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A COMPARISON OF CALVINISM & ARMINIANISM 
 

~ Adapted from various reliable sources ~ 

 
One of the most potentially divisive doctrinal debates in the history of the church centers around the 
opposing doctrines of salvation known as Calvinism and Arminianism.  Calvinism is based on the 
theological beliefs and teaching of John Calvin (1509-1564), a leader in the Reformation, and 
Arminianism is based on the views of Dutch theologian Jacobus Arminius (1560-1609). 
 
After studying under John Calvin’s son-in-law in Geneva, Jacobus Arminius started out as a strict 
Calvinist. Later, as a pastor in Amsterdam and professor at the University of Leiden in the Netherlands, 
Arminius’ studies in the book of Romans led to doubts and rejection of many Calvinistic doctrines. 
 
In summary, Calvinism centers on the supreme sovereignty of God, predestination, the total depravity 
of man, unconditional election, limited atonement, irresistible grace, and the perseverance of the saints. 
 
Arminianism emphasizes conditional election based on God’s foreknowledge, man’s free will through 
prevenient grace to cooperate with God in salvation, Christ’s universal atonement, resistible grace, and 
salvation that can potentially be lost. 
 
As you read the following theological statements, make notes (in the column on the right) as the Lord 
highlights specific issues. 

 
 
 
 
 
1. CALVINISM 
 
The five points of Calvinism can be summarized by the acronym TULIP. T stands for total depravity, U 
for unconditional election, L for limited atonement, I for irresistible grace, and P for perseverance of the 
saints. Here are the definitions and Scripture references Calvinists use to defend their beliefs: 
 
Total Depravity - As a result of Adam’s fall, the entire human race is affected; all humanity is dead in 
trespasses and sins. Man is unable to save himself (Genesis 6:5; Jeremiah 17:9; Romans 3:10-18). 
 
Unconditional Election - Because man is dead in sin, he is unable to initiate response to God; therefore, 
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in eternity past God elected certain people to salvation. Election and predestination are unconditional; 
they are not based on man’s response because man is unable to respond, nor does he want to (Romans 
8:29-30; 9:11; Ephesians 1:4-6,11-12). 
 
Limited Atonement - Because God determined that certain ones should be saved as a result of God’s 
unconditional election, He determined that Christ should die for the elect alone. All whom God has 
elected and Christ died for will be saved (Matthew 1:21; John 10:11; 17:9; Acts 20:28; Romans 8:32; 
Ephesians 5:25). 
 
Irresistible Grace - Those whom God elected and Christ died for, God draws to Himself through 
irresistible grace. God makes man willing to come to Him. When God calls, man responds (John 
6:37,44; 10:16). 
 
Perseverance of the Saints - The precise ones God has elected and drawn to Himself through the Holy 
Spirit will persevere in faith. None whom God has elected will be lost; they are eternally secure (John 
10:27-29; Romans 8:29-30; Ephesians 1:3-14). 
 
While all these doctrines have a Biblical basis, many people reject all or some of them.  So-called “four-
point Calvinists” accept Total Depravity, Unconditional Election, Irresistible Grace, and Perseverance 
of the Saints as Biblical doctrines. Man is sinful and incapable of believing in God on his own. God 
elects people based on His will alone – it is not based on any merit in the person chosen. All those 
whom God has chosen will come to faith. All those who are truly born-again will persevere in their 
faith. As for Limited Atonement, however, four-point Calvinists believe that atonement is unlimited, 
arguing that Jesus died for the sins of the whole world, not just for the sins of the elect. “And he is the 
propitiation for our sins: and not for ours only, but also for the sins of the whole world” (1 John 2:2). 
Other verses in opposition to limited atonement are John 1:29; 3:16; 1 Timothy 2:6; 2 Peter 2:1. 

 
2. ARMINIANISM 
 
Arminianism is a system of belief that attempts to explain the relationship between God’s sovereignty 
and mankind’s free will, especially in relation to salvation. While Calvinism emphasizes the sovereignty 
of God, Arminianism emphasizes the responsibility of man. If Arminianism is broken down into five 
points, similar to the five points of Calvinism, these would be the five points of Arminianism: 
 
Partial Depravity - Humanity is tainted by sin, but not to the extent that we cannot choose to come to 
God on our own. We are capable of choosing to accept salvation or reject it without any influence from 
God. Classical Arminianism rejects partial depravity and holds a view very close to Calvinistic total 
depravity.  
 
Conditional Election - God chose who would be saved based on knowing beforehand who would 
believe. God chooses those who He knows will believe.  
 
Unlimited Atonement - Jesus died for everyone, even those who are not chosen and will not believe. 
Jesus’ death was for all of humanity, and anyone can be saved by belief in Him. 
 
Resistible Grace - God’s call on a person’s life to be saved can be resisted and/or rejected. We can resist 
God’s pull towards salvation if we choose to. 
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Conditional Salvation - Christians can lose their salvation if they continue in a life of sin and/or fall 
away from God. The maintenance of salvation is required for a Christian to retain it.  However, many 
Armenians deny conditional salvation and instead hold to eternal security. 
 
The only point of Arminianism Calvinists believe to be Biblical is Unlimited Atonement. They believe 
the Bible indicates that Jesus died for the sins of everyone in the entire world.  1 John 2:2 tells us, “He is 
the atoning sacrifice for our sins, and not only for ours but also for the sins of the whole world.” 2 Peter 
2:1 tells us that “there were also false prophets among the people, just as there will be false teachers 
among you. They will secretly introduce destructive heresies, even denying the sovereign Lord who 
bought them - bringing swift destruction on themselves.” Jesus’ death is most definitely available to 
anyone and everyone who will believe in Him. Jesus did not just die for those who will be saved. 
 
Four-point Calvinism finds the other four points of Arminianism to be unbiblical, to varying degrees. 
Romans 3:10-18 strongly argues for total depravity. Conditional election underemphasizes God’s 
sovereignty (Romans 8:28-30). Resistible grace underestimates the power and determination of God. 
Conditional salvation makes salvation a work rather than a gift of grace (Ephesians 2:8-10). Although 
there are problems with both systems, Calvinism is far more Biblically based than Arminianism. 
However, both systems fail to adequately explain the relationship between God’s sovereignty and 
mankind’s free will – due to the fact that it is impossible for a finite human mind to discern a concept 
only God can fully understand. 

 
SIDE-BY-SIDE 
 
The easiest way to understand the differing doctrinal views is to compare them side by side: 
 
God's Sovereignty 
 
Calvinism - God’s sovereignty is unconditional, unlimited, and absolute. All things are predetermined 
by the good pleasure of God’s will. God foreknew because of his own planning. 
 

Arminianism - God has limited his control in correspondence with man's freedom and response. God’s 
decrees are associated with his foreknowledge of man's response. 
 
Man's Depravity 
 
Calvinism - Because of the Fall, man is totally depraved and dead in his sin. Man is unable to save 
himself and, therefore, God must initiate salvation. 
 

Arminianism - Because of the Fall, man has inherited a corrupted, depraved nature. Through 
prevenient* grace, God removed the guilt of Adam’s sin (prevenient means the natural person is so 
hopelessly fallen due to the sin of Adam and Eve that they are totally unable to sense the need for 
salvation . Prevenient grace is defined as the preparatory work of the Holy Spirit, given to all, enabling a 
person to respond to God’s call of salvation.  
 
Election 
 
Calvinism - Before the foundation of the world, God unconditionally chose some to be saved. Election 
has nothing to do with man’s future response. 
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Arminianism - Election is based on God’s foreknowledge of those who would believe in him through 
faith. In other words, God elected those who would choose him of their own free will. Conditional 
election is based on man’s response. 
 
Christ’s Atonement 
 
Calvinism - Jesus Christ died to save only those who were given to him (elected) by the Father in 
eternity past. Since Christ did not die for everyone, but only for the elect, his atonement is wholly 
successful. 
 

Arminianism - Christ died for everyone. The Savior’s atoning death provided the means of salvation for 
the entire human race. Christ's atonement, however, is effective only for those who believe. 
 
Grace 
 
Calvinism - While God extends his common grace to all mankind, it is not sufficient to save anyone. 
Only God’s irresistible grace can draw the elect to salvation and make a person willing to respond. This 
grace cannot be obstructed or resisted. 
 

Arminianism - Through the preparatory (prevenient) grace given to all by the Holy Spirit, man is able to 
cooperate with God and respond in faith to salvation. Through prevenient grace, God removed the 
effects of Adam's sin. Because of free will men are also able to resist God's grace. 
 
Man’s Will 
 
Calvinism - All men are totally depraved, and this depravity extends to the entire person, including the 
will. Except for God’s irresistible grace, men are entirely incapable of responding to God on their own. 
 

Arminianism - Because prevenient grace is given to all men by the Holy Spirit, and this grace extends to 
the entire person, all people have free will. 
 
Perseverance 
 
Calvinism - Believers will persevere in salvation because God will see to it that none will be lost. 
Believers are secure in the faith because God will finish the work he began. 
 

Arminianism - By the exercise of free will, believers can turn away or fall away from grace and lose their 
salvation. 

~ 
 

Christian denominations disagree over which points are correct, rejecting all or some of either system of 
theology, leaving most believers with a mixed perspective. It’s important to note that all of the doctrinal 
points in both theological positions have a Biblical foundation, which is why the debate has been so 
divisive throughout church history. 
 
Because both Calvinism and Arminianism deal with concepts that go far beyond human comprehension, 
the debate is certain to continue as finite beings try to explain an infinitely mysterious God. 


