
The great debate 
 

1 Corinthians 1:12 
What I mean is this: Individuals among you are saying, “I follow Paul,” “I follow Apollos,”  
“I follow Cephas,” or “I follow Christ.” Is Christ divided? Was Paul crucified for you? Were you 
baptized into the name of Paul? 
 

John Calvin (French: Jean Calvin, born Jehan Cauvin: 10 July 1509 – 27 May 1564) was 
an influential French theologian, pastor and reformer during the great Protestant 
Reformation. He was a principal figure in the development of the system of Christian 
theology what we call ‘Calvinism’ today. Calvinism focuses on the doctrines of 
predestination and of the absolute sovereignty of God in regards to the salvation of 
the human soul from death and from eternal damnation. 
Denominations like the Congregational, the Reformed and Presbyterian churches 
look to Calvin as the chief expositor of their beliefs today. 

 
Calvin’s writing have caused much controversy over the centuries. In addition to his seminal 
Institutes of the Christian Religion, Calvin wrote commentaries on most books of the Bible, 
confessional documents, and various other theological treatises. 
 
Originally trained as a humanist lawyer, he broke from the Roman Catholic Church around 
1530. After religious tensions erupted in widespread deadly violence against Protestant 
Christians in France, Calvin fled to Basel, Switzerland where in 1536 he published the first 
edition of his Institutes. In that same year Calvin was recruited by Frenchman William Farel to 
help reform the church in Geneva where he regularly preached sermons throughout the week. 
But the governing council of the city resisted the implementation of their ideas and both men 
were later expelled. From there he moved to Strasbourg in France where he became the 
minister of a church of French refugees. He continued to support the reformation movement in 
Geneva and in 1541 he was invited back to lead the church of the city. 
Following his return, Calvin introduced new forms of church government and liturgy despite 
opposition from several powerful families in the city who tried to limit his influence and his 
authority. During this period, Michael Servetus, a Spaniard regarded by both Roman Catholics 
and Protestants as having a heretical view of the Trinity also arrived in Geneva. He was 
denounced by Calvin and burned at the stake for his heresy by the city council. Following an 
influx of supportive refugees and new elections to the city council, Calvin's opponents were 
forced out. Calvin spent his final years promoting the Reformation both in Geneva as well as  
throughout other parts of Europe. 
 
As we can clearly see from John Calvin’s history, he was a strong man (a strong leader) of strong 
convictions who had achieved a great following during his life time (and ever since). 
He was not a man who was known for his ‘tolerance’ of anyone who held a different view or 
opinion but rather for his own view and opinions, for his own personal convictions . 



In the first five years of his rule in Geneva, 58 people were executed and 76 exiled for their 
religious beliefs. Calvin allowed no art other than music, and even that could not involve any 
instruments. Under his rule, Geneva became the center of Protestantism and sent out pastors 
to the rest of Europe, creating Presbyterianism in Scotland, the Puritan Movement in England 
and the Reformed Church in the Netherlands. 
His influence has deeply affected the church across the world ever since. 
Calvin was a born leader with the mind of a lawyer. 
Calvin produced the doctrine of Predestination, a doctrine that deals with the sovereignty of 
God, with the question of the control that God exercises over this world. In the words of the 
Westminster Confession of Faith, God "freely and unchangeably ordained whatsoever comes to 
pass." The second use of the word "predestination" applies this to the salvation, and refers to 
the belief that God appointed the eternal destiny of some to salvation by grace, while leaving 
the remainder to receive eternal damnation for all their sins, even their original sin. The former 
is called "unconditional election", and the latter "reprobation". In Calvinism, people are 
predestined and effectually called in due time (regenerated/born again) to faith by God. 
 

 Arminianism is based on the theological ideas of the Dutch Reformed theologian 
Jacobus Arminius (1560–1609) His teachings are very distinctly different to that of 
some of the other great reformers like Luther, Zwingli and Calvin.  
Jacobus Arminius (Jakob Harmenszoon) was a student of Theodore Beza (Calvin's 
successor) at the Theological University of Geneva.  
Dutch Arminianism was originally articulated in the Remonstrance (1610), a 
theological statement signed by 45 ministers and submitted to the States General 
of the Netherlands. The Synod of Dort (1618–19) was called by the States General 
to consider the Five Articles of Remonstrance. These articles asserted that: 
Salvation (and condemnation on the day of judgment) was conditioned by the 

graciously-enabled faith (or unbelief) of man;  The Atonement is qualitatively adequate for all 
men, "yet that no one actually enjoys this forgiveness of sins, except the believer ..." and thus is 
limited to only those who trust in Christ;  "That man has not saving grace of himself, nor of the 
energy of his free will," and unaided by the Holy Spirit, no person is able to respond to God's 
will; 
 
Many Christian denominations have been influenced by Arminius views on the will of man 
being freed by grace prior to regeneration, notably the Baptists in the 16th century, the 
Methodists in the 18th century and the Seventh-day Adventist Church in the 19th century. 
Some falsely assert that Universalists and Unitarians in the 18th and 19th centuries were 
theologically linked with Arminianism. Denominations such as the Anabaptists (beginning in 
1525), Waldensians (pre-Reformation) and other groups prior to the Reformation have also 
affirmed that each person may choose the contingent response of either resisting God's grace 
or yielding to it. 
 
Arminius views were embraced by many great man of God in the past. Many of them were  
mightily used by the Lord to bring about great revivals (like John Wesley and others).  



Classical Arminianism, to which Arminius is the main contributor and Wesleyan Arminianism, to 
which John Wesley is the main contributor are the two main schools of thought.  
Wesleyan Arminianism is often identical with Methodism.  
Classical Arminianism holds that the first step of salvation is solely the sovereign act of grace of 
God.  
The two systems of Calvinism and Arminianism share both history and many doctrines as well 
as the history of Christian theology. Arminianism is related to Calvinism historically. However, 
because of their differences over the doctrines of divine predestination and election, many 
people view these schools of thought as being diagonally opposed to each other.  
In short, the difference can be seen ultimately by whether God allows His desire to save all to 
be resisted by an individual's will (in the Arminian doctrine) or if God's grace is irresistible and 
limited to only a few (as is the case in Calvinism).  
 
Sadly over the centuries this debate has split and torn many churches apart and has even set 
many Christians against each other. 
Both Calvin and Arminius believed in the ‘new birth’. They both believed in the sovereignty of 
God (although expressed differentially according to each other’s understanding). Both man 
believed in the trinity, in the atonement as well as in many other basic foundations of the 
Christian faith. Yet how could such a debate divide so many churches and turn so many 
Christians against each other? 
The fact is that there are multitudes of verses in scriptures which endorse and which clearly 
expose the sovereignty of God and anyone who denies them denies those verses denies both 
the greatness of God as well as the inerrancy of scripture itself. 
But there are also equally as many verses in scripture which expose that we have been given a 
free will and that we are free to exercise this ‘free’ will on a continuous basis.  
Our life is full of ‘free choices’ which is the reason why it’s so important that we choose wisely.  
Right up to the last book of the Bible Christians are called to repentance.  
Why does a Christian still need to repent? There are heretics in the church today, man like 
Joseph Prince and others who teach that a Christian no longer needs to repent for once he has 
made his confession of faith all his past, present and future sins have been forgiven. This makes 
the need for future repentance obsolete. Any Christian will recognize that such men are 
heretics who have completely distorted Gods word. The reason why a Christian is still called to 
repentance is because of sin in his life. Sin not only darkens our heart but it also puts out the 
light of the Spirit who dwells within us.  
A Christian is still free to live a life of rebellion even after he has been set free, even after he has 
been forgiven. The reality is that so many Christians still live like rebels today. 
We are continuously faced with ‘free choice’ in our life. Every day we have to make new 
choices. Some of those choices we make will work in our favor, others (wrong choices) will one 
day turn against us.  
Having been given a free choice is all part of having been created in the image of God. 
 
But if we believe that we have come to faith entirely by our choice then we have denied the 
grace and the sovereignty of God altogether. If you have come to faith in Christ because of your 
choice, your faith is essentially based on your works and not on the sovereign intervention of 



God. Even thou you accept that Christ has died for you, that only his blood can cleanse you 
from your sin, it was still your choice which enabled you to accept him as your Lord and your 
savior.  If your focus is on your choice then your choice itself can become an act of ‘work’ 
without which you could not have been saved. The end result is that you have made a 
contribution towards your own salvation; the blood of Christ was insufficient for you.  This 
thought will eventually lead us into error which can open the door for heresy. 
If you focus entirely on the grace of God than you have to accept His choice in that matter. 
Ephesians 1:4 For He chose us in Him before the foundation of the world to be holy and 
blameless in His presence. In love He predestined us for adoption as His sons through Jesus 
Christ, according to the good pleasure of His will,…    Does this mean that God’s choice has 
eliminated our free will?  If that would be so then we are nothing but (human) robots who have 
been pre-programmed in advance so that we will act in a certain way in the future.  This 
thought also will also lead us into error (as is so clearly visible in the false and heretical teaching 
of Joseph Prince who has led thousands of people astray with his false teaching by giving 
unsaved people a false sense of assurance that will eventually lead them to hell)   
 
But the greatest and the most wicked and absurd thought is that God has predestined some for 
the fires of hell while he has predestine others for the glories of heaven. 
If God has predestined a person for hell then he is not a God of grace, mercy and love. Then 
God has a very evil and sadistic streak in his character that takes delight in the sufferings of 
man.  
To create someone just to be wood for the everlasting fires of hell is not only wicked it also 
completely transforms the true nature of God.  
The thought itself is disgusting and sinful. Anyone who holds on to the belief that God has 
created some solely for the intention to be fuel for the eternal fires of hell needs to repent of 
his false and idolatrous image of God. 
 
Why would God send his own son into this world and watch him suffer unspeakable pain as he 
hung on that cross if He only created us for future firewood for the terrifying fires of hell? 
The thought itself defies all human logic!   
Jesus died so that the gates of heaven would be open to anyone who wants to believe, to 
anyone who wants to open his heart to Him and who wants to find forgiveness of sin. 
Why do some believe and others refuse such great salvation? 
Do say that it has nothing to do with us is clearly wrong. To say that it has everything to do with 
us is equally wrong. Even the idea of irresistible grace still has to find someone who will take up 
the bite since he cannot resist it.  
When you analyze Calvin’s teaching about irresistible grace you will have to acknowledge that 
‘irresistible’ grace only works in connection with the free will of man (for in the end God’s grace 
becomes so irresistible that I can no longer resist it, that I am overwhelmed by it that it affects 
the decision I make.) 
Scripture is very clear that unless the Holy Spirit draws us to the Father so that He can reveal us 
His son no one can come to faith. 



Every Christian conversion is preceded by a work of the Spirit. Unless the Holy Spirit starts to 
move in a person’s heart (often makes a person feel restless and discontent with himself) that 
person will not be able to respond to the truth. 
Without God’s initial intervention in a person’s life, he or she can never come to know Him at 
all. Scripture as well as the experience of life itself is very clear about that. 
 
So why does God chose some and not on others? The moment we come up with a reasons for 
this we not only limit the choice and the divined wisdom of God but we also create a pre-
condition for our salvation. By doing so we share, we take part of the credit in what God has 
done in our life.  
When a person is truly ‘born again’ all the credit goes back to the Lord. All that we can bring to 
our salvation is a heart filled with sin, is a life in desperate need for salvation.  
God’s choice ultimately will always remain shrouded in a mystery.  
When I look at my own life I often step back in amazement and wonder “why me?” Why is it 
that among all the people that I have known in my life I have found favor in the eyes of the 
Lord?  The moment I try to find an answer to that question I deprive God of His glory. The fact is 
that I did not deserve it, it was all by His grace. 
But at the same time I also remember the intense battle that waged on inside of me during the 
hour of my salvation.  I remember how Satan was fighting to hold on to my soul. Ultimately I 
surrendered my life into the hands of my Lord but it was the result of my choice.  I so clearly 
remember that day and that moment even thou it took place over 40 years ago.   
Man’s free will and God’s sovereignty are as much interlinked with each other as the trinity is 
interlinked in itself. 
The moment you start to dissect the trinity you will end up with 3 Gods which will lead into 
grave heresy.   
This is why both John Calvin and Jacobus Arminius are in error at times. 
Many Calvinists have fallen into the trap of creating a false sense of assurance while still living 
in sin (as did John Calvin himself. He viewed himself as the great reformer and protector of 
God’s word while his heart was still poisoned with intense hatred for God’s people, the Jews)  
Armianists at times have missed out on the many wonderful assurances which scripture 
provides. Both of those men have tried to define one of God’s greatest mysteries by human 
logic alone. The moment you do this you fall into error. You will end up in a spider’s web (like 
the idea that God has chosen some to be firewood for hell while others will dine with Him in 
glory) 
The reason why God has chosen me and not somebody else will forever remain a mystery. It 
will forever remain an unanswered question!  I am totally convinced that even eternity itself 
will never provide an answer to that question and this is a question which does not need to be 
answered! 
Sometimes God’s mystery is present in different parts of the Bible and there are certain parts 
of scripture that we will never understand by sheer logic alone. 
It was God’s choice to send forth His son into a world which has been poisoned by sin. 
This was His plan long before He had even laid the foundations of this world. 
It was Jesus choice to take the path of the cross. This was the path which he had deliberately 
chosen yet this path had already been prepared for him before this world was even created. 



But he still acted according to his free will and he did so in complete obedience to his father. His 
death was an act of free will yet the outcome had already been decided before he was born. 
In Acts 5:30 we read how Peter was facing the hostile council of Jerusalem (this was a 
dangerous place to be since not long before that the same council had convicted Jesus to die on 
the cross).  
Peter’s comment to the man in the council was: “The God of our fathers raised up Jesus, whom 
ye slew and hanged on a tree.”  
While it had always been God’s plan before the foundation of this world that one day His son 
would be send forth into this world and that he would die for our sins, Peter did not hold God 
responsible for this. He pointed directly at the council in Jerusalem and he held those man 
responsible for the cruel death of God’s son. 
It was always God’s plan yet those who had actually committed the murdered will be held fully 
accountable for their evil action.    
The fact that God had chosen this path for His son beforehand does not in any way eliminate 
the full responsibility of those who had executed God’s plan. Those men will be held fully 
accountable for their evil action, for their choice, for torturing and for killing  God’s only son. 
And they will suffer His full wrath for their actions; for all that they had done to His son. 
 
It is impossible to dissect God’s choice from our free will.  The two are too intimately interlinked 
with each other.  The moment you try to dissect them and separate them by creating a 
theology which leans either one way or the other you will actually miss out on the full depth of 
the message that God actually wants to convey. 
 
I can simply take delight in the greatness and in the sovereignty of God and thank Him for what 
He has done in my life.  
The one thing I do know is that He did not save me because I was worth more to Him than 
anyone else. Neither does the cross reflect my ‘self-worth’ as so many try to tell us today. 
The cross is simply a statement of his divine love, of the fact that He has chosen me in order to 
show His mercy and grace on someone who did not deserve His free gift of salvation.    
I know His love is shared equal among all of us and that His desire is for all man to be saved.  
(John 3:16)  His greatest desire is that no one will be eternally lost, that no one will ever have to 
endure the terrible sufferings of hell. 
 
So what about the great debate after all? 
Could it be that this is simply no more than a storm in a tea cup which has kept Christians apart 
from each other when there were far more important things to achieve (like evangelism, like 
reaching out to the lost in unity instead of reflecting division and strife?) 

? 
 



 
 
1 Corinthians 1:12 - 18(KJV) 

 Now this I say, that every one of you saith, I am of Paul; and I of Apollos; and I of 
Cephas; and I of Christ. Is Christ divided? Was Paul crucified for you? Or were ye 
baptized in the name of Paul? I thank God that I baptized none of you, but Crispus 
and Gaius; Lest any should say that I had baptized in mine own name. And I 
baptized also the household of Stephanas: besides, I know not whether I baptized 
any other. For Christ sent me not to baptize, but to preach the gospel: not with 
wisdom of words, lest the cross of Christ should be made of none effect.  For the 
preaching of the cross is to them that perish foolishness; but unto us which are 
saved it is the power of God. 

 
Was this reflected in the life of the early believers?        true  /  false   

 
 
 
 
 

 


