear to all 

Calvinists, including New Calvinists. And, though Scriptural support for the doctrine is 

debatable, the primary motivation behind its eager support is commendable, namely a desire to 

see holiness exhibited in the lives of those who profess faith in Jesus.  

Despite its being defined clearly in the Canons, the understanding of this doctrine has 

undergone development over its history, resulting in confusion over just what it means today. 

Whatever definition New Calvinists acceptðand they are not univocal on thisðit becomes a 

theological presupposition that predetermines their exegesis of certain Scriptures. 

Definition (Security and Perseverance) 

Confusion exists in literature over the definition of the perseverance of the saints. Two 

distinct concepts are comprehended under the broad umbrella of perseverance of the saints. For 

the sake of discussion, these two concepts will  be labeled as ñsecurityò and ñperseverance.ò1 

Several ñCalvinisticò dispensational scholars define ñperseverance of the saintsò as synonymous 

with ñeternal security,ò while most Reformed theologians see it as having more to do with the 

electôs persisting in holiness until death. Charles Ryrie hints at this confusion in the introduction 

                                                 
1 Some have preferred to label these two categories as ñperseveranceò and ñpreservation,ò e.g., Anthony B. 

Badger, ñTULIP: A Free Grace Perspective Part 5: Perseverance of the Saints,ò Journal of the Grace Evangelical 

Society 18 (2005), 16, 20, 31ff. 
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to his chapter on ñThe Security of the Believerò when he says, ñThe title of this chapter was not 

chosen indiscriminately. In some theologies or dictionaries it would have been entitled 

Assurance; in others, Perseverance; in a few, Preservation.ò2 Paul Enns, introducing the doctrine 

of eternal security, writes, ñThe Calvinist says that the true believer will  persevere in his faith. 

This doctrine is sometimes called óperseverance of the saints,ô which is not a proper title since it 

places the emphasis on manôs ability to persevere rather than on Godôs ability to keep the 

believer. A better title might be óperseverance of the Lord.ôò3 Lewis Sperry Chafer likewise 

identified ñperseverance of the saintsò with ñThe Eternal Security of the Believerò: 

This aspect of Soteriology, commonly styled by earlier theologians the perseverance of 

the saints, contends that no individual once the recipient of the saving grace of God will  

ever fall totally and finally from that estate, but that he shall be ñkept by the power of 

God through faith unto salvationò (1 Pet. 1:5). The doctrine of security is one of the five 

points of the Calvinistic system, but it is more distinguished by the fact that it is set forth 

in the New Testament in the most absolute terms and is there seen to be an indivisible 

feature of that which God undertakes when a soul is saved. This major doctrine is well 

stated in the Westminster Confession of Faith, which declares: ñThey whom God hath 

accepted in his Beloved, effectually called and sanctified by his Spirit, can neither totally 

nor finally fall away from the state of grace; but shall certainly persevere therein to the 

end, and be eternally saved.ò4 

Truly Reformed theologians, including New Calvinists, usually differ from the 

dispensational understanding of ñperseverance of the saints.ò Ryrie elaborates on the difference: 

Perseverance, the term generally used in Calvinism, labels the fifth  point in Calvinôs 

theology, the ñfinal perseveranceò of the saints. It means that believers ñcan neither 

totally nor finally fall away from the state of grace, but shall certainly persevere therein to 

the end, and be eternally savedò (Westminster Confession, XVII,  I). It seems to focus on 

the believerðit is the believer who perseveres (albeit through the decree and power of 

                                                 
2 Charles Caldwell Ryrie, Basic Theology: A Popular Systematic Guide to Understanding Biblical Truth 

(Chicago, IL: Moody Press, 1999), 379. 

3 Paul P. Enns, The Moody Handbook of Theology (Chicago, IL: Moody Press, 1989), 340. 

4 Lewis Sperry Chafer, Systematic Theology (Dallas: Dallas Seminary Press), III:267. In his volume on 

Doctrinal Summarization, Chafer relates the work of security to ñtwelve undertakings of God for His people, four of 

which are related to the Father, four to the Son, and four to the Spirit,ò Systematic Theology, VII:286. 
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God). Security focuses on Godðit is God who secures our salvation. It does not deny 

that there may be times of backsliding, but it stresses the need for demonstrable fruit 

throughout the Christian life. Sometimes those who approach this doctrine from the 

viewpoint of perseverance deny the possibility of a Christianôs being carnal.5 

In the following discussion, the terms ñsecurityò and ñperseveranceò will  be used to 

distinguish two facets of this issue.  

¶ The term ñsecurityò will  be used to speak of the guarantee that God will  

ultimately save all those who have been born again through faith in Christ; i.e., 

that the believer can never lose his salvation.  

¶ The term ñperseveranceò will  be used to speak of the notion that the believer will  

persevere in faithfulness and holy conduct throughout his Christian life until 

death.  

One caveat should be observed here. Among Reformed theologians is a difference of 

opinion regarding the extent to which believers persevere throughout life. Some maintain that the 

genuine believer will  necessarily persist throughout life in faithfulness to God; others allow that 

a believer might temporarily fall away, even into a gross, sinful lifestyle, but that eventually he 

will  return to the faith at some point before death.6 

Perseverance of the saints, as understood by mainstream Reformed theology, refers both 

to the security of the believerôs position and to the continuance of the believer in holiness 

throughout his life. The standard Calvinistic systematic theologies by Hodge and Berkhof define 

the Reformed position clearly. Hodge: 

  

                                                 
5 Ryrie, Basic Theology, 379. 

6 Of these two variant positions on perseverance, the former is typical of the Puritans, while the latter was 

actually the position expressed in the canons of the Synod of Dort. 
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A fourth inference from the principles of Augustine was the perseverance of the saints. If  

God of his own good pleasure elects some to eternal li fe, they cannot fail of salvation.7 

Hodgeôs definition of ñthe Augustinian schemeò includes ñall those whom God has thus 

chosen to life, and for whom Christ specially gave Himself in the covenant of redemption, shall 

certainly (unless they die in infancy), be brought to the knowledge of the truth, to the exercise of 

faith, and to perseverance in holy living unto the end.ò8 Hodge also states as his own view, ñIt 

must be remembered that what the Apostle argues to prove is not merely the certainty of the 

salvation of those that believe; but their certain perseverance in holiness.ò9 

Berkhof: 

The doctrine of the perseverance of the saints is to the effect that they whom God has 

regenerated and effectually called to a state of grace, can neither totally nor finally fall 

away from that state, but shall certainly persevere therein to the end and be eternally 

saved.10 

It is maintained that the life of regeneration and the habits that develop out of it in the 

way of sanctification can never entirely disappear.11 

The Reformed, however, do not consider the perseverance of the saints as being, first of 

all, a disposition or activity of the believer, though they certainly believe that man co-

operates in it just as he does in sanctification. They even stress the fact that the believer 

would fall away, if  he were left to himself. It is, strictly speaking, not man but God who 

perseveres. Perseverance may be defined as that continuous operation of the Holy Spirit 

in the believer, by which the work of divine grace that is begun in the heart, is continued 

and brought to completion. It is because God never forsakes His work that believers 

continue to stand to the very end.12 

                                                 
7 Charles Hodge, Systematic Theology, vol. 2 (Oak Harbor, WA: Logos Research Systems, Inc., 1997), 

161. 

8 Ibid., 333. 

9 Ibid., 112. 

10 L. Berkhof, Systematic Theology (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1938), 545. 

11 Ibid., 546. 

12 Ibid. 
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It should be noted that perseverance was not even a point that distinguished Calvinism 

from Arminianism. The Arminians, in the Remonstrance, Article One, affirmed: 

That God, by an eternal, unchangeable purpose in Jesus Christ his Son, before the 

foundation of the world, hath determined, out of the fallen, sinful race of men, to save in 

Christ, for Christ's sake, and through Christ, those who, through the grace of the Holy 

Ghost, shall believe on this his Son Jesus, and shall persevere in this faith and obedience 

of faith, through this grace, even to the end.13 

Wayne Grudem represents the New Calvinist understanding of perseverance when he 

writes, ñOne evidence of genuine faith is continuing in his word, that is, continuing to believe 

what he says and living a life of obedience to his commands,ò14 and ñthose who do not continue 

in the faith show that there was no genuine faith in their hearts in the first place.ò15 This 

insistence of continuing in obedience (or ñliving as a Christianò) has led to a lack of assurance 

among many who hold to the traditional Reformed view of perseverance of the saints. The 

linking of assurance to obedience, rather than to the promises of God,16 can be found in Murray: 

ñIt is utterly wrong to say that a believer is secure quite irrespective of his subsequent life of sin 

and unfaithfulness. The truth is that the faith of Jesus Christ is always respective of holiness and 

fidelity.ò17 Such a lack of assurance is seen in the deathbed statement of the nineteenth-century 

                                                 
13 Emphasis mine. 

14 Wayne A. Grudem, Systematic Theology: An Introduction to Biblical Doctrine (Leicester, England: 

Inter-Varsity Press; Grand Rapids: Zondervan Publishing House, 2004), 792ï793. 

15 Ibid., 793. 

16 Badger, ñTULIP,ò 35. 

17 John Murray, Redemption: Accomplished and Applied (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1955), 154. Emphasis 

his. 
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Calvinistic evangelical preacher Asahel Nettleton, ñThe most that I have ventured to say 

concerning myself is, that I think it possible I may get to heaven.ò18 

History of the Doctrine and Matthew 24:13 

1. The Canons of the Synod of Dort 

The Canons of the Synod of Dort expounded on perseverance of the saints in the fifth  

head. The Canons are at odds in some points with some modern-day representations of the 

doctrine. For example, the Canons reject the notion that the elect will  necessarily persevere in 

holiness throughout life. The point affirmed by the Canons is that, though the elect believer may 

descend into gross sin in his life, he will  return to the faith before he dies; this is hardly 

ñpersevering unto the end.ò The Canons state that God ñdoes not deliver them altogether from 

the body of sin and from the infirmities of the flesh,ò and that ñthe daily sins of infirmity, and 

blemishes cleave even to the best works of the saints.ò19 By such ñdaily sinsò the authors of the 

Canons did not mean minor deviations from Godôs will,  but even gross sin, as is seen in Articles 

4 and 5: 

Converts are not always so influenced and actuated by the Spirit of God as not in some 

particular instances sinfully to deviate from the guidance of divine grace, so as to be 

seduced by and to comply with the lusts of the flesh. . . . When these are great and 

heinous sins by the flesh, the world, and Satan, but sometimes by the righteous 

permission of God actually are drawn into these evils. This, the lamentable fall of David, 

Peter, and other saints described in Holy Scripture, demonstrates. 

 By such enormous sins, however, they very highly offend God, incur a deadly guilt, 

grieve the Holy Spirit, interrupt the exercise of faith, very grievously wound their 

consciences, and sometimes for a while lose the sense of Godôs favor. 

                                                 
18 C. Gordon Olson, Beyond Calvinism and Arminianism: An Inductive Mediate Theology of Salvation, 3rd 

edition (Lynchburg: Global Gospel Publishers, 2012), 186. 

19 Canons of the Synod of Dort, Fifth Head of Doctrine, ñPerseverance of the Saints,ò Articles 1 and 2. 
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According to the Canons, this carnality in the experience of the elect can cause great 

uncertainty of salvation. As stated in Article 11, ñThe Scripture moreover testifies that believers 

in this life have to struggle with various carnal doubts, and that under grievous temptations they 

do not always feel this full  assurance of faith and certainty of persevering.ò 

The authors of the Canons did not view backsliding as evidence of lack of salvation. 

They caution those who are in a backslidden condition that they may ñfall into more grievous 

torments of conscience,ò20 but not that they are not genuine believers. 

An insistence that the perseverance of the saints renders assurance of salvation 

impossible until the end of life was considered a false doctrine to be rejected by the Canons. 

ñRejection of Errors, Paragraph 6ò states: 

The Synod rejects the errors of those who teach . . . that the doctrine of the certainty of 

perseverance and of salvation from its own character and nature is a cause of indolence 

and is injurious to godliness, good morals, prayers, and other holy exercises, but that on 

the contrary it is praiseworthy to doubt. For these show that they do not know the power 

of divine grace and the working of the indwelling Holy Spirit. And they contradict the 

apostle John, who teaches that opposite with express words in his first epistle: ñDear 

friends, now we are children of God, and what we will  be has not yet been made known. 

But we know that when he appears, we shall be like him, for we shall see him as he is. 

Everyone who has this hope in him purifies himself, just as he is pure (1 John 3:2ï3).ò 

2. Augustine and Matthew 24:13 

Hodge referred to the ñprinciples of Augustineò as a source for understanding the 

doctrine of perseverance of the saints.21 John Davis asserts that ñthe first extensive discussion of 

the doctrine of the perseverance of the saints is found in Augustineôs Treatise on the Gift of 

Perseverance, written in A.D. 428 or 429 in the context of the controversies with Pelagius on the 

                                                 
20 Ibid., Article 13. 

21 Hodge, Systematic Theology, 161. 
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issues of grace, original sin, and predestination.ò22 However, David Anderson places the context 

as a controversy involving the Donatists, rather than the Pelagians.23 Augustine confronted both 

groups, but Anderson contends that the Donatist controversy had a far greater influence on 

Augustineôs thinking and lay behind his change in interpretation. The Donatists were committed 

chiliasts, and it was Augustineôs opposition to chiliasm that led him not only to oppose the 

Donatists, but also to reinterpret the Olivet Discourse in a way that did not presume 

premillennialism. Specifically, Augustineôs development of this doctrine appears to have been 

based on an erroneous exegesis of Matthew 24:13:24 ñBut the one who endures to the end, he 

will  be saved.ò Late fourth-century understanding of this verse corresponded with a modern 

dispensational interpretation; namely, that the context is eschatological, and that the reference is 

to those who physically survive the persecutions of the tribulation period. This late fourth-

century interpretation is seen, for example, in Chrysostom (ca. 386ï38825): 

But mark, I pray thee, the exceeding greatness of the ills, when not only compared with 

the time before, they appear more grievous, but also with all the time to come. For not in 

all the world, neither in all time that is past, and that is to come, shall any one be able to 

say such ills have been. And very naturally; for neither had any man perpetrated, not of 

those that ever have been, nor of those to come hereafter, a deed so wicked and horrible. 

Therefore He saith, ñthere shall be tribulation such as never was, nor shall be.ò 

ñAnd except those days should be shortened, there should no flesh be saved; but for the 

electôs sake those days shall be shortened.ò By these things He shows them to be 

deserving of a more grievous punishment than had been mentioned, speaking now of the 

days of the war and of that siege. But what He saith is like this. If, saith He, the war of 

                                                 
22 John Jefferson Davis, ñThe Perseverance of the Saints: A History of the Doctrine,ò Journal of the 

Evangelical Theological Society 34, no. 2 (1991): 212. 
23 David R. Anderson, ñThe Soteriological Impact of Augustineôs Change from Premillennialism to 

Amillennialism: Part One,ò Journal of the Grace Evangelical Society 15 (2002). 

24 Ibid., 25ï36. 

25 Philip Schaff, ed., ñHomilies of St. John Chrysostom, Archbishop of Constantinople on the Gospel 

According to St. Matthew,ò in Saint Chrysostom: Homilies on the Gospel of Saint Matthew, trans. George Prevost 

and M. B. Riddle, vol. 10, A Select Library of the Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers of the Christian Church, First 

Series (New York: Christian Literature Company, 1888), ix. 
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the Romans against the city had prevailed further, all the Jews had perished (for by ñno 

fleshò here, He meaneth no Jewish flesh), both those abroad, and those at home. . .  . 

For if  God had permitted the war to be protracted, not so much as a remnant of the Jews 

had remained, but lest those of them who had become believers should perish together 

with the unbelieving Jews, He quickly put down the fighting, and gave an end to the war. 

Therefore He saith, ñBut for the electôs sake they shall be shortened.ò But these things He 

said to leave an encouragement to those of them who were shut up in the midst of them, 

and to allow them to take breath, that they might not be in fear, as though they were to 

perish with them.26 

Augustine (ca. 354ï430) in his earlier days was by his own admission a premillennialist27 

and, although influenced by the Alexandrian school of interpretation, would have agreed with 

(Antiochian) Chrysostomôs interpretation of Matthew 24:13. Fredriksen affirms that ñan 

uncomplicated millenarianism figured prominently in this [North African] culture. Late fourth-

century North African Christians, as Christians elsewhere, continued to look forward to the 

approaching Kingdom on earth.ò28 However, due to his opposition to the chiliastic Donatists, 

and under the influence of the typological hermeneutics of Tyconius, Augustine adopted the 

amillennial position reflected in his later writings and with it a different understanding of 

Matthew 24:13.29 For Augustine, to ñendure unto the endò underwent a twofold change. First, 

ñto endureò (Greek ˊɞɛɏɜɤ) meant not ñto remain, stayò but ñto persevere [in holy living]ò; 

second, ñunto the endò meant not the end of the tribulation period, but to the end of oneôs life.30 

                                                 
26 John Chrysostom, Homily LXXVI, ñHomilies,ò 457ï458. David incorrectly attributed this quote to 

Augustine, on David Anderson, ñSoteriological Impact,ò 33. 
27 City of God, XX.7. 

28 Paula Fredriksen, ñApocalypse and Redemption in Early Christianity from John of Patmos to Augustine 

of Hippo,ò Vigiliae Christianae 45 (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1991), 156. 

29 Anderson, ñSoteriological Impact;ò Fredriksen, ñApocalypse and Redemption,ò 157ï159. 

30 Initially, Augustineôs view was that this meant the end of life for a Christian martyr, ñto whom it is 

given to suffer for Christ, or, to speak more distinctly, to whom it is given to die for Christò (Augustine, ñOn the 

Gift of Perseverance,ò ch. 2). Later, this idea was broadened to include the end of life for all the elect. 
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Thus, Augustine includes among those damned in the second death those who ñhave not 

persevered to the end in their renewed lifeò: 

ñBut they that have done evil, to the resurrection of judgment,òðthese are they who shall 

not live, for they shall die in the second death. They have done evil because their life has 

been evil; and their life has been evil because it has not been renewed in the first or 

spiritual resurrection which now is, or because they have not persevered to the end in 

their renewed life.31 

So the expression to ñpersevere to the endò becomes a regularly repeated phrase in many 

of Augustineôs writings for persevering in holiness to the end of oneôs life;32 whereas, the 

original Scriptural usage of the term, both in Matthew 10:22 and in 24:13, spoke of the 

tribulation saint who remains alive until the end of the tribulation period. 

New Calvinists and Perseverance 

New Calvinists hold to a view of perseverance of the saints that is more in keeping with 

the standard Reformed position (i.e., persevering in holiness) than with the dispensationalist 

position (i.e., eternal security). Grudem defines perseverance of the saints as follows: ñThe 

perseverance of the saints means that all those who are truly born again will  be kept by Godôs 

power and will  persevere as Christians until the end of their lives, and that only those who 

persevere until the end have been truly born again.ò33 Then he adds, ñThe second half of the 

definition makes it clear that continuing in the Christian life is one of the evidences that a person 

is truly born again. It is important to keep this aspect of the doctrine in mind as well, lest false 

                                                 
31 Augustine of Hippo, ñThe City of God,ò in St. Augustinôs City of God and Christian Doctrine, ed. Philip 

Schaff, trans. Marcus Dods, vol. 2, A Select Library of the Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers of the Christian Church, 

First Series (Buffalo, NY: Christian Literature Company, 1887), 426. 
32 E.g., De bono viduit, 20.25; De dono persev., 6.10, 11, 8.20, 13.32; On the Psalms 31.20, 57.5, 60.14, 

61.5, 62.7, 139.10. 

33 Grudem, Systematic Theology, 788. 
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assurance be given to people who were never really believers in the first place.ò34 John Piper 

notes, ñIt does imply that one can be called a óbrotherô on the basis of appearances but in the end 

prove not to be a brother because of failing to persevere in the end.ò35 

This linking of assurance to behavior (ñcontinuing in the Christian lifeò) runs the risk of 

coming very close to Arminian theology. This paradoxical tendency on the part of New 

Calvinists to sound very Arminian is reflected in a comment made by John Piper. At a 

conference for pastors and church leaders sponsored by Together for the Gospel, John Piper 

commented, ñElection is unconditional and glorification is conditional.ò36 He then added the 

following anecdote:  

I looked at a girl in the face one time, who was livinô with her boyfriend, and I said, ñIf  

you donôt stop that, youôll  go to hell.ò She was a missionary daughter. To this day I cry 

every time I get it; she sends me a Christmas cardðthis has been 30 yearsðshe sends me 

a Christmas card every year thanking me for that, thanking me that I told her that if  you 

donôt get out of that relationship, youôre gonna go to Hell. Because nobody had ever told 

this missionary daughter that her salvation might be imperiled by unrepentant sin.37 

New Calvinists and the Text 

New Calvinists cite numerous Scripture references in support of the doctrine of 

perseverance. In the following discussion, Scripture references listed in Wayne Grudemôs 

                                                 
34 Ibid. 

35 John Piper, Brothers, We Are Not Professionals: A Plea to Pastors for Radical Ministry (Nashville: 

Broadman & Holman, 2002), 110. 

36 Matt Chandler, Derek Thomas, Kenneth Young, and John Piper, 2014 biennial conference for pastors 

and church leaders, http://t4g.org/media/2014/04/preaching-sanctification (accessed April 12, 2014). A panel 

discussion with Matt Chandler, Derek Thomas, Kenneth Young, and John Piper on the topic, ñHoliness and 

Sanctificationò; citation begins about 04:48. Not all reformed theologians are as eager as New Calvinists to link 

works with glorification. Norman Shepherd was dismissed from Westminster Theological Seminary (Philadelphia) 

in 1982 following a seven-year-long controversy over his teaching that works necessarily follow justification, and 

that the believerôs glorification will be judged according to these works; see Robert W. Anderson, Fire in the 

Haymow: Justification by Faith Alone (Charlotte, NC: Redeeming the Time, 2014), 4ï12. 

37 Chandler, Thomas, Young and Piper, citation about 11:00. 
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Systematic Theology will  be addressed.38 Grudem divides these references into two groups; the 

first group is given in support of security (John 6:38ï40; 10:27ï29; Ephesians 1:13ï14; 

Philippians 1:6), while the second group is given in support of perseverance (1 Peter 1:5; John 

8:31ï32; Matthew 10:22; Colossians 1:22ï23; Hebrews 3:14). Because of the importance of 

perseverance to their theological system, the exegesis of these supporting Scriptures is 

sometimes strained and forced into logical/theological constraints that exceed the bounds of 

sound exegesis. In part, this appears to be due to a reluctance to accept theological antinomy 

between holiness and carnality in the believerôs life and to a failure to distinguish adequately 

between positional salvation and progressive sanctification. 

1. John 6:38ï40 

For I have come down from heaven, not to do My own will,  but the will  of Him who sent 

Me. This is the will  of Him who sent Me, that of all that He has given (ŭɏŭɤəŮɜ) Me I 

lose nothing, but raise it up on the last day. For this is the will  of My Father, that 

everyone who beholds the Son and believes in Him will  have eternal life, and I Myself 

will  raise him up on the last day.  

This reference supports eternal security;39 however, Grudem insists on seeing a reference 

to perseverance here as well. He says, ñIt seems hard to avoid the conclusion that everyone who 

truly believes in Christ will  remain a Christian up to the day of final resurrection into the 

                                                 
38 Grudem, Systematic Theology, 788ff. See also, Michael F. Bird, ñ5.5.2 The Security of Salvation,ò 

Evangelical Theology: A Biblical and Systematic Introduction (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2013), 595ï605; John 

Piper, ñThe Doctrine of Perseverance: The Earnest Pursuit of Assurance,ò April 17, 1988, and ñThe Doctrine of 

Perseverance: The Future of a Fruitless Field, April 24, 1988, in Sermons from John Piper (1980ï1989, 

(Minneapolis: Desiring God, 2007). 

39 ñMental assent proceeds to security . . . guaranteed resurrection,ò Kenneth O. Gangel, John, vol. 4. 

Holman New Testament Commentary (Nashville: Broadman & Holman Publishers, 2000), 125. ñNot one member 

of the body would be lost,ò William MacDonald. Believerôs Bible Commentary: Old and New Testaments, ed. 

Arthur Farstad (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 1995), 1503. ñThis passage is strong in affirming the eternal security of 

the believer,ò Edwin A. Blum, ñJohn,ò in The Bible Knowledge Commentary: An Exposition of the Scriptures, ed. 

J. F. Walvoord and R. B. Zuck, vol. 2 (Wheaton, IL: Victor Books, 1985), 296. 
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blessings of life in the presence of God.ò40 What Grudem means by the phrase ñremain as a 

Christian,ò based on his definition of ñperseverance of the saintsò cited above, is clearly the 

notion of perseverance. This is simply eisegesis based on theological presupposition. The perfect 

tense ŭɏŭɤəŮɜ (ñhas givenò) strongly supports the doctrine of security. There is reference here to 

the past act of the Fatherôs having ñgivenò and to the future act of the Sonôs ñraising him [i.e., the 

believer] up on the last day,ò but nothing of the intervening life, ñliving as a Christian,ò or 

persevering in holiness. Borchert presents a more balanced approach to this passage: 

This text is undoubtedly one of the strongest assurance texts in the Gospel and is clearly 

parallel to 17:12, where Jesus indicates that while he was on earth he ñprotectedò and 

ñsafeguardedò all those who were given to him (cf. Rom 9:6), except the devil man Judas 

(John 6:70ï71; 17:12). The great Christian doctrine of the perseverance of the saints is 

not based merely on human effort but on the confidence that God is active both in the 

saving as well as in the preserving of those who commit themselves to serve God in 

Christ.41 

Borchert sees primarily security, though he mentions perseverance. However, he is 

careful to provide the following clarification with regard to his comment on perseverance: 

The subject of the preservation of the saints has been a strongly debated issue in Christian 

theology. As I have indicated in my comments at 3:16ï18, the tendency among 

Christians is to choose either an overemphasis upon God or humanity and lose the 

dynamic tension in the biblical texts concerning this matter. In maintaining the tension 

the interpreter must always maintain the commitment to the fact that it is God who does 

the saving but that human responsiveness to Godôs actions is not inconsequential.42 

Calvin was careful to guard against any insecurity that may come from unduly focusing 

on the sinful life of those believers ñwho miserably groan under so great weakness of the 

                                                 
40 Grudem, Systematic Theology, 789. 

41 Gerald L. Borchert, John 1ï11, vol. 25A, The New American Commentary (Nashville: Broadman & 

Holman Publishers, 1996), 265. 

42 Ibid., n96. 
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flesh.ò43 Rather, says Calvin, ñChrist has stretched out his hand to us, that he may not desert us in 

the midst of the course, but that, relying on his goodness, we may boldly raise our eyes to the last 

day.ò44 And, continuing in this same vein, Calvin remarks in the following comment that 

believers in this life are ñlike dead menò and do not ñdiffer from wicked menò: 

There is also another reason why he mentions the resurrection. It is because, so long as 

our life is hidden, (Colos. 3:3,) we are like dead men. For in what respect do believers 

differ from wicked men, but that, overwhelmed with afflictions, and like sheep destined 

for the slaughter, (Rom. 8:36,) they have always one foot in the grave, and, indeed, are 

not far from being continually swallowed up by death? Thus there remains no other 

support of our faith and patience but this, that we keep out of view the condition of the 

present life, and apply our minds and our senses to the last day, and pass through the 

obstructions of the world, until the fruit of our faith at length appear.45 

Yet in his zeal to defend perseverance, even where it cannot be legitimately found, Grudem 

maintains on the basis of this verse that ñit is hard to avoid the conclusion that everyone who 

truly believes in Christ will  remain a Christian up to the day of final resurrection.ò It appears that 

theological presupposition has led Grudem to eisegesis. 

2. John 10:27ï29   

My sheep hear My voice, and I know them, and they follow Me; and I give eternal life to 

them, and they will  never perish; and no one will  snatch them out of My hand. My 

Father, who has given them to Me, is greater than all; and no one is able to snatch them 

out of the Fatherôs hand.  

                                                 
43 John Calvin, Commentary on the Gospel According to John, vol. 1 (Bellingham, WA: Logos Bible 

Software, 2010), 253. 

44 Ibid. 

45 Ibid., 253ï254. 
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As with the preceding passage, this one affirms eternal security but makes no overt 

reference to perseverance. For this passage, Grudem affirms that it is indeed speaking of eternal 

security, rather than persevering in holiness.46 

3. Ephesians 1:13ï14  

In Him, you also, after listening to the message of truth, the gospel of your salvationð

having also believed, you were sealed in Him with the Holy Spirit of promise, who is 

given as a pledge of our inheritance, with a view to the redemption of Godôs own 

possession, to the praise of His glory.  

Grudem affirms that this passage as well, in addition to John 10:27-29, speaks of eternal 

security, not persevering in holiness. He says, ñThis ósealô is the Holy Spirit within us, who also 

acts as Godôs óguaranteeô that we will  receive the inheritance promised to us.ò47 

4. Philippians 1:6  

For I am confident of this very thing, that He who began a good work in you will  perfect 

it until the day of Christ Jesus.  

Grudem makes little comment on this verse, other than to state that it is an ñassurance 

that believers will  persevere to the end.ò48 The language he has chosen to characterize the 

meaning of this verse comes directly from Matthew 10:22 and 24:13. Matthew 24:13 was 

discussed above. Matthew 10:22 will  be discussed further below. Here, let it simply be said that 

the language of ñpersevering to the endò comes from these two Matthean passages and is 

contextually suitable only to describing the physical survival of tribulation saints for entrance 

into the Millennium, not to present-day believers persevering in holiness until death. This again 

shows the influence of theological presupposition on Grudemôs interpretation. On the other hand, 

                                                 
46 Grudem, Systematic Theology, 789ï790. 

47 Ibid., 790ï791. 

48 Ibid., 791. 
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this verse is likely a fitting verse to use to defend the notion of perseverance, but it is really the 

perseverance of God, not the perseverance of the saints.49 There appears to be a promise here 

that God will  continue working in the life of the believer until the ñday of Christ Jesus.ò50  

The extent to which one will  ñpersevereò based on this promise may be questioned. 

Indeed, it seems that Calvin had great reservations about how far the believer would persevere 

throughout life. His comment on this verse is insightful: ñPaul, assuredly, did not derive this 

confidence from the steadfastness or excellence of men, but simply from the fact, that God had 

manifested his love to the Philippians.ò51  

5. 1 Peter 1:5 

Who are protected by the power of God through faith for a salvation ready to be revealed 

in the last time.  

Grudem writes: 

The word guarded (Gk. űɟɞɡɟɏɤ, G5864) can mean both ñkept from escapingò and 

ñprotected from attack,ò and perhaps both kinds of guarding are intended here: God is 

preserving believers from escaping out of his kingdom, and he is protecting them from 

external attacks.52 

This instance of illegitimate totality transfer appears to be due to Grudemôs desire to see 

perseverance where only security is intended by the author. Peterôs use of the term űɟɞɡɟɏɤ was 

                                                 
49 As also in Philippians 2:12, 13, Joseph Barber Lightfoot, Saint Paulôs Epistle to the Philippians, Classic 

Commentaries on the Greek New Testament (London: Macmillan and Co., ltd, 1913), 84. 

50 An alternate view, however, is that ñit may mean their active financial participation in the furtherance of 

the gospel,ò William MacDonald, Believerôs Bible Commentary: Old and New Testaments, ed. Arthur Farstad 

(Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 1995), 1960. Also, Lightfoot, Philippians, 84; Richard R. Melick, Philippians, 

Colossians, Philemon, vol. 32. The New American Commentary (Nashville: Broadman & Holman Publishers, 

1991), 58. 

51 John Calvin and John Pringle, Commentaries on the Epistles of Paul the Apostle to the Philippians, 

Colossians, and Thessalonians (Bellingham, WA: Logos Bible Software, 2010), 25. 

52 Grudem, Systematic Theology, 791. 
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intended to convey a single idea. The observation that űɟɞɡɟɏɤ ñcan mean both ókept from 

escapingô and óprotected from attack,ôò should not lead to the conclusion that in this particular 

contextual usage, ñboth kinds of guarding are intended.ò This kind of exegetical fallacy has been 

labeled ñIllegitimate Totality Transfer.ò53 

Commentaries on 1 Peter generally see here a promise of security, but say nothing about 

perseverance. For example, MacDonald, while acknowledging both the divine and human sides 

seen in this verse, comments: 

Those who were chosen in eternity past are saved in time now and kept for eternity to 

come. The believer in Christ is eternally secure. But there is a human as well as a divine 

side to eternal security. We are kept by the power of Godðthat is the divine side, but it 

is through faithðthat is the human side. This does not mean that a person is saved only 

as long as he exercises faith. Where there is true faith , there will  be continuance. Saving 

faith always has the quality of permanence.54 

Though acknowledging that the principal force of this verse points in the direction of 

security, Grudem adds, ñGodôs power continually works óthroughô [ŭɘŬӢ with the genitive] their 

faith. Do they wish to know whether God is guarding them? If  they continue to trust God through 

Christ, God is working and guarding them, and he should be thanked.ò55 Once again, apparently 

                                                 
53 James Barr, The Semantics of Biblical Language (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1961), 218. Cf. 

Grant R. Osborne, The Hermeneutical Spiral (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 1991), 66. 

54 William MacDonald, Believerôs Bible Commentary: Old and New Testaments, ed. Arthur Farstad 

(Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 1995), 2251. Emphasis his. 

55 Grudem, Systematic Theology, 792. Grudemôs view is also reflected in Thomas R. Schreiner, 1, 2 Peter, 

Jude, vol. 37, The New American Commentary (Nashville: Broadman & Holman Publishers, 2003), 64. Schreiner is 

certainly sympathetic towards New Calvinism. He is described as ñReformationally-theologicalò by Guy Waters in a 

favorable review of his commentary on Galatians on the New Calvinist ñReformation 21ò site, 

http://www.reformation21.org/shelf-life/review-galatians-zondervan-exegetical-commentary-on-the-nt.php 

(accessed May 23, 2014). But Schreiner presents a much more balanced approach, citing E. Best: ñE. Best rightly 

discerns that the ultimate reason for our preservation must be Godôs gift rather than our faith since otherwise óthe 

reference to Godôs powerô is óunnecessary and provides no assurance to the believer since what he doubts is his own 

power to cling to God in trial.ôò Schreiner also wrestles with whether ñfaithò in 1 Peter 1:5 is the causative faith by 

which we were initially saved or whether it is continuing faith by which we live a faithful life in Thomas R. 

Schreiner, ñPerseverance and Assurance: A Survey and a Proposal,ò Southern Baptist Journal of Theology 2 (1998): 

41ï42. 
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due to a desire to see perseverance here where Peterôs intention is to convey security, Grudem 

has engaged in eisegesis. The expression ñthrough faithò (ŭɘ ˊɑůŰŮɤɠ) modifies ñprotectedò 

(űɟɞɡɟɞɡɛɏɜɞɡɠ). Grudem argues that since űɟɞɡɟɞɡɛɏɜɞɡɠ is in the present tense, the faith 

referred to must also be a continuous faith expressed throughout the believerôs life. Grudem puts 

it this way: ñThe believerôs personal faith or trust in God is the means God uses to guard his 

people.ò56 While this is a possible conclusion, it is not a necessary conclusion. The faith through 

which the believer is guarded may alternately refer to the initial act of faith by which salvation 

was received. ȹɘɎ with the genitive in this context may express either instrument57 or cause.58 

The believer may be kept through faith, or because of faith. If  instrumental, then the faith 

referred to is more likely to be contemporaneous with the guarding, but if  causal, the faith is 

more likely to be antecedent to the guarding. Either meaning may legitimately reflect Peterôs 

intention here. Grudemôs insistence that it could only mean a continuing life of faithfulness 

exhibits eisegesis based on theological presupposition. 

An additional theological issue relates to the way Grudem understands ñfaithò in this 

verse. He says, 

The parallel examples of God working ñthroughò someone or something in Peterôs 

writings (1 Peter 1:3, 23: 2 Peter 1:4, and probably also 1 Peter 1:12; 2:14; 3:1) suggest 

that the believerôs personal faith or trust in God is the means God uses to guard his 

people. Thus we might give the sense of the verse by saying that ñGod is continually 

using his power to guard his people by means of their faith,ò a statement that seems to 

                                                 
56 Grudem, Systematic Theology, 792. 

57 BDAG, ŭɘɎ A.3. Annang Asumang, ñóResist himô (1 Pet 5:9): Holiness and Non-Retaliatory Responses 

to Unjust Suffering as óHoly Warô in 1 Peter,ò Conspectus 11 (2011): 30. 

58 BDAG, ŭɘɎ A.5. For example, ñFaith [is] the cause of, or reason for, the effectiveness of this protection. 

é through faith may be expressed as a contributing cause, for example, óbecause you trustô or óbecause you trust in 

Christ,ôò Daniel C. Arichea and Eugene Albert Nida, A Handbook on the First Letter from Peter, UBS Handbook 

Series (New York: United Bible Societies, 1980), 19ï20. 
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imply that Godôs power in fact energizes and continually sustains individual, personal 

faith.59 

This would seem to suggest a synergism in the way God carries out His work of 

salvationða concept loathed by many New Calvinists. 

6. John 8:31ï32 

So Jesus was saying to those Jews who had believed Him, ñIf you continue in My word, 

then you are truly disciples of Mine; and you will  know the truth, and the truth will  make 

you free.ò  

By the acknowledgment of many scholars, this passage presents many difficulties. The 

United Bible Societiesô Translatorôs Handbook titles verse 31 ñproblematic.ò60 Verse 30 affirms 

that these Jews had believed in Jesus, while the remainder of the chapter presents them as 

opponents of Christ. Borchert cites R. Brown as stating that ñv. 30 seems to be directly 

contradictory to v. 31 in the matter of believing.ò61 Yet, despite the problems associated with this 

passage, Grudem cites it as a proof text for the doctrine of perseverance. 

The point Grudem is making by citing this passage is that one who has ñgenuine faithò 

(i.e., saving faith) will  necessarily give evidence of that faith by ñliving a life of obedience to his 

commands.ò62 Calvin also used John 8:31 to support the notion of perseverance. ñIt is not 

enough for any one to have begun well, if  their progress to the end do not correspond to it; and 

for this reason he exhorts to perseverance in the faith those who have tasted of his doctrine. . . .  

believers persevere constantly to the end. If  therefore, we wish that Christ should reckon us to be 

                                                 
59 Grudem, Systematic Theology, 792. 

60 Barclay Moon Newman and Eugene Albert Nida, A Handbook on the Gospel of John, UBS Handbook 

Series (New York: United Bible Societies, 1993), 278. 

61 Borchert, John 1ï11, 301n182, citing R. Brown, The Gospel according to John (AB, Garden City: 

Doubleday), 1966. 

62 Ibid., 792ï793. 
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his disciples, we must endeavor to persevere.ò63 Grudemôs theological presupposition here is that 

being a ñdiscipleò is to be equated with having ñgenuine faith.ò When he references John 8:31ï

32, he curiously omits reference to verse 30, which says, ñAs He spoke these things, many came 

to believe in Him.ò The doctrine of perseverance of the saints closely connects regeneration, 

justification, and progressive sanctification. In so doing, the Biblical distinction between 

justification and sanctification is often blurred. John 8:30 has already identified these Jewish 

subjects as believers; they ñcame to believe in himò ( ˊɑůŰŮɡůŬɜ Ůɠ ŬŰɧɜ). The phrase 

ˊɘůŰŮɨŮɘɜ Ůɠ is consistently used in the Gospel of John to signify the way of obtaining salvation 

and eternal life64 (1:12; 2:11, 23; 3:16,18, 36; 4:39; 6:29, 35, 40; 7:31, 38, 39; 8:30; 9:35ï36; 

10:42; 11:25, 26a, 45; 12:11, 36, 42, 44, 46; 17:20). John 8:31, therefore, affirms that these Jews 

had already received eternal life. Verse 31, then, adds an additional requirement as a condition 

for becoming a ñdisciple.ò It appears that not all who possess eternal life through faith qualify as 

ñdisciples.ò Discipleship is more closely related to progressive sanctification. New Calvinist 

soteriology, however, does not distinguish discipleship from salvation. Rather, a distinction is 

made by New Calvinist between ñprofessionò and ñpossessionò: one may ñprofessò belief in 

Jesus without truly ñpossessingò salvation.65 New Calvinists see this false profession as having 

                                                 
63 Calvin, Gospel According to John, 340ï341. 

64 Brooke Foss Westcott and Arthur Westcott, eds. The Gospel According to St. John Introduction and 

Notes on the Authorized Version, Classic Commentaries on the Greek New Testament (London: J. Murray, 1908), 

132ï133. Saving faith is also sometimes expressed by ˊɘůŰŮɨŮɘɜ [ ɜ] Űɘɜɘ 3:15; 5:24, 46; 8:31; and occasionally 

ˊɘůŰŮɨŮɘɜ used absolutely, 4:41, 42, 53; 6:47, 69; 8:38; 11:40; 19:35; 20:31b; or followed by a direct object Űɘ 

clause, 8:24; 11:27, 42; 16:27; 17:8,21; 20:31a. Westcott is incorrect in assuming that ñthis energy of faith in a 

person (́ ɘůŰŮɨŮɘɜ Ůɠ, óto believe in any oneô) is to be carefully distinguished from the simple acceptance of a 

personôs statements as true (ˊɘůŰŮɨŮɘɜ Űɘɜɑ, óto believe any oneô),ò Ibid. 

65 Grudem, Systematic Theology, 506, 793ï807. New Calvinists are not the only ones to make this 

distinction. Calvinism has been a major influence in dispensational circles, and many dispensationalists make the 

same distinction between profession and possession, genuine faith and spurious faith, e.g., Blum, ñJohn,ò 304ï305. 

Calvin, commenting on verse 31, said, ñmany profess to be disciples who yet are not so in reality, and have no right 

to be accounted such,ò Commentary on John, 341. 



124 

 

been brought about by a spurious faith that is not ñgenuineò faith. But the Gospel of John does 

make a distinction between discipleship and salvation. Bing notes that ñthe immature faith of 

óuntrustworthy believersô is a subtle motif in John (9:22; 12:42ï43; 19:38); . . . [t]hat is, true 

believers whom the Lord finds yet unworthy of His trust.ò66 For Grudem to read the notion of a 

spurious faith into John 8:31 entirely neglects this motif in John and imports a theological 

presupposition of perseverance into the text. The perceived contrast between belief in verse 30 

and Jesusô presumed apprehension in verse 31 actually led Calvin to accuse John of inaccuracy: 

ñThe Evangelist inaccurately gives the name of faith to that which was only a sort of preparation 

for faith.ò67 Such an opinion is inconsistent with inerrancy and falls short of the reformation 

doctrine of sola Scriptura. 

7. Matthew 10:22  

You will  be hated by all because of My name, but it is the one who has endured to the 

end who will  be saved.  

The last clause of this verse is identical to the parallel saying in Matthew 24:13. Grudem 

cites Matthew 10:22 in support of perseverance, but omits reference to Matthew 24:13. This may 

be due to the fact that Matthew 24:13 is clearly talking about tribulation saints surviving the 

Tribulation period, whereas an eschatological setting is perhaps less clear in Matthew 10:22. 

Grudem claims, ñJesus says, óHe who endures to the end will  be savedô (Matt. 10:22), as a means 

of warning people not to fall away in times of persecution.ò68 But what is the intended setting of 

                                                 
66 Charles C. Bing, Lordship Salvation: A Biblical Evaluation and Response, 2nd ed. (Camarillo, CA: 

Xulon Press, 2010), 49. Bing references ñan excellent development of this useò in Zane C. Hodges, ñUntrustworthy 

Believers: John 2:23ï25,ò Bibliotheca Sacra, 135 (AprilïJune 1978): 139ï152; Robert Bryant, ñThe Secret Believer 

in the Gospel of Johnò (ThM thesis, Dallas Theological Seminary, 1975). 

67 Calvin, Commentary on John, 340. 

68 Grudem, Systematic Theology, 793.  
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Matthew 10:22? First, one should exercise caution regarding any assumption that Matthew 10 

contains exhortations intended to address believers in the present age. For example, consider the 

following statements: 

¶ ñDo not go in the way of the Gentiles, and do not enter any city of the Samaritans,ò 

verse 5. 

¶ ñHeal the sick, raise the dead, cleanse the lepers, cast out demons,ò verse 8. 

¶ ñDo not acquire gold, or silver, or copper for your money belts, or a bag for your 

journey, or even two coats, or sandals, or a staff,ò verses 9ï10. 

¶ ñDo not worry about how or what you are to say; for it will  be given you in that hour 

what you are to say,ò verse 19. 

It appears that Matthew 10 is set in some kind of a specialized context, not a general 

description of the Great Commission. According to Louis Barbieri Jr., ñThese words [i.e., Matt. 

10:22] will  find their fullest manifestation in the days of the Tribulation when the gospel will  be 

carried throughout the entire world before Jesus Christ returns in power and glory to establish 

His kingdom on the earth (Matt. 24:14).ò69 Contextual evidence appears to support Barbieriôs 

conclusion. There are, in fact, clear eschatological pointers in Matthew 10. Jesus spoke of great 

peril that the disciples would face on this mission, as ñsheep in the midst of wolvesò (Matt. 

10:16ff .). Yet, as MôNeile observed, ñThere is no evidence that the apostles during their short 

tour were ever in peril; in Mt. ix. 36, x. 6 their hearers are ˊɟɧɓŬŰŬ [sheep]; they did not become 

                                                 
69 Louis A. Barbieri, Jr., ñMatthew,ò in The Bible Knowledge Commentary: An Exposition of the 

Scriptures, ed. J. F. Walvoord and R. B. Zuck, vol. 2 (Wheaton, IL: Victor Books, 1985), 42. Also Richard Shalom 

Yates, ñThe Identity of the Tribulation Saints,ò Bibliotheca Sacra 163, no. 649 (January 2006): 91ï92; Richard 

Shalom Yates, ñThe Function of the Tribulation Saints,ò Bibliotheca Sacra 163, no. 650 (AprilïJune 2006): 218; 

Thomas Ice, ñHas Bible Prophecy Already Been Fulfilled?ò Conservative Theological Journal 4, no. 12 (2000): 

173ï174, 175. 



126 

 

wolves till  the Lordôs death.ò70 This commissioning of the twelve was specifically an offer of the 

kingdom to Israel (verses 5ï7). To the Jewish mind, schooled in the teachings of the Tanak, the 

kingdom could only come according to a specific calendar of events. Toussaint summarizes this 

calendar as follows: 

According to the Hebrew Scriptures the Messiah, after He appeared, was to suffer, die, 

and be raised again (Daniel 9:26; Psalm 22; Isaiah 52:1ï11; Psalm 16:10). Following the 

death and resurrection of the Christ there was to be a time of trouble (Daniel 9:26ï27; 

Jeremiah 30:4ï6). The Messiah was then to return to the earth to end this tribulation and 

to judge the world (Daniel 7:9ï13, 16ï26; 9:27; 12:1; Zechariah 14:1ï5). Finally, the 

Messiah as King would establish His kingdom with Israel as the head nation (Daniel 

7:11ï27; 12:1ï2; Isaiah 53:11ï12; Zechariah 14:6ï11, 20ï21).71 

Further evidence of this eschatological context comes from Jesusô reference to Himself as 

ñSon of Man,ò an expression associating Jesus with His rule in the Messianic kingdom. 

Toussaint comments: 

The next great event on the program of the Messiah was His death and resurrection. This 

is shown in Matthew 10:23 where Jesus says He is to come as the Son of Man. Daniel 

7:13, the Old Testament Scripture on which the Messianic concept of the Son of Man is 

founded, refers to the Son of Man as coming ñwith the clouds of heaven.ò Therefore 

when Jesus says that the Son of Man should come, He must have had in mind His death 

and resurrection so that He could come in the manner described in Daniel 7:13.72 

The necessity of a period of tribulation for Israel preceding the kingdom was first 

prophesied by Moses in Deuteronomy 29:22ð30:9. If  the leaders of Israel had accepted the offer 

of the kingdom made by the twelve, the eschatological ñTribulation periodò (or ñDay of the 

                                                 
70 Alan Hugh MôNeile, The Gospel According to St. Matthew (London: Macmillan, 1955), 142. Also, Ice, 

ñHas Bible Prophecy Already Been Fulfilled?ò 173. 

71 Stanley Toussaint, Behold the King: A Study of Matthew (Portland: Multnomah Press, 1980), 140. 

Similarly, Walvoord says, ñThese prophecies go beyond their immediate experience and were to be fulfilled after 

Pentecost . . . and view the entire present church age as a parenthesis not taken into consideration in this prophecy,ò 

John F. Walvoord, Matthew: Thy Kingdom Come (Chicago: Moody, 1974), 76. 

72 Ibid. 
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Lordò) would necessarily have ensued. Even New Calvinist D. A. Carson (an amillennialist) 

admits the possible eschatological context for Matthew 10:22. Commenting on the expression 

ñto the endò (Ůɠ Űɏɚɞɠ), Carson observes that ñbecause of the frequent association of telos 

(óendô) and cognates with the eschatological end, [the phrase may refer] óto the end of the 

age.ôò73 The parallel between Matthew 10 and 24 appears to be that these chapters refer to two 

parallel generations of Israelðthe generations to whom the kingdom is presented. The offer in 

chapter 10 was a bona fide offer, but it was rejected (as clearly seen in chapters 12ð13), so the 

Tribulation period and the following kingdom did not immediately follow. On the other hand, the 

prophetic offer in chapter 24 will  coincide with the actual Tribulation period and return of 

Messiah. For this reason, the two verses, Matthew 10:22 and 24:13, actually refer to the same 

eschatological context of the Tribulation period. Yet, despite this specifically eschatological 

context, New Calvinists insist on applying Matthew 10:22 generally to the characterization of 

believers in the present age. Carson says, ñThe one who óstands firmôðthe verb hypomenǾ does 

not signify active resistance so much as patient endurance (cf. LXX  Dan 12:12; Mark 13:13; 

Rom 12:12; 1 Peter 2:20)ðwill  be saved; but he must stand firm eis telos (óto the endô),ò74 and 

says that it is ñlikelyò that ñto the endò refers ñto the end of oneôs life.ò75 John MacArthur 

concurs with these New Calvinist authors, commenting on Matthew 10:22, 

Endurance of persecution is the hallmark of genuine salvation: It  is the one who has 

endured to the end who will  be saved. Endurance does not produce or protect salvation, 

                                                 
73 D. A. Carson, ñMatthew,ò The Expositorôs Bible Commentary, vol. 8 (Grand Rapids: Zondervan), 250; 

cf. M. Eugene Boring, ñThe Historical-Critical Methodôs óCirteria of Authenticityô: The Beatitudes in Q and 
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74 Carson, ñMatthew,ò 250. 
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which is totally the work of Godôs grace. But endurance is evidence of salvation, proof 

that a person is truly redeemed and a child of God. God gives eternal life ñto those who 

by perseverance in doing good seek for glory and honor and immortality,ò Paul says 

(Rom. 2:7). The writer of Hebrews expresses the same truth in these words: ñFor we have 

become partakers of Christ, if  we hold fast the beginning of our assurance firm until the 

endò (3:14). We do not earn our salvation by endurance, but prove it. Continuance is a 

verification of being a real Christian. Theologians call this the perseverance of the saints. 

The following Scriptures also emphasize perseverance: Matthew 24:13; John 8:31; 1 

Corinthians 15:1ï2; Colossians 1:21ï23; Hebrews 2:1ï3; 4:14; 6:11ï12; 10:39; 12:14; 2 

Peter 1:10.76 

If  the doctrine of perseverance of the saints is to be supported Scripturally, its support 

must come from passages other than Matthew 10:23. Mayhueôs observation on this passage is to 

the point: ñAbout this passage, D. A. Carson comments, óThis verse is among the most difficult  

in the New Testament canon.ô Certainly, the verse should not be among the sine qua non features 

of any major doctrine.ò77 But Matthew 10:23 and 24:13 are the only Scriptural references to the 

phrase ñendure to the endò so beloved by Calvinistic supporters of this doctrine. Theological 

presupposition has clearly influenced the interpretation of these two passages in New Calvinist 

writings. 

8. Colossians 1:22ï23  

Yet He has now reconciled you in His fleshly body through death, in order to present you 

before Him holy and blameless and beyond reproachð if  indeed you continue in the faith 

firmly established and steadfast, and not moved away from the hope of the gospel that 

you have heard, which was proclaimed in all creation under heaven, and of which I, Paul, 

was made a minister.  

This passage puts forth the contingency, ñIf indeed you continue in the faith.ò This has 

been cited by both Arminians and Calvinists in support of their soteriologies, thus undermining 

                                                 
76 John MacArthur, Jr. Matthew 8ð15 (Chicago: Moody Press, 1987), 210. Emphasis his. 

77 Richard L Mayhue, ñJesus: A Preterist or a Futurist?ò Masterôs Seminary Journal 14, no. 1 (2003): 15. 
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ñthe idea that the Christian can know with certainty that he or she is saved forever.ò78 It is taken 

by Grudem to make the Colossiansô ultimate salvation contingent on their perseverance.  

Paul and the other New Testament writers . . . [were] addressing groups of people who 

profess to be Christians, without being able to know the actual state of every personôs 

heart. There may have been people at Colossae who had joined in the fellowship of the 

church, and perhaps even professed that they had faith in Christ and had been baptized 

into membership of the church, but who never had true saving faith. How is Paul to 

distinguish such people from true believers? How can he avoid giving them false 

assurance, assurance that they will  be saved eternally when in fact they will  not, unless 

they come to true repentance and faith? Paul knows that those whose faith is not real will  

eventually fall away from participation in the fellowship of the church. Therefore he tells 

his readers that they will  ultimately be saved, ñprovided that you continue in the faithò 

(Col. 1:23). Those who continue show thereby that they are genuine believers. But those 

who do not continue in the faith show that there was no genuine faith in their hearts in the 

first place.79 

However, the exegesis of the text is not quite as straightforward as Grudem supposes. 

The identity of the apodosis for this conditional clause is subject to debate. Verse 22 consists of 

two clauses: 

¶ ñHe has now reconciled [ ˊɞəŬŰɐɚɚŬɝŮɜ] you in His fleshly body through deathò 

¶ ñin order to present [ˊŬɟŬůŰůŬɘ] you before Him holy and blameless and beyond 

reproach [ ɜŮɔəɚɐŰɞɡɠ]ò 

The exegetical question is whether the protasis (verse 23) depends on the first or second 

of these clauses. The first clause, unarguably, refers to the salvation that comes to the sinner who 

believes in Jesus. The second clause is a purpose clause pointing to the future judgment of 

believers.80 

                                                 
78 Charles C. Bing, ñThe Warning in Colossians 1:21ï23,ò Bibliotheca Sacra 164, no. 653 (JanuaryïMarch 
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Apart from some compelling reason from the context, one would normally understand the 

conditional clause as dependent on the nearer (ˊŬɟŬůŰůŬɘ, ñto presentò), rather than on the 

more distant ( ˊɞəŬŰɐɚɚŬɝŮɜ, ñreconciledò), clause.81 The judicial ñpresentingò (ˊŬɟɑůŰɖɛɘ) as 

holy, blameless, and beyond reproach is very likely the same as referred to in Romans 14:10 

(ñwe must all appear [ˊŬɟɑůŰɖɛɘ] before the judgment seat of God,ò ˊɎɜŰŮɠ ˊŬɟŬůŰɖůɧɛŮɗŬ Ű 

ɓɐɛŬŰɘ Űɞ ɗŮɞ) and is describing the granting of rewards, not salvation (cf. 2 Corinthians. 

5:10).82 But for the New Calvinist, there exists a complex relationship between ñinitial salvationò 

(justification by faith) and ñultimate salvationò (entrance into Heaven at the final judgment). On 

the one hand, the New Calvinist regards all of salvation to be the monergistic work of a 

sovereign God. But on the other hand, ultimate salvation is at times conveniently separated from 

initial salvation and made to be a synergistic work dependent upon manôs faithfulness. This is 

why John Piper can refer to ñelectionò as ñunconditionalò and ñglorificationò as ñconditionalò 

and can argue that a believer can be in danger of going to Hell, ñbecause nobody had ever told 

this missionary daughter that her salvation might be imperiled by unrepentant sin.ò83 Failure to 

make a proper distinction between salvation and rewards causes the New Calvinist to read his 

                                                 
(Abbott, 226, 227); pointing to the parousia (F.F. Bruce, Commentary on the Epistle to the Colossians, New 
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New York: Macmillan and Co., 1886), 160. 

82 Bing, ñThe Warning in Colossians 1:21ï23,ò 85ï87. 
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theological presupposition regarding the perseverance of the saints into Colossians 1:23, 

understanding it as a warning that failure to live a life of holiness is evidence that ñthat there was 

no genuine faith in their hearts in the first place.ò84  

The subject of rewards for the believer that are contingent on his conduct is a prominent 

theme in the New Testament (e.g., 1 Corinthians 3:12ï15; 2 Corinthians 5:10). Many, if  not all, 

of the Scriptures that exhort believers to perseverance in good works relate to such rewards, not 

to salvation. Bing has noted, ñPerseverance is not for salvation but for rewards, as seen . . . in 2 

Timothy 2:11ï13.ò85 New Calvinists fail to make this important Scriptural distinction and 

attempt to squeeze passages that speak of rewards into the theological mold of perseverance. 

It should also be observed that the conditional clause of verse 23 introduced by Ů ɔŮ 

expresses confidence, rather than doubt.86 It was Paulôs confident assumption that the Colossian 

believers would be rewarded at the Judgment Seat of Christ. However, New Calvinists prefer to 

understand this verse as a warning to potential unbelievers (i.e., those who did not possess 

ñgenuine faith in their heartsò). This results in a position that is curiously close to Arminianism. 

Indeed, Dunn cites Arminian R. W. Wallôs comment on this verse, ñPaul does not teach a óonce 

saved, always savedô kind of religion; nor does he understand faith as a óonce for allô decision for 

Christ.ò87 How does this differ from Piperôs conditional glorification that threatens a believing 

missionary daughter with eternal Hell? 
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Because this passage likely refers not to salvation but to believersô rewards at the 

Judgment Seat of Christ, it cannot be relied on for ironclad proof of the doctrine of perseverance 

of the saints. Unqualified appeal to Colossians 1:21ï23 as proof of this doctrine betrays the 

influence of theological presupposition on the part of those who thus use it. 

9. Hebrews 3:14  

For we have become partakers of Christ, if  we hold fast the beginning of our assurance 

firm until the end. 

This verse appears on the surface to be similar to Colossians 1:22ï23 in two ways: first, 

by its use of a conditional clause to express the contingency of the expressed outcome; and 

second, by its use of the phrase ñuntil the end,ò which is so similar to the expression found in 

Matthew 24:13 and 10:22. However, both of these features bear marked differences in the 

original Greek. As for the conditional clause, Colossians 1:22ï23 had a first-class condition (Ů 

with the indicative mood), but Hebrew 3:14 uses ɎɜˊŮɟ, a conditional particle found only in 

Hebrews in the New Testament. And as for the expression ñuntil the end,ò the Matthean 

expression was Ůɠ Űɏɚɞɠ; whereas in Hebrews it is ɛɏɢɟɘ Űɏɚɞɡɠ.  

Grudem understands Hebrews 3:14 in terms of how believers can have assurance that 

they possess ñgenuine faithò and as a warning to those who do not persevere in holiness that they 

ñwere never saved in the first place.ò He puts it as follows: 

One way in which we know that we have come to genuine faith in Christ is if  we 

continue in faith until the end of our lives. . . . The purpose is always to warn those who 

are thinking of falling away or have fallen away that if  they do this it is a strong 

indication that they were never saved in the first place. Thus, the necessity for continuing 

in faith should just be used as a warning against falling away, a warning that those who 

fall away give evidence that their faith was never real.88 
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Or, as MacArthur puts it: 

If  we really believe the gospel, if  we have committed our life to Jesus Christ, then at the 

end of the day, the end of the year, the end of life, our commitment will  still stand. . . . 

When someone departs from the gospel, backs away from the faith, we can only conclude 

that this person never believed. . . . Staying with the Lord marks the difference between 

possession and profession.89 

Grudem goes on to issue this important caveat: ñWe must remember that there are other 

evidences elsewhere in Scripture that give Christians assurance of salvation, so we should not 

think that assurance that we belong to Christ is impossible until we die.ò90 Yet, if  assurance that 

we belong to Christ is dependent upon ñcontinuing in faith until the end of our lives,ò then it 

seems obvious that one could never have assurance until the moment of death. Based upon clear 

evidence from other Scriptures (e.g., 1 Thessalonians 1:5; Hebrews 6:11; 10:22; Colossians 2:2; 

1 John 5:13), assurance is the norm for the believer. Grudem no doubt senses the weight of this 

point, but his interpretation of Hebrews 3:14 runs contrary to the evidence of other Scriptures 

relating to assurance, requiring his caveat. This indicates a violation of the analogy of faith. 

It is important to pay attention to the immediate context. In Hebrews 3, the author is 

likening the condition of the epistleôs recipients to that of the Israelites who came out of Egypt. 

Through unbelief, those Israelites, with few exceptions, did not inherit the land of Canaan. 

Becoming a ñpartaker of Christò in verse 14 is parallel to the Israelitesô entering rest (or entrance 

into the land of Canaan) in verses 11 and 18. The New Calvinist explanation makes inheriting 

the land of Canaan parallel to salvation. If  this were the case, then we must assume that among 

those who left Egypt, only Caleb and Joshua were saved, for only they gave evidence of their 
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faith through obedient perseverance. Among the entirety of those who left Egypt, only two men 

would have been saved. Even Moses would have to be regarded as unsaved, for he also died in 

the wilderness without entering into Godôs rest. Rather, it seems better to understand inheriting 

the land of Canaan parallel to receiving either temporal blessings or rewards. Thus 

Fruchtenbaum remarks, 

The Jewish generation that left Egypt . . . had reached the point of no return and their 

decision was now irrevocable. The judgment was one of physical death outside the Land. 

The application of this section is that these believers (the readers of the Book of 

Hebrews) are in a similar danger. They could make an irrevocable decision and also be 

subjected to physical death. . . . This judgment is physical, not spiritual; it does not mean 

loss of salvation. In fact, Numbers 14:20 does say that the people repented; it even goes 

on to say that God forgave the sin. It did not affect anyoneôs individual salvation. . . . 

Even Moses had to die outside the Land because of a specific sin he committed. Although 

this did not affect his individual salvation, he had to pay the physical consequences of his 

sin. Here, again, the correlation is: in the Old Testament, the issue is physical death and 

loss of temporal blessings but not loss of salvation.91 

As with Matthew 10:22 and 24:13, the phrase ñunto the endò must be explained. Grudem 

understands this phrase to mean ñthe end of our lives.ò92 But Hebrews does not specify explicitly  

what ñendò (Űɏɚɞɠ) is in view. Indeed, the UBS Bible Translatorôs Handbook for Hebrews 

acknowledges this very problem: ñIn a number of languages one cannot say to the end, since it is 

necessary to specify what end is involved.ò93 The Matthean expression (Ůɠ Űɏɚɞɠ) was seen to 

refer to the end of the Tribulation period as a time of judgment and testing. If  one keeps in mind 

that the context in Hebrews 3 makes reference to the Israelitesô wilderness wanderings, it appears 
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to be significant that the wilderness generation was to persevere obediently until the nation 

entered the Promised Land. They were experiencing a period of testing and difficulty, but there 

would come an end to this period of time. This sense appears somewhat parallel to the Matthean 

sense in that it describes the endurance of a national entity until the end of a specific period of 

testing or judgment, not the endurance of individuals until the end of their lives. For the Hebrew 

Christian recipients of this epistle, written shortly before AD 70, the specific end in view may 

have been the end of the period prophesied by Jesus in Luke 21:20ï24. Their reward would 

come upon the condition that they would ñhold fastò to their commitment to Christ, and not give 

in to the temptation to go back to Jerusalem, the temple, the offerings, the priesthood, to defend 

it from the Romans. Jesus in fact had commanded His people to flee from the city (Luke 

21:21).94 The phrase ɛɏɢɟɘ Űɏɚɞɡɠ occurs nowhere else in the New Testament.95 It does occur 

three times, however, in the LXX  (Ecclesiastes 3:11; Wisdom of Solomon 16:5; 19:1). Both 

occurrences in the Wisdom of Solomon use the phrase ɛɏɢɟɘ Űɏɚɞɡɠ in reference to the end of the 

period of testing in the wilderness wanderings. 

10. Hebrews 3:6 

But Christ was faithful as a Son over His houseðwhose house we are, if  we hold fast our 

confidence and the boast of our hope firm until the end.  

                                                 
94 Eusebius reported that the Hebrew Christian community immediately before AD 70 had received a 

revelation commanding them to leave Judea and flee to Pella; Eusebius of Caesarea, ñThe Church History of 

Eusebius,ò in Eusebius: Church History, Life of Constantine the Great, and Oration in Praise of Constantine, ed. 

Philip Schaff and Henry Wace, trans. Arthur Cushman McGiffert, vol. 1, A Select Library of the Nicene and Post-

Nicene Fathers of the Christian Church, Second Series (New York: Christian Literature Company, 1890), 138. 

95 Its appearance in some mss. of Hebrews 3:6 lacks the confidence of most textual critics. ñAfter ɚˊɑŭɞɠ 

the Textus Receptus adds ɛɏɢɟɘ Űɏɚɞɡɠ ɓŮɓŬɑŬɜ, with  ˞A C D K P 33 81 629 1739 it vg al. It is probable, however, 

that the phrase is an interpolation from ver. 14, especially since not ɓŮɓŬɑŬɜ but ɓɏɓŬɘɞɜ is the gender that one 

would have expected the author to use, qualifying the nearer substantive Ű əŬɨɢɖɛŬ.ò Bruce Manning Metzger, 

United Bible Societies, A Textual Commentary on the Greek New Testament, 2nd ed., a Companion Volume to the 

United Bible Societiesô Greek New Testament (4th rev. ed.) (London; New York: United Bible Societies, 1994), 

595. 
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Grudem refers to Hebrews 3:6 in a parenthetical addition to his perseverance texts.96 

However, there is textual uncertainty over the phrase ñuntil the endò (ɛɏɢɟɘ Űɏɚɞɡɠ).97 

Nevertheless, it is the only reference he lists to support his contention that the author of Hebrews 

ñimplies that if  they fall away it would show that they never were Christôs people in the first 

place.ò98 But the notion of ñfalling awayò is found in this verse only if  the phrase ñuntil the endò 

is authentic. It appears that theological presupposition trumps over textual criticism when it 

comes to Grudemôs interpretation of Hebrews 3:6. What Hebrews 3:6 does say is that belonging 

to Godôs house is dependent upon holding a profession of faith in Christ, but it says nothing 

about oneôs conduct, lifestyle, or the length of endurance.  

Matthew 24:13 in New Calvinist Preaching 

It is encouraging to see that modern-day promoters of Calvinism have largely ceased 

using overt references to Matthew 24:13 as a proof text for the perseverance of the saints. 

Nevertheless, this verse continues to provide support for the doctrine in a more covert way. The 

actual phrase, ñpersevere [or endure] to the endò is found only in the two Matthean passages (and 

the parallel in Mark 13:13) describing physical survival in the Tribulation period. Nevertheless, 

in commentaries and sermons this phrase is worked into the explanation of non-eschatological, 

soteriological texts. For example, in sermons of John Piper that exhort Christians to persevere, he 

makes the following statements: 

                                                 
96 Grudem, Systematic Theology, 800. 

97 Metzger, Textual Commentary, 595. Though found in the Textus Receptus and other Byzantine texts, the 

phrase is omitted in the critical editions of Nestle-Aland and the United Bible Societies, as well as in the following 

versions: HCSB, ESV, NIV, NRSV, RSV. Westcott-Hort places it in square brackets. Its retention in NASB, 

NASB95, and ASV is surprising.  

98 Grudem, Systematic Theology, 800. 
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Ought not a pastor believe that his message from this text [Gal. 6:8ï9] may be the 

divinely appointed means of causing Godôs children to persevere to the end in well-doing 

and so inherit eternal life?99 

The means appointed by God to enable the saints to persevere to the end is daily 

exhortation from other saints [Heb. 13:12]. It is written that the saints will  persevere to 

the end and be saved.100 

For those who have eyes to see and for those who are willing to engage, you know that 

we are in a warfare just that serious right here in Minneapolis. Jesus said, ñThe love of 

many will  grow cold. And those who persevere to the end will  be saved.ò And our text 

sees this coming and says in [Hebrews 10:24] ñLet us consider how to stir up one another 

to love [how to keep it from becoming cold] and to good works [the expression of love].ò 
101 

If  the sinner turns back from his slide into sin, he will  escape death and will  be in a 

relationship with Christ that covers all his sins. But if  he does not turn back, then he will  

die, and his sins will  not be covered. He will  perish forever. This is utterly crucial to see. 

The New Testament writers do not assume that everyone in the church is necessarily 

going to persevere to the end and be saved. . . . The final proof of who is a brother and 

who is not is perseverance of faith, not profession of faith.102 

And as we come to the end of the book he delights to bless us and remind us that the 

strength to persevere to the end is not our own, but Godôs. This is the point of Hebrews 

13:21.103 

Did they do what this whole letter of Hebrews is written to help us doðpersevere to the 

end and be saved?104 

ñKeep watch over your soulsò [Hebrews 13:17] . . . means that the benefit that matters 

most to leaders in the church should be the benefit of the soul. And I argued that we exist 

                                                 
99 John Piper, ñDo Not Grow Weary in Well-Doing,ò preached August 21, 1983, Sermons from John Piper 

(1980ï1989) (Minneapolis: Desiring God, 2007). 
100 John Piper, ñHelping Each Other Endure to the End,ò preached January 15, 1984, Sermons from John 

Piper (1980ï1989) (Minneapolis: Desiring God, 2007). 
101 John Piper, ñThe Fulness of Hope and the Fellowship of Love,ò preached September 8, 1991, Sermons 

from John Piper (1990ï1999) (Minneapolis: Desiring God, 2007). 

102 John Piper, ñPreserving the Covenant Community in Spite of Sickness and Sin,ò preached February 28, 

1993, Sermons from John Piper (1990ï1999) (Minneapolis: Desiring God, 2007). 

103 John Piper, ñDo Not Harden Your Heart in the Day of Trouble,ò preached August 11, 1996, Sermons 

from John Piper (1990ï1999) (Minneapolis: Desiring God, 2007). 

104 John Piper, ñBe Strengthened by Grace,ò preached September 21, 1997, Sermons from John Piper 

(1990ï1999) (Minneapolis: Desiring God, 2007). 
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to save the souls of the saints. Not just to get people converted to Christ, but to help you 

persevere to the end.105 

We all know that in our war with sin we do not win often enough to have peace in our 

consciences. So if  our life hangs on perfect winning in the war with sin, we are going to 

despair and not persevere to the end.106 

The reason we have a gospelðgood news for sinnersðis that Godôs gracious, saving 

purposes in election and new birth and faith and justification and reconciliation and 

perseverance to the end cannot be finally frustrated.107 

And we pray like Jesus: O Father, donôt let my faith fail; keep me [Luke 22:32]. Prayer is 

the means of grace that God uses to keep us secure and cause us to persevere to the end 

in faith.108 

The Bible teaches that God will  cause his elect people to persevere to the end in faith (not 

perfect faith, and not without struggles); and the Bible threatens Christians in general that 

if  they make shipwreck of their faith they will  be lost.109 

[In First John 2:19] John says to protect us from misunderstanding. . . . Those who are 

truly born again (ñof usò) will  persevere to the end in faith. Verse 19b: ñFor if  they had 

been of us, they would have continued with us.ò110 

See how this theological presupposition regarding the perseverance of the saints 

influences Piperôs interpretation of 2 Timothy 4:17ï18: 

ñSo I was rescued from the lionôs mouth. The Lord will  rescue me from every evil and 

save me for his heavenly kingdom.ò 

Notice very carefully what this rescue means. ñHe will  rescue me from every evil and 

save me for his heavenly kingdom.ò What evil would threaten to keep Paul out of Godôs 

                                                 
105 John Piper, ñObey Your Joyful Leaders, Part 2,ò preached August 12, 1997, Sermons from John Piper 

(1990ï1999) (Minneapolis: Desiring God, 2007). 

106 John Piper, ñHow Does the Gospel Save Believers, Part 3,ò preached August 23, 1997, Sermons from 

John Piper (1990ï1999) (Minneapolis: Desiring God, 2007). 

107 John Piper, ñI Am the Lord, and Besides Me There Is No Savior,ò preached January 30, 2000, Sermons 

from John Piper (2000ï2009) (Minneapolis: Desiring God, 2009). 

108 John Piper, ñLearning to Pray in the Spirit and the Word, Part 2,ò preached January 7, 2001, Sermons 

from John Piper (2000ï2009) (Minneapolis: Desiring God, 2009). 

109 John Piper, ñYou Stand Fast Through Faith, So Do Not Become Proud, But Fear,ò preached February 

8, 2004, Sermons from John Piper (2000ï2009) (Minneapolis: Desiring God, 2009). 

110 John Piper, ñEveryone Who Has Been Born of God Overcomes the World,ò preached February 24, 

2008, Sermons from John Piper (2000ï2009) (Minneapolis: Desiring God, 2009). 
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heavenly kingdom? What evil must the Lord rescue Paul from in order that he make it to 

heaven? Not death. Death will  be a doorway to the heavenly kingdom. Paul isnôt saying 

that the Lord will  rescue him from death. He says in verse 6 that he fully expects to die in 

the near future: ñthe time of my departure has come.ò What then will  the Lord rescue him 

from? What can threaten his entrance into the heavenly kingdom? 

The answer is: The evil work of unbelief can threaten his entrance into the heavenly 

kingdom. When Peter says (in 1 Peter 5:8) that ñSatan prowls around like a roaring lion 

seeking someone to devour,ò he means that Satan threatens to destroy professing 

Christians by attacking their faith. When Paul says that he was rescued from the lionôs 

mouth and that he will  be rescued from every evil work, he does not mean that he 

escaped death and will  escape death. He means he was saved from unbelief; he was saved 

from apostasy; he was saved from loving the world like Demas (v. 10); he was saved 

from cowardice; he was saved from throwing it all away for a few more years of freedom 

and comfort. 

This is the great preciousness of having the Lord standing by us. It means that the Lord 

will  cause us to persevere to the end and save us for his heavenly kingdom.111 

In a similar fashion, New Calvinist D. A. Carson (amillennial) sees Matthew 24:13 as describing 

present-day believers persevering in holiness until death: 

Professing believers are either included in this description or are the focus of interest; but 

only those who endure ðin love (v. 12) and despite persecution (vv. 9ï11; cf. Rev 2:10) 

ðwill  be saved (v. 13); They must ñstand firmò [endure] to the endò; individual 

responsibility persists to the end of life, but corporate responsibility to the final 

consummation. Part of the effect of this ñtribulation,ò therefore, is to purify the body of 

professed disciples: those who endure are saved, as in Daniel 1:32, 34ï35, and elsewhere 

in Matthew (see on 12:32; 13:32, 41; cf. 2 Tim 2:3, 10ï13; 3:11; Heb 10:32; 11:27; 12:2ï

3; James 1:12; 5:11).112 

Final Apostasy 

The phrase ñuntil the endò (Matthew 24:13; 10:22) is particularly problematic when taken 

to mean ñthe end of oneôs lifeò in the context of the perseverance of the saints. Those who 

promote the doctrine of perseverance of the saints (both New Calvinists and more traditional 

Calvinists) understand this to mean that though the elect believer might backslide at some point 

                                                 
111 John Piper, Sermons from John Piper (1990ï1999) (Minneapolis: Desiring God, 2007). 

112 Carson, ñMatthew,ò 498ï499. 
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during his life, he will  not fail to return to the faith before death. This poses two problems for the 

doctrine. First, the normal way of understanding ñuntil the endò (whether Ůɠ Űɏɚɞɠ of Matthew 

24:13; 10:22, or ɛɏɢɟɘ Űɏɚɞɡɠ of Hebrews 3:14) should not allow for any period of backsliding. If  

one is to ñpersevere,ò ñendure,ò or ñhold fastò until the end, one ought not to backslide at all.  

The second problem with the phrase ñuntil the end,ò when taken to mean the end of oneôs 

life, is that it is taken to rule out the possibility of a truly elect individual being in a state of 

apostasy (or a backslidden condition113) at the time of death, or ñfinal apostasy.ò114 As John 

Piper explains, 

God keeps his elect from final apostasy and unbelief. The new covenant promise for all 

Godôs people is this: ñI will  make with them an everlasting covenant, that I wil l not turn 

away from doing good to them. And I will  put the fear of me in their hearts, that they 

may not turn from meò (Jeremiah 32:40). There may be many stumblings and 

wanderings, but if  you are his, you will  be brought back.115 

This application of the doctrine of the perseverance of the saints is particularly egregious 

because it obliterates any assurance of salvation prior to oneôs deathbed. The New Calvinist 

understanding of final apostasy seems to be at odds with the Biblical description of numerous 

people, apparently elect, who died in a state of apostasy. Four such Biblical examples follow. 

                                                 
113 The Council of Dort did not actually use the word ñapostasy,ò but rather referred to ñbacksliding.ò In 

the Fifth Head, Art. 8, they say that the doctrine of the perseverance of the saints guarantees that elect believers 

cannot ñperish finally in their backslidings.ò 

114 The expression ñfinal apostasyò is used in at least two distinct ways theologically: soteriologically and 

eschatologically. Soteriologically, it refers to apostasy in an individualôs life that leads either to loss of salvation 

(Lutheran [Davis, ñPerseverance of the Saints,ò 216] and Arminian [John Miley, Systematic Theology, vol. 2 (New 

York: Hunt & Eaton, 1893) 254, 269.] theologies), or to the state of apostasy at the end of an individualôs life, 

proving that he was never truly elect (Calvinistic Theology [James R. White, ñThe Newness of the New Covenant: 

Better Covenant, Better Mediator, Better Sacrifice, Better Ministry, Better Hope, Better Promises (Part II)ò The 

Reformed Baptist Theological Review 2, no. 1 (2005): 95]). Eschatologically, ñfinal apostasyò refers to the condition 

of either the professing church or of the world in general at the end of the age, just preceding the Second Coming. 

This eschatological reference is supported by such Scriptures as Matthew 24:10ï14; 1 Timothy 4:1ï5; 2 Timothy 

3:1ï9; Revelation 17ï18. 

115 John Piper, ñInseparable from God While óGoing Without Going,ôò preached September 15, 2002, 

Sermons from John Piper (2000ï2009) (Minneapolis: Desiring God, 2009). 
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1. Asa  

King Asa is described in 1 Kings 15:11 as one who ñdid what was right in the sight of the 

LORD, like David his father,ò and whose heart was ñwholly devoted to the LORD all his daysò (1 

Kings 15:14). ñ[H]e was a god-fearing man who led the way for his people in public dedication 

to God.ò116 Paul House sums up Asaôs career: 

Besides serving God himself, Asa attempts to end the pagan practices Rehoboam and 

Abijah allowed, even encouraged. He rids the land of the sacred prostitutes that his father 

and grandfather had ignored (cf. 14:25ï28; 15:3) and removes ñthe idols his father had 

made.ò Asherah poles are forbidden to the extent that Asa deposes his grandmother ñfrom 

her position as queen motherò because she worshiped one of these idols. He also supports 

the temple, for he collects gold and silver for its maintenance. Only two other kings 

(Hezekiah and Josiah) receive higher commendations than Asa.117 

Yet Asa is one whose life ended in final apostasy. His alliance with Ben-Hadad, king of Aram, 

brought Yahwehôs condemnation through the prophet Hanani (2 Chronicles 16:7ï9). Hananiôs 

condemnation of Asa is strong, yet he includes Asa among those ñwhose heart is completely 

Hisò (verse 9). The New Calvinist doctrine of the perseverance of the saints would expect Asa to 

repent at the preaching of Hanani, but the Biblical record is otherwise. Asa imprisoned the 

prophet and remained recalcitrant. In response to his apostasy, Asa was severely disciplined by 

Yahweh and stricken with disease in his feet that eventuated in his death (2 Chronicles 16:12). 

Asa is clearly an anomaly vis-à-vis the New Calvinist doctrine of perseverance of the saints. 

2. Joash  

Joash, the boy king, rescued from destruction at the hand of his grandmother Athaliah, 

was one who ñdid what was right in the sight of Yahweh all the days of Jehoiada the priestò for 

                                                 
116 R. D. Patterson, Herman J. Austel, ñ1, 2 Kings,ò The Expositorôs Bible Commentary, vol. 4 (Grand 

Rapids: Zondervan, 1988), 129. 

117 Paul R. House, 1, 2 Kings, vol. 8, The New American Commentary (Nashville: Broadman & Holman 

Publishers, 1995), 197. 
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over twenty years (2 Kings 12:2; 2 Chronicles 24:2).118 He faithfully carried out repairs to the 

temple in Jerusalem and led the people in the worship of Yahweh. Nevertheless, at the end of his 

life he apostatized, murdering the son of Jehoiada (2 Chronicles 24:20ï22), and died at the hands 

of the Arameans and his own servants as a judgment from Yahweh (2 Chronicles 24:24ï25; 2 

Kings 12:20ï21). 

Some maintain that it was Jehoiada, not Joash, who is portrayed as the elect individual in 

this narrative.119 Joashôs obedience is qualified by the phrases ñall the days of Jehoiada the 

priestò (2 Chronicles 24:2) and ñall his days in which Jehoiada the priest instructed himò (2 

Kings 12:2). This has brought such comments as the following: ñAs dependent as Joash was on 

Jehoiada, there is little evidence that he ever established a real dependence on the God Jehoiada 

obeyed. Like many children, Joashôs knowledge of God was secondhand. It was a start, but the 

king needed to establish his own relationship with God that would outlast and overrule the 

changes in the advise [sic] he received.ò120 Spurgeon was so influenced by the doctrine of 

perseverance of the saints that he had no hesitation in declaring Joashôs lost condition:  

In appearance, Joash was all that we could wish. Yet, had he really been what he seemed 

to be, he would have continued so! If  there had been that work of Grace within his soul 

which there appeared to be in his life, he would not have turned aside as he did, for where 

a work of Grace is real and true, it is known by its abiding influence throughout the 

                                                 
118 James E. Smith, The Books of History, Old Testament Survey Series (Joplin, MO: College Press, 1995), 

2 Ki 12:1ï16. 

119 On relationship between Jehoiada and Joash, see David Nichols, ñThe Ancient Near East, 853ï745 

B.C,ò The Journal of the Evangelical Theological Society 18, no. 4 (Fall 1975): 248ï249; Raymond Dillard, ñThe 

Reign of Asa (2 Chronicles 14ð16): An Example of the Chroniclerôs Theological Method,ò The Journal of the 

Evangelical Theological Society 23, no. 3 (September 1980): 210ï211. 

120 http://www.heavenscross.com/Joash.html (accessed July 17, 2014).  
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whole of life. . . . He turned aside from God because he had never truly known the Lord 

at all! . . . All  that Joash had done was to give his heart to Jehoiada, not to Jehovah.121 

When considering Joashôs spiritual condition, however, it should be noted that the 

account in 2 Kings 12 records no apostasy at all with respect to Joash. From the 2 Kings account 

one is left only with the conclusion that Joash was a man fully in favor with Yahweh. 

Furthermore, the account in 2 Chronicles appears to mitigate the favorable opinion of Jehoiada 

over Joash by recording Joashôs rebuke of the priest with regard to Jehoiadaôs neglect in seeing 

to the repairs of the temple (24:5ï6; also 2 Kings 12:7). Thus, it appears that Joashôs faith was 

his own genuine personal faith, not merely childhood obedience to a father figure. J. Barton 

Payne depicts Joashôs rule as ña characterization in miniature for the historical course of his 

entire nation.ò122 Granting Payneôs typological view, just as Israel, the elect nation, was 

chastised by God while remaining elect so Joash should be seen as an elect individual under 

chastisement by God. 

On the face of it, Joash appears to be among the elect. He is described as one who ñdid 

what was right in the sight of the Lord.ò Strict adherence to the doctrine of the perseverance of 

the saints would dictate that Joash had only temporary faith, but not saving faith. Though this is a 

possible explanation, it requires reading into the text theological presuppositions regarding 

perseverance. More likely, Joash was put to death as a matter of chastisement. Darby is likely 

correct when he states, ñThe immediate government of a God of judgment is in exercise, because 

                                                 
121 C. H. Spurgeon, ñGoodness, as a Morning Cloud,ò Sermon No. 2365, preached at the Metropolitan 

Tabernacle, March 25, 1888, http://www.spurgeongems.org/vols40-42/chs2365.pdf, (accessed July 17, 2014). 

122 J. Barton Payne, ñ2 Chronicles,ò The Expositorôs Bible Commentary, vol. 4, ed. Frank E. Gabelein, 

(Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1988), 513. 
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those whom He judges were in close connection with Himself.ò123 Like Asa, Joash is an 

exception to the New Calvinist doctrine of perseverance of the saints.  

3. The ñMany Who Sleepò  

First Corinthians 11:30 describes some members of the Corinthian congregation who 

were guilty of misconduct at the Lordôs Supper. They had, therefore, been visited with varying 

degrees of chastisement. Paul writes, ñFor this reason many among you are weak and sick, and a 

number sleep.ò These same individuals are described by Paul as those who ñhold firmly to the 

traditions, just as I delivered them to youò (1 Corinthians 11:2), clearly marking them as saved 

individuals.124 As to whether the nature of their misconduct constitutes apostasy or not,125 Paulôs 

estimation is that it constituted one as ñguilty126 of the body and the blood of the Lordò (verse 

27), and that such a person ñeats and drinks judgment to himself if  he does not judge the body 

                                                 
123 J. N. Darby, Synopsis of the Books of the Bible: Genesis to 2 Chronicles (Bellingham, WA: Logos 

Research Systems, Inc., 2008), 618. 

124 The language of 1 Corinthians 11:2 is strikingly parallel to that of 1 Corinthians 15:1ï3 describing the 

gospel by which the Corinthian believers were saved. First Corinthians 11:2, əŬɗɠ ˊŬɟɏŭɤəŬ ɛɜ, Űɠ ˊŬɟŬŭɧůŮɘɠ 

əŬŰɏɢŮŰŮ. First Corinthians 15:2ï3, ŭɘᾷ ɞ əŬ ůɕŮůɗŮ, Űɑɜɘ ɚɧɔ ŮɖɔɔŮɚɘůɎɛɖɜ ɛɜ Ů əŬŰɏɢŮŰŮ, əŰɠ Ů ɛ Ůə 

ˊɘůŰŮɨůŬŰŮ. ́ ŬɟɏŭɤəŬ ɔɟ ɛɜ ɜ ˊɟɩŰɞɘɠ. 

125 The precise nature of the misconduct is not explicitly stated by Paul, but most commentators take it to 

have been a matter of class discrimination between wealthy believers and poor believers (e.g. Richard L. Pratt Jr, I 

& II Corinthians, vol. 7, Holman New Testament Commentary [Nashville: Broadman & Holman Publishers, 2000], 

197; Craig S. Keener, The IVP Bible Background Commentary: New Testament [Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity 

Press, 1993], on 1 Corinthians 11:17ï34; Anthony C. Thiselton, The First Epistle to the Corinthians: A Commentary 

on the Greek Text, New International Greek Testament Commentary [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2000], 856ï857), 

the wealthy either excluding the poor or making them wait until the wealthy had finished eating. Thiselton regards it 

as ñsplits between the socially advantaged and the socially disadvantagedò (Thiselton, Ibid., 857).  

126 The term ɜɞɢɞɠ is rendered ñguiltyò by the vast majority of English translations (NASB, HCSB, ESV, 

NKJV, Darby, NET, NIV, KJV, NLT, LEB, NCV, RSV, ASV, TEV, YLT). NRSV and NJB, however, adopt 

ñanswerable for,ò apparently based on an etymological derivation, rather than a meaning based on actual usage; see 

Thiselton, The First Epistle to the Corinthians, 889. Thiselton cites ñCollinsôs observation that vv. 27ï32 are 

ñreplete with judicial language: óunworthily . . . answerable . . . scrutinize . . . judgement . . . chastise . . . condemn,ô 

all belong to the semantic domain of the law and the courtroomò (Ibid. 890, citing R. F. Collins, First Corinthians, 

SacPag 7 [Collegeville, Minn: Glazier/Liturgical Press, 1999], 436). Calvin refers to it as a ñheinous crimeò (John 

Calvin, Commentaries on the Epistles of Paul the Apostle to the Corinthians [Bellingham, WA: Logos Bible 

Software, 2010], 366). 
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rightlyò (verse 29). This would appear to qualify as apostasy. So, for such a person to ñsleepò 

would mean that he died127 in a backslidden condition or a state of final apostasy as the ultimate 

chastisement from the Lord. Calvin puts it this way: 

Many had died, in consequence of that abuse of the Supper, because they had offended 

God. By this he intimates, that by diseases and other chastisements from God, we are 

admonished to think of our sins; for God does not afflict us without good reason, for he 

takes no pleasure in our afflictions.128 

Pratt, who is Reformed, says on this verse, ñGod disciplines his church so the true believers will  

take notice and turn back to Christ in repentance, so that they will  not be condemned with the 

world.ò129 But since this ñdisciplineò includes death, it must also mean that some ñtrue believersò 

die in a backslidden state. 

4. A Sin unto Death 

First John 5:16ï17 states, ñIf anyone sees his brother committing a sin not leading to 

death, he shall ask and God will  for him give life to those who commit sin not leading to death. 

There is a sin leading to death; I do not say that he should make request for this. All  

unrighteousness is sin, and there is a sin not leading to death.ò  

Two different interpretations of the expression ñsin leading to deathò in this passage tend 

to characterize both the dispensational and the Reformed positions. The characteristic 

dispensational interpretation is that this refers to physical death of a believer as a form of Godôs 

                                                 
127 Nearly all commentators understand the terms ñweak,ò ñsick,ò and ñsleepò (ůɗŮɜŮɠ, ɟɟɤůŰɞɘ, and 

əɞɘɛɜŰŬɘ) to be referring to physical conditions resulting from Godôs judgment. S. Schneider (Schneider, S., 

ñGlaubensmªngel in Korinth. Eine neue Deutung der óSchwachen, Kranken, Schlafendenô in 1 Kor 11:30,ò 

Filologia Neutestamentaria 9 [1996]: 3ï19) appears to be alone in regarding these terms as metaphorical for ñweak 

in faith,ò ñspiritually sick,ò and ñasleep,ò or ñlethargicò; see fuller discussion in Thiselton, The First Epistle to the 

Corinthians, 894. 

128 Calvin, Commentaries the Corinthians, 390. 

129 Pratt, 203. 
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chastisement of His disobedient child.130 The characteristic Reformed interpretation is that this 

refers to the unpardonable sin, the sin of unbelief, which results in the eternal spiritual death of 

the unbeliever.131  

Lewis Sperry Chafer expresses the interpretation that has been adopted by most 

dispensationalists, namely that ñGod reserves the right to remove from this life a believer who 

has ceased to be a worthy witness in the world.ò132 Ryrie elaborates on this view by interpreting 

the sin leading to death as the most extreme form of chastisement upon a true believer: 

If  a believer persists in some sin, then other consequences may follow. 

1. Punishment. Chastisement of some form may come (Heb. 12:5ï11). Sickness may be 

one form of punishment (1 Cor. 11:30). 

2. Excommunication. Excommunication from the local church may be necessary (Matt. 

18:17; 1 Cor. 5). 

3. Physical death. In some cases physical death may be a punishment for persistent sin (1 

Cor. 11:30; 1 John 5:16).133 

                                                 
130 Zane C. Hodges, ñ1 John,ò The Bible Knowledge Commentary: An Exposition of the Scriptures, eds. 

John F. Walvoord, and Roy B. Zuck (Wheaton, IL: Victor Books, 1985), 902ï903; Bernard Franklin, ñThe 

Blasphemy against the Holy Ghost,ò Bibliotheca Sacra 93, no. 370 (1936): 231; Lewis Sperry Chafer, ñAbiding,ò 

Bibliotheca Sacra 107, no. 425 (1950): 2; John G. Mitchell, ñDoes God Heal Today?ò Bibliotheca Sacra 122, no. 

485 (1965): 47; Robert Dean, Jr., ñAbiding in Christ: A Dispensational Theology of the Spiritual Life (Part 2 of 3)ò 

Chafer Theological Seminary Journal 7 (2001): 6; Rodney J. Decker, ñThe Warning of Hebrews Six,ò Journal of 

Ministry and Theology 5 (2001): 45; also references from Chafer and Ryrie below. 

131 John Calvin, Commentaries on the Catholic Epistles (Bellingham, WA: Logos Bible Software, 2010), 1 

John 5:16ï17; Daniel L. Akin, 1, 2, 3 John, vol. 38, the New American Commentary (Nashville: Broadman & 

Holman Publishers, 2001), 210; Grudem, Systematic Theology, 509. 

132 Lewis Sperry Chafer, Systematic Theology, VII:166; John A. Witmer, ñPart 1: A Review of Wrongly 

Dividing the Word of Truth,ò Bibliotheca Sacra 149, no. 594 (1992): 143. 

133 Charles Caldwell Ryrie, Basic Theology: A Popular Systematic Guide to Understanding Biblical Truth 

(Chicago, IL: Moody Press, 1999), 267. Also, Lewis Sperry Chafer, He That Is Spiritual (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 

1918), 77; Ken Gardoski, ñThe Will of God and the Death of Christ: A Case for the Universal Scope of the 

Atonement,ò ed. Gary Gromacki and Mike Stallard, Journal of Ministry and Theology 15, no. 1 (2011): 92; Kenneth 

M. Gardoski, ñNew Testament Warning Passages in the Light of the Doctrine of Eternal Securityò (PhD dissertation, 

Trinity Evangelical Divinity School, 2002), 123ï34. 




































































































































































































































































































































