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Isaiah 53:1-12
(NIV Version)

1 	 Who has believed our message
    		  and to whom has the arm of the Lord been 	

	 revealed?

2 	 He grew up before him like a tender shoot,
    		  and like a root out of dry ground.
	 He had no beauty or majesty to attract us to him,
		  nothing in his appearance that we should  

	 desire him.

3 	 He was despised and rejected by mankind,
    		  a man of suffering, and familiar with pain.
	 Like one from whom people hide their faces
		  he was despised, and we held him in low 

	 esteem.

4 	 Surely he took up our pain
    		  and bore our suffering,
	 yet we considered him punished by God,
	 	 stricken by him, and afflicted.

COE News
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MBS Sentul
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5 	 But he was pierced for our transgressions,
		  he was crushed for our iniquities;
	 the punishment that brought us peace was on 

him,
		  and by his wounds we are healed.

6 	 We all, like sheep, have gone astray,
		  each of us has turned to our own way;
	 and the Lord has laid on him
		  the iniquity of us all.

7 	 He was oppressed and afflicted,
		  yet he did not open his mouth;
	 he was led like a lamb to the slaughter,
		  and as a sheep before its shearers is silent,
		  so he did not open his mouth.

8 	 By oppression and judgment he was taken 
away.

		  Yet who of his generation protested?
	 For he was cut off from the land of the living;
		  for the transgression of my people he was 	

	 punished.

9 	 He was assigned a grave with the wicked,
		  and with the rich in his death,
	 though he had done no violence,
		  nor was any deceit in his mouth.

10 	 Yet it was the Lord’s will to crush him and 
cause him to suffer,

		  and though the Lord makes his life an  
	 offering for sin,

	 he will see his offspring and prolong his days,
		  and the will of the Lord will prosper in his 		

	 hand.

11 	 After he has suffered,
	 	 he will see the light of life and be satisfied;
	 by his knowledge my righteous servant will 

justify many,
		  and he will bear their iniquities.

12 	 Therefore I will give him a portion among the 
great,

		  and he will divide the spoils with the strong,
	 because he poured out his life unto death,
		  and was numbered with the transgressors.
	 For he bore the sin of many,
		  and made intercession for the transgressors.
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LENT – Recovering the  
Attitude of Gratitude

The contrast of the season of Lent is brought into sharp re-
lief when Ash Wednesday [the first day of Lent] fell on 13 
February, two days just before the Chinese Lunar New Year 
this year.

This is because Lent is a spiritually rich liturgical tradition 
whereby the key practices of prayer, fasting and acts of char-
ity [alms giving] undergird the observance of this season. 
During this season of Lent, Christians renew their focus on 
God as their first love [Rev 2:4] and experience Him in a 
deeper way through self-denial and by intentionally practis-
ing being “saved for good works”.

Lent is a preparatory season for Easter: to recognise and ac-
knowledge in a fresh way our need for repentance and our 
depravity apart from God [Col 2:13-14]; to draw closer to 
God – as we prepare our hearts to celebrate Easter with a re-
newed sense of joy and amazement! The observance of Lent is 
an essential for it reminds us that our Lord’s victory and glory 
of Easter lies on the foundation of the Cross at Golgotha.

All too often, it is too easy for believers to get caught up in 
the anticipation of the joy and celebration of Easter; without 
prior experiential cognizance and truly listening to “dying to 
self”– of Christ’s journey to his death in Jerusalem [see Phil 
2:6-8]. Just as there will be no glory of the resurrection of 
Easter without the sacrifice on the Cross, so observing the 
preparation of Lent is essential to the joy of Easter.
 
The Spirit of Entitlement and the Attitude of Gratitude
As we journey through the forty days of Lent [ending on 29 
March, without counting the Sundays] one of the attitudes 
that we need to put to death is the spirit of entitlement. Just 
like at the onset of Spring, the farmer removes the unwanted 
roots left behind from Winter, and begins to sow good seeds 
in anticipation of harvest; so in Lent we too remove the weed 
that chokes – the spirit of entitlement, and sow the good seed 
of gratitude.

One of the principal reasons we fail to hear the words “thank 
you” in our culture is because we expect things “to come to 
us”, to be done for us; in fact, we feel we are owed more. The 
spirit of entitlement makes the prodigal son demand of the 
father – “Give me”, and the elder son claiming – “You never 
give me” [Luke 15:12, 29]; it is the fertile soil from which 
ingratitude, discontentment, dissatisfaction and disaffection 
grow readily and plentifully!

The antidote to the spirit of entitlement is gratitude – an  

attitude that recognises and acknowledges a benefit, its 
worth and its source; it “is not only the greatest of virtues, 
but the parent of all others” [Cicero]. We now live in a very 
advanced era of the Fourth Industrial Revolution, enthralled 
with the fusion of digital revolution with other technologies. 
We live in a culture driven increasingly by artificial intelli-
gence that gives us drones, self-driving cars, virtual assis-
tants, etc – blurring the lines between the physical, digital 
and biological spheres [Klaus Schwab]. In such a world that 
increases and feeds our expectations and demands – without 
gratitude, we are prone to losing our sense of wonder for our 
Creator and His created order.

Gratitude elevates worth; without it we mislay and lose our 
sense of value. When we appreciate the waitress who serves 
long hours and difficult customers behind the fast food coun-
ter, we elevate her value. When teenagers remain defiant and 
disagreeable toward their parents, without expressing thanks 
– they devalue their parents’ role in their lives. A spirit of 
entitlement and ingratitude will lead to the hardening of the 
heart and loss of sensitivity towards others. If this malaise 
continues long enough – we become grumpy old people that 
no one enjoys!

A Gratitude Project – The Methodist Thanksgiving  
Memorial Chapel
A “gratitude project” that the General Conference Exe- 
cutive Council [on 26 January 2018] has adopted is the  
Methodist Thanksgiving Memorial Chapel [MTMC] in the 
newly constructed Wesley Methodist School Penang Interna-
tional [WMSPI] that will start operations in September 2018.  

Building the MTMC as the “House of the Lord” will be the 
primary and sole responsibility of our Methodist Church in 
Malaysia Family. The MTMC is part of the RM 55 million 
newly built Wesley Methodist School Penang International 
[WMSPI] complex.

The *MTMC will be the principal sacred space that cap-
tures the purpose and identity of our latest private mission 
school. The Methodist Church in Malaysia is grateful to God 
for the countless Methodist missionaries and educators since 
our inception some 133 years ago. We are grateful for the 
many generations of fine teachers who had served in our 
schools and who shared the conviction held by Nelson Man-
dela [a Methodist boarding school graduate who was men-
tored by Methodist preachers and educators, and formed a 
bond with a Methodist chaplain while in prison] who said 
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–“Education is the most powerful weapon which you can use 
to change the world”.

The target sum to be raised for the MTMC alone is RM 2.5 
million.

We shall raise this sum from our own Annual Conferences 
[the Sarawak Chinese Annual Conference has already given 
RM 300,000], local Methodist Churches, agencies [such as 
the MW, MSF etc], Methodist schools and church members.

God’s people called Methodists in Malaysia can make their 
personal contributions to the MTMC in gratitude for the 
various blessings received from God’s hand, thanking Him 
for our church, our life, our marriage and family, for God’s 
faithfulness as we celebrate anniversaries, for acknowledg-
ing significant events such as our health/healing, education, 
answered prayers etc. We can also give out of gratitude in 
memory of loved ones such as our beloved parents and oth-
ers whom we treasure. Anyone, young or old, in big or small 
amounts, can be grateful and generous towards God, our un-
failing Provider.

As we journey through Lent this year, may the Holy Spirit 
continue to work in us to will and to act according to God’s 
good purpose. May we “continue to work out your salvation 
with fear and trembling” [Phil 2:12-13] with gratitude and 
thanksgiving - gratefully appreciating afresh the abundant 

grace of our beloved Saviour’s work at Golgotha, and nailing 
the “spirit of entitlement” on the cross.

May we have a holy Lent that leads to a truly joyous Easter.

Bishop Ong Hwai Teik

The Cross
The cross is a picture of violence, yet the key to peace; 

a picture of suffering, yet the key to healing;  
a picture of death, yet the key to life. 

			                            (David Watson)

IN WORD: Think of how ridiculous it sounds: The only 
reason we can know God and go to heaven is because 
a radical teacher was executed two thousand years 
ago. Does that make any sense at all? Not on the sur-
face, especially when we consider what a cross meant. 
It was the ancient version of an electric chair or a gas 
chamber, only much slower and more painful in accom-
plishing its purpose. The idea that we can have life only 
because a long-ago troublemaker made enough trouble 
to get Himself killed simply doesn’t compute. It seems 
absolutely absurd.

But God has frequently worked in seemingly absurd 
ways, hasn’t He? He once told a man to build an enor-
mous boat in the middle of dry, elevated land. He once 
ordered a very old father to sacrifice his long-awaited 
son, even though the sacrifice would wipe out every 
vestige of an ironclad promise. He picked an old ex-
ile to deliver a people from the world’s most powerful 
nation, a young shepherd boy to defeat an enormous 

giant, and a small army to defeat a vast coalition using 
nothing more than praise songs. If we were looking for 
a conventional deity to impress us only with lightning 
bolts and a thundering voice, we picked the wrong God. 
Our Father usually prefers to demonstrate His power in 
unlikely ways.

That’s because He has inside information that we don’t 
have. We had no idea that we needed a holy sacri-
fice to die in our place. We didn’t know the enormity 
of the transaction that went on behind the scenes of 
the Cross. We didn’t know the dead Savior would rise 
again. We only learned by revelation that something so 
absurd as His death could result in something so ama- 
zing as our life.

IN DEED: Never distance yourself from the foolishness 
of the Cross—or from the foolishness of the Christian 
faith in general. To the world it looks absurd, but to us it’s 
the most powerful force in the universe. Unbelievers will 
one day be ashamed of the things they have laughed 
at, and we will one day be grateful for looking like fools. 
Always choose the foolishness of God over the wisdom 
of the world.
The message of the cross is foolishness to those who are perishing, but 
to us who are being saved it is the power of God.     
	   1 Corinthians 1:18D
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One Year at the Cross Devotional by Chris Tiegreen
Devotion

*Contributions and gifts for the Methodist Thanks-
giving Methodist Chapel specifically indicated for  
“MTMC”, can be sent to:

The MTMC Project, 
69 Jalan 5/31, 
46000 Petaling Jaya, 
Selangor Darul Ehsan;                                                                          

cheques can be made out to 
“AEC of the Methodist Church in Malaysia” .

Contacts: 
Mr Khor Hong Yin [COE Executive Director] 
– 012 3645310 

or 				                                  

Ms Jenny Qua [COE Private Education Director]
– 012 6940684
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Features News from COE

‘Old boy’ Azman Hashim’s name  
etched in stone at MBS Sentul

PETALING JAYA: To honour one of its famous alumni, the 
main administration building at SMK (L) Methodist Sentul 
(MBS Sentul) has been named after banker and philanthro-
pist Tan Sri Azman Hashim.

Bangunan Azman Hashim is in recognition of his contribu-
tions to make education accessible to everyone.

Methodist Council of Education (MCOE) chairman Bishop 
Dr Ong Hwai Teik, who is also the Episcopal Head of the 
Methodist Church in Malaysia, paid tribute to Azman for his 
“exceptional altruism and sense of responsibility”.

He said Azman’s RM10mil donation through Yayasan Azman 
Hashim, a non-profit charitable institution he founded to sup-
port nation-building through education, would “transform 
the lives of many”.

Azman, who is also chairman of Yayasan AmGroup, said he 
felt indebted to MBS Sentul, the school where he received 
his early education.

“I would not have been where I am today without its dedica- 
ted teachers. The first Methodist school was set up in Malay-
sia some 130 years ago.

“Today, we have the MCOE helping to promote and coordi-
nate the development of both government-assisted Metho- 
dist schools as well as private schools and colleges, num-
bering about 80 in total,” he said during a ceremony at the 
school yesterday.

Also present were MBS Sentul (Secondary) board chairman 
Datuk Dr Ron Tan, MBS Sentul (Primary) board chairman 
Steven Niles Lee, and representatives from the Kuala Lum-
pur Federal Territory Education Department.

Article is taken from The Star dated 31/01/18.

https://www.thestar.com.my/news/nation/2018/01/31/old-
boy-azman-hashims-name-etched-in-stone-at-mbs-sentul/
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Features News from TRAC

Arminianism and Calvinism:

Debated Scriptural Passages (Part 2)
By Rev. Dr. Andrew Tan and Mr. David Tan

Introduction
This is the second in a series of four articles written to assist Metho- 
dist members to be aware of their own doctrinal position which is 
Arminian. In the first article, we explained how the “Young, Rest-
less, and Reformed” movement has brought Calvinism back onto 
the theological center-stage, and raises challenges to our Arminian 
beliefs. We also discussed issues of God’s sovereignty, human free 
will, and the problem of evil and unbelievers. In this article, we 
will examine some of the key Scriptural passages in this debate. We 
hope that this series of articles will help us not only to understand 
our doctrinal position and the Scriptures that support it but also to 
see it as credible, and be able to articulate and defend it.

Theology and Scripture
Neither Calvinism nor Arminianism is directly laid out in the Scrip-
ture. If they were, it is unlikely that the debate over these two ideas 
would have persisted in mainstream Christianity for over 400 years. 
However, both theological systems are rooted in Scripture and at-
tempt to synthesize and organize what Scripture has to teach on sal-
vation into a systematic soteriology (theology of salvation). There-
fore, both theological systems are derived from Scriptural passages 
that their adherents believe speak clearly on certain aspects of sal-
vation and build upon it using logical arguments and derivation 
to develop a coherent and complete story. This story must then be 
tested against the Scripture as a whole, to ensure that we have not 
inadvertently contradicted Scripture in our attempt to understand 
and explain it.
Calvinists and Arminians alike believe that the Bible is God-
breathed, and therefore authoritative, reliable, and consistent. We 
are not pitting one section of the Bible against another or trying to 
accumulate more proof-texts than the other side. Rather, our theolo-
gy should be consistent with all of Scripture. Where apparent incon-
sistencies appear, we need to correct our theologies and/or improve 
our understanding of the Scriptures. In salvation, Calvinists believe 
that the Scriptures clearly teach predestination and election in a way 
that necessitates Calvinism and precludes Arminian theology. We 
will examine some passages from Romans and Ephesians that are 
commonly quoted to advocate Calvinism. On the other hand, Ar-
minians believe that the Scriptures teach that the offer of salvation 
is available to all (universal offer of salvation) and that the Scrip-
tures warn that falling away from the faith is a real possibility. Both 
ideas are incompatible with Calvinistic theology.

It is not possible in the scope of this article to be exhaustive in the 
Scriptures relating to these subjects or even to go into great detail 
about the passages that we will examine. Arminian and Calvinist 
theologians alike will have variations on or even outright departures 
from the exegetical examples we provide here as examples of how 
these two groups approach these passages. Nonetheless, we believe 
that surveying these four topics and the Scriptures presented here 
will introduce the reader to the Scriptural framework of this debate.

Predestination
A central idea in Calvinistic theology is that God has predetermined 
which individuals will be saved – and, consequently, who will not 
be saved. Two main passages used in defense of this view are Ro-
mans 8 and Ephesians 1, which talk about predestination.

Romans 8 is a discussion of how we become children of God 
through the gift of the Holy Spirit that dwells in us. Verse 29 is the 
key verse for understanding predestination:

“For those God foreknew he also predestined to be conformed to 
the image of his Son, that he might be the firstborn among many 
brothers and sisters.”

Calvinists believe that foreknowledge and predestination in this 
verse are practically synonymous. They argue that foreknowledge 
is not merely intellectual but implies choice and love. Throughout 
the Scriptures, knowledge is not merely about information, but im-
plies relationship (e.g. Matthew 7:23, “I will tell them plainly, ‘I 
never knew you. Away from me, you evildoers!’”). Therefore, a Cal-
vinist understanding of the verse might read like this (italics ours):

“For those God foreknew that he would call to be his own he also 
predestined to be saved, and therefore conformed to the image of 
his Son, that he might be the firstborn among many brothers and 
sisters.”

Arminians have a variety of views on the exact nature of God’s 
foreknowledge, but all agree that this foreknowledge is derived 
from future events and does not cause them to be. Or, to phrase it 
another way, if I were to choose between X and Y, God knows my 
choice in advance but does not determine what my choice would be.

In addition to the different understanding of foreknowledge, Ar-
minians have a differing understanding of predestination in this 
passage. Predestination here is not predetermining individuals to 
salvation. Rather, for those God foreknows will accept His offer of 
salvation, he has created a special destiny – to be conformed to and 
thus share in the image of Christ. An Arminian understanding of 
Romans 8:29 might look like this (italics ours):

“For those God foreknew would love him and answer his call and 
be saved he also predestined to be conformed to the image of his 
Son (so that we who were made in God’s image, having being saved, 
will have that image restored), that he might be the firstborn among 
many brothers and sisters.”
Both readings are plausible. The correct reading depends greatly 
on what “foreknowledge” means, as well as the larger context of 
Romans. We do not have the space here to properly explore the 
former but will return to the latter further on in this article when we 
discuss Romans 9.
Another important passage regarding the topic of predestination is 
Ephesians 1. At first glance, this passage seems to clearly support 
the Calvinist view, with verses 4-5 reading:
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“For he chose us in him before the creation of the world to be holy 
and blameless in his sight. In love he predestined us for adoption 
to sonship through Jesus Christ, in accordance with his pleasure 
and will.”

Calvinists understand these verses as God choosing individuals 
for salvation even before the creation of this world. God’s choice 
of these individuals is entirely dependent on God’s “pleasure and 
will.” In this view, predestination of individuals is part of God’s 
overarching plan, as seen in verse 11, “In him we were also chosen, 
having been predestined according to the plan of him who works 
out everything in conformity with the purpose of his will.”

Arminians contend however, that the Calvinist interpretation misses 
an important point: the central issue that Paul is discussing in his 
letter to the Ephesians is reconciliation between Jews and Gentiles 
through Christ to form the Church. In this view, a careful reading of 
the subject matter and Paul’s use of the pronouns “us,” “we,” and 
“you” show that he is not discussing the salvation of individuals, 
but God’s plan to unite both Jew and Gentile in the Church.

The theme of reconciliation of Jews and Gentiles is spelled out in 
Chapters 2 and 3. In these passages, Paul repeatedly uses the word 
“you,” to refer to Gentiles (e.g. 2:11, “Therefore, remember that 
formerly you who are Gentiles by birth and called “uncircumcised” 
by those who call themselves “the circumcision” (which is done 
in the body by human hands).” He describes how Gentiles were 
excluded from Israel, and how Jesus has torn down these walls so 
that “through the gospel the Gentiles are heirs together with Israel, 
members together of one body, and sharers together in the promise 
in Christ Jesus,” (3:6). It is because of this, that “you” (the Gentile 
believers) “must no longer live as the Gentiles do, in the futility of 
their thinking,” (4:17).

Paul’s discussion of Jewish and Gentile believers actually begins in 
Chapter 1, and is apparent when close attention is paid to the use of 
the pronouns in verses 11-13.

“In him we were also chosen, having been predestined according to 
the plan of him who works out everything in conformity with the 
purpose of his will, in order that we, who were the first to put our 
hope in Christ, might be for the praise of his glory. And you also 
were included in Christ when you heard the message of truth, the 
gospel of your salvation. When you believed, you were marked in 
him with a seal, the promised Holy Spirit,”

Here, “we” clearly refers to Jewish Christians, who “were the first 
to put [their] hope in Christ.” In contrast, “you” refers to the Gen-
tile believers receiving Paul’s letter, who “also were included in 
Christ” later from a chronologically perspective. In both cases, the 
pronouns clearly refer to corporate groups rather than individuals. 
Arminians believe that in verses 4-5, Paul, anticipating the theme 
of Jew and Gentile, is emphasizing God’s choice of the Church, 
predestining both Jews and Gentiles to “adoption to sonship”. In 
this reading, the “us” of verse 4 refers not to individual Christians 
but rather to the corporate body of the Church. So the predestina-
tion that Paul is talking about here is not about individual salvation. 
Rather, just as God had chosen Israel in the past to be His people, 
God has now chosen the Church, ending the divide between Jews 
and Gentiles and bringing both into the family of God.

Some might ask, at this juncture, why God’s choice of groups rather 
than individuals matters for understanding salvation. We point back 

toward the history of Israel. While God chose the people of Israel 
to be His people, many individuals within Israel did not receive the 
benefits of God’s promises due to their disobedience and their rejec-
tion of God. On the other hand, there are accounts of persons such 
as Rahab and Ruth who began their lives outside of God’s chosen 
people, but who entered into this group by faith and thus received 
the blessings God had promised to Israel.

Election
In the Ephesians passage above, we have already started to move 
from the subject of predestination to the subject of election. In our 
modern context, we associate elections with voting and democracy. 
The meaning of the word election, however, is simply to choose. 
For Calvinists, predestination and election are almost synonyms, 
both referring to God’s choice of those individuals who will be 
saved. Arminians contend that the object of predestination is con-
text-specific (as discussed above) and election in the Scripture re-
fers to purpose and service, not to salvation. Indeed, the Scriptures 
contain various references of how God has chosen some foreign na-
tion and their king to accomplish a particular purpose (e.g. Cyrus of 
the Persians, Isaiah 45:1). Surely God’s choice of Cyrus has nothing 
to do with salvation.

The most noteworthy passage on election is Romans 9-11, a passage 
that has been the subject of extensive exegesis on both sides. Among 
contemporary Biblical scholars, John Piper and Ben Witherington 
are particularly well-known for their analysis of these chapters in 
defense of the Calvinist and Arminian perspectives respectively. The 
following is a very brief treatment of a complex and intertwined pas-
sage.

Before we get into the details of this passage, we have to begin by 
asking, what is Romans 9-11 – and Romans as a whole – about? 
The answer that Calvinists (and others) give, is that Romans is 
about justification by grace alone through faith alone. Calvinists 
go on to assert that in this context of salvation, Romans 9 clearly 
teaches that God is in meticulous control of all aspects of salvation 
including how we respond.

Calvinists point toward multiple passages in this section to support 
their belief that God elects people to salvation. They show the ex-
ample of God’s choice of Isaac over Ishmael and God’s choice of 
Jacob over Esau from before their birth (9:7-13); the example of 
God’s hardening of Pharaoh’s heart, resulting in Pharaoh refusing 
to allow the Israelites to leave Egypt (9:14-18); and the inability of 
the people of Israel to recognize their Messiah (11:7-10). Perhaps 
the section that seems to most clearly support the Calvinist position 
is Chapter 9, verses 19-23:

One of you will say to me: “Then why does God still blame us? For 
who is able to resist his will?” But who are you, a human being, to 
talk back to God? “Shall what is formed say to the one who formed 
it, ‘Why did you make me like this?’” Does not the potter have the 
right to make out of the same lump of clay some pottery for special 
purposes and some for common use?

What if God, although choosing to show his wrath and make his 
power known, bore with great patience the objects of his wrath—
prepared for destruction? What if he did this to make the riches of 
his glory known to the objects of his mercy, whom he prepared in 
advance for glory – even us, whom he also called, not only from the 
Jews but also from the Gentiles?
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Arminians agree that justification by grace alone through faith alone 
is an important theme in the book of Romans. If this was all Paul 
was discussing – if Paul was explaining the process of salvation 
apart from any other context – the Calvinists would be correct in 
their assessment of Romans 9-11. However, we (the writers) see the 
status of the people of Israel as the particular context in which Paul 
discusses the topic of justification. This has important implications 
for understanding Romans 9-11.

Throughout Romans, and in Romans 9-11 in particular, Paul tackles 
the problem of God’s apparent rejection of Israel as His chosen peo-
ple, an important question as most of the Jewish people had rejected 
the Church. This brings up the question of whether God is righteous 
and faithful – if God had not fulfilled His promises to Israel, will 
He now fulfill His promises to the Church? To answer this question, 
Paul examines how God has dealt with Israel in the past, makes 
the case that God has not indeed abandoned His people, Israel, and 
affirms that ultimately when the full number of Gentiles have come 
in “all Israel will be saved” (11:26).

If we accept this framework (that Paul is discussing the position 
of Israel as God’s chosen people), a different understanding of Ro-
mans 9-11 begins to emerge. Israel’s status as God’s chosen peo-
ple is not an end in itself, but for Israel to be a blessing to all the 
peoples of the earth (Genesis 12:3), according to God’s promise to 
Abraham. Indeed, the Jews understood themselves to be keepers 
and instructors of the truth (Romans 2:19- 21). Paul establishes that 
God has the right to choose whoever He will to fulfill His promise 
and Israel’s purpose, and that this reaches its fulfillment in the per-
son of Jesus (10:4). Even in the problem that Paul tackles – Israel’s 
transgression and failure to recognize the Messiah – Gentiles were 
being blessed and grafted into God’s people (11:11-12), fulfilling 
Israel’s purpose!

Paul demonstrates that God has been faithful to His promises to 
Israel – upholding the integrity of God, and the reliability of all His 
promises.

With this in mind, God’s choices described in Romans 9-11 are 
not consignment of the individuals discussed to salvation or to re- 
probation, but rather God’s choosing them to accomplish specific 
purposes regarding Israel. God’s rejection of Esau as the heir to 
Abraham’s promise is not the same thing as God predestining Esau 
to hell. The emphasis in Romans 9 regarding Pharaoh is not eternal 
condemnation but the display of God’s power. And, the discussion 
of the pottery in verses 19-21 is not about “salvation” or “eternal 
destruction” but has to do with “special purposes” and “common-
use.” Furthermore, in verses 22-23, God’s patience with “objects 
of His wrath” is not God postponing the punishment of those He 
has already condemned to eternal destruction, as is often claimed 
by Calvinists. Rather, in Ephesians 2:3, Paul makes clear that we 
believers were ourselves once “objects of wrath;” God’s patience 
with these “objects of wrath” is that they might become “objects of 
mercy” instead.

In his argument in Romans 9-11, Paul is explaining the role of Israel 
as God’s chosen people and how this is still true in spite of the wel-
coming in of the Gentiles and the turning away of most of the people 
of Israel. In the analogy of the olive tree in Chapter 11, there is 
continuity between Israel and the Gentiles – the tree is not replaced, 
but rather, branches are grafted in. And in this very passage there are 
conditions for breaking off and for grafting in the branches: unbelief 
and faith respectively (vs. 19) – which contradicts the Calvinistic 

idea that there are no conditions to receiving the benefits of salva-
tion. It is consistent, however, with the Arminian view that while 
the offer of salvation is made unconditionally, the benefits of this 
gracious offer are only effective when received through faith alone 
(which God graciously enables, but does not force).

Universal Offer Of Salvation
Arminians believe that there are themes in the Scriptures that Cal-
vinism fails to properly account for. We very briefly address two 
here: the universal offer of salvation, and warnings against falling 
away from the faith.

Arminians do not believe that everyone will be saved, but that 
the offer of salvation is genuinely available to all. Throughout the 
Scriptures, “all,” “the world,” and “everyone” are repeatedly used 
to describe who Christ died for and who God desires to be saved 
(John 1:29, John 3:16, John 12:32, 1 Timothy 2:5-6, Hebrews 
2:9, 2 Peter 3:8-9, 1 John 2:1-2, etc.). This stands in contradic-
tion to the belief, widely-held by Calvinists, that although the cross 
would be sufficient to save all, God only offers salvation to some, 
a doctrine called “limited atonement.” This is a necessary doctrine 
for Calvinists, as they believe that God’s offer of salvation is always 
effectual: those whom God calls are unable to reject His call. Since 
it is evident that there are non-believers, the Calvinist must believe 
that God does not call everyone.

Some Calvinists have tried to explain these passages by acknow- 
ledging that God does indeed desire that all would be saved, but that 
God has a higher and better desire (usually God’s glory) that must 
take precedence. Some Calvinists have also appealed to mystery 
to explain how God can simultaneously offer salvation to all and 
effectively limit it to some. Still other Calvinists say that all people 
receive some benefit from Jesus’ death (so Jesus did indeed die for 
all), but not all are offered salvation through His death. We find that 
these attempts to reconcile the language of the universal offer of 
salvation within these texts with the Calvinistic doctrine of limited 
atonement require stretching the understanding of the texts to the 
breaking point.

One passage that Calvinists have used to justify the idea of limited 
atonement is Romans 5:12-21, where verse 17 reads, “For if, by 
the trespass of the one man, death reigned through that one man, 
how much more will those who receive God’s abundant provision 
of grace and of the gift of righteousness reign in life through the one 
man, Jesus Christ!” and verse 19 states, “through the obedience of 
the one man the many will be made righteous.” The Calvinists claim 
that this and other passages (Matthew 20:28, Matthew 26:28, John 
10:15, Ephesians 5:25) show that only some receive the benefit of 
Jesus’ death, and thus Jesus only died for some.

Arminians have no problems with the first part of the claim – only 
those who receive God’s gift of righteousness benefit from Christ’ 
death and resurrection! However, nothing in these passages indicate 
that the offer of salvation is not made to all. The assertion that Jesus 
died for a particular group of people (“the many”) does not mean 
that Jesus died for only that group of people (e.g. 1 Timothy 4:10, 
That is why we labor and strive, because we have put our hope 
in the living God, who is the Savior of all people, and especially 
of those who believe.”). On the contrary, if Jesus’ death is greater 
than Adam’s trespass (vs. 15-16), it would follow that His death 
must have some universal effect. Indeed, verse 18 states that “one  
righteous act resulted in justification and life for all people.” The 



10

Calvinist assertion that the limited beneficiaries of Jesus’ death 
proves the limited offer of salvation only makes sense if one ac-
cepts the Calvinistic premise that God’s offer of salvation cannot be 
rejected. This is a premise that Arminians do not share.

Warnings Against Falling Away
Most Arminians believe that the Scriptures teach that falling away 
from salvation is possible and clear warnings to guard against this 
are not merely hypothetical. Calvinists, on the other hand, assert 
that it is not possible for a believer to lose their salvation as this 
would be a human rejection of God’s effectual call.

In our earlier discussion of Romans, we have already noted that in 
chapter 11:19, branches were broken off because of unbelief, which 
would suggest that falling away from the faith is a possibility. There 
are other passages with more direct warnings, such as Jesus’ parable 
of the vine in John 15:1-17, where if “you do not remain in me, you 
are like a branch that is thrown away and withers; such branches are 
picked up, thrown into the fire and burned.” (v. 6), and passages with 
examples of people who have “made a shipwreck of their faith” (1 
Timothy 1:18-20). These are not isolated passages; warnings on the 
subject are numerous with 1 Corinthians 8:11; 9:11-12, Hebrews 
2:1-3; 3:12; 6:4-6; 10:26-29, James 5:19-20, and more discussing 
apostasy.

With all these Scriptural passages on falling away from the faith, 
what is the Calvinist rebuttal? There are two main Calvinist argu-
ments. The first is that those who appear to have left the faith were 
never true Christians to begin with. 1 John 2:19 states “They went 
out from us, but they did not really belong to us. For if they had 
belonged to us, they would have remained with us; but their going 
showed that none of them belonged to us.” There are a few ways 
to interpret this verse, but even if we take it to mean that this group 
were false Christians rather than genuine Christians who have left 
the faith, Arminians would argue that this passage refers to a par-
ticular group of church-leavers, and should not automatically be 
generalized to all cases.

The second major Calvinist argument appeals to passages such as 
Romans 8:38-39, which states, “For I am convinced that neither 
death nor life, neither angels nor demons, neither the present nor the 
future, nor any powers, neither height nor depth, nor anything else in 
all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God that is in 
Christ Jesus our Lord.” Other similar passages include John 10:28-
29, Ephesians 4:30, and Jude 24. These are important passages, 
and Arminians point toward these verses to show that we can be 
assured of our salvation, and that God is more than capable of safe-
guarding us. Still, we have to find a way to reconcile these teachings 
with the warnings against apostasy. The Calvinist view is that the 
warnings against apostasy are merely hypothetical or are warnings 
to those who are part of the church but are not truly elect – warnings 
that these non-elect would be unable to heed. Arminians think that a 
better way to hold these passages together is found in Jesus’ parable 
of the vine and branches – that so long as we remain in Christ and 
Christ remains in us, we are secure. Apostasy in the Arminian view 
is not something that happens accidentally, or through carelessness 
but by a deliberate choice (or series of choices) to leave the protec-
tion and security that God offers.

Of Making Exegesis there is No End, and Much Study Wearies 
the Body (cf. Ecclesiastes 12:12)
If you have made it to the end of the article, thank you for walking 

through all this exegesis with us! As we stated at the beginning, 
however, we have merely scratched the surface. Wiser and more 
learned people on both sides of the issue have studied and written in 
much more depth than we have, and still the debate persists. What 
then can and should we take away from this study?

Let us begin by stating what we don’t expect to accomplish here. We 
do not expect to settle the 400 hundred year old debate on Arminian 
and Calvinistic theology. We do not expect to convince Calvinists 
who have already studied the topic in depth and come to their con-
clusions – though we do hope that any Calvinist readers seeing this 
sort of Arminian exegesis for the first time will take a deeper look 
with an open mind.

We stated at the beginning of this article that we hope that this se-
ries of articles will help us in the Methodist Church, to understand 
our doctrinal position and the Scriptures that support it. We hope 
that those who are challenged by Calvinists on their beliefs will 
see Arminian theology as credible, and be able to articulate and 
defend it – not that we want to promote dissension and antagonism 
over this issue, but we wish our members to be confident in what 
they believe. We hope that the work we have done shows that the 
Arminian position is Biblically-based and comes out of a reverence 
for Scripture. Our Calvinist brothers and sisters may believe we 
have an incorrect understanding of the Scriptures, but we hope they 
recognize that we, like them, are attempting to be faithful to God’s 
Word. And, if you as a reader are introduced to this debate as a 
result of our writings and find yourself in the Calvinist camp after 
studying the Scriptures – we gently (maybe vigorously!) disagree 
with you, but are thankful that you have found the task of studying 
God’s Word deeply worthwhile.

Our major exegetical work for this series of articles, incomplete as 
it is, ends here. In the following article, we will discuss common 
misunderstandings about Arminian theology. Some readers have 
inquired about references for further reading. That will come in the 
fourth and final article of the series, entitled, “Where Do We Go 
From Here?”

Printed with permission from TRAC
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