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4. Grounding Doctrine of  Salvation in our “Now” 

What is God like? 

Our understanding of salvation reflects our understanding of fundamental questions about the nature of God 
and how he relates to his Creation. For some, God is understood to be Sovereign (holiness and power) who 
exercises his power to ensure that all things happen according to his will (either active or permissive). I am not 
persuaded by this as I consider that sin is evil precisely because it is against the will of God. The suggestion that 
sin might be against the revealed will of God but not the secret will of God, which can only be known by 
seeing what actually happens, is (IMHO!) a form of fatalism that reduces the glory of the creative God who can 
work all things, including evil, for our good.  

The philosophy of compatibilism – the belief that genuine free will and determinism are not inherently at 
odds; that our actions can be causally determined by the will of God without depriving us of the free exercise of 
our will – is a necessary belief of those who hold both the view that God determines all things according to his 
will and yet God is not the determinant cause of evil in the world. 

In my view, God is love and invites us, humbly and with the risk of rejection, into a relationship with him. This 
means that God is Sovereign in ensuring that ultimately the story of creation will reach its intended end 
(salvation) by his willingness to act and suffer within the story, not by his external manipulation of all the actors 
in the story. This form of sovereign rule does not mean that each individual will be saved, for whether we 
participate in God’s salvation depends on whether we respond to God’s free offer of salvation, but it does mean 
that we cannot put off God’s day of Salvation (and Judgment).  

For some, this highlights a fundamental contrast in how we understand salvation. Is salvation monergistic (God 
is the sole actor in achieving salvation) or synergistic (God invites the cooperation of “the other” in achieving 
salvation)? Raising the question in this form, which lies behind much of the Reformation debates between 
Catholics and Protestants and between Calvinists and Wesley-Arminians, is problematic because the relational 
framework has been lost. The relational framework invites us to start with “in the beginning God…”, 
recognising the sole responsibility for each person’s salvation belongs to the unmerited gift of God while also 
recognising that it is a gift of love that must be received and responded to. We are invited to react for we are not 
capable of acting; it is because God first loves us that we can love at all. 

1 Timoth 4:9-10 The saying is sure and worthy of full acceptance. For to this end we toil and suffer 
reproach, because we have our hope set on the living God, who is the Saviour of all people, especially of 
those who believe.  

2 Peter 3:9 The Lord is not slow about his promise, as some think of slowness, but is patient with you, 
not wanting any to perish but all to come to repentance.  

Exploring key Questions through a Relational review of TULIP 

While there are many strands and nuances within Reformed (Calvinist) theology, it is generally agreed that a 
useful teaching tool for explaining its basic structure is TULIP. 

Total 
Depravity 

All humans are dead (without a spiritual 
pulse) because of our inherited sinfulness 
and, therefore, unable to respond to God’s 
love or his call. God must first make us alive 
(regeneration) before we can repent and 
believe. 

We are sinners (estranged from God) whose 
“free will” is bound by Sin and Death. 
However, Common Grace freely shared 
with all allows us to freely response to God’s 
call. Grace gives us a spiritual pulse. 



Exploring the Meaning and Practice of Salvation (07 November 2023) 

Prepared by Stephen Spence (draft: 7/11/2023 2:37:00 PM) 

2 

Original Sin: We sin because we are sinners. 
All children of Adam, inherit sinfulness. 

All are sinners (estranged from God) but 
being a sinner does not mean that we are no 
longer in the image of God (capable of 
relating to God). 

 
Unconditional 
Election 

 

God chooses which individuals will be saved 
(and the rest are left to the righteous 
judgement of their own sins), without 
reference to foreknowledge of the person’s 
actions or faith choices. 

Jesus is the Elect One, salvation in only in 
Jesus. Election is about the means of 
salvation, not the who. (This is NOT the 
view that God elects to salvation those he 
forsees as having faith.) 

Limited 
Atonement 

 

Only the sins of the elect (or the foreknown) 
are forgiven in the cross.  

All sin is forgiven, the only thing that stands 
between us and God is a refusal to accept 
that forgiveness. 

Irresistible 
Grace 

 

God regenerates us without our 
cooperation. God’s grace is a sovereign act 
and cannot be resisted or accepted. God 
always achieves the desired result of his 
grace. (An offer we cannot refuse!) 

Enabling Grace. As God reaches out to us, 
we are enabled/enlivened to respond. He 
breathes warmth into our cold hearts. 
However, we can harden our hearts against 
the Spirit’s call. 

Perseverance 
of the Saints 

 

All who God has unconditionally elected 
and irresistibly graced will persevere to the 
end. If they do not, then it must mean they 
were never among the elect. 

Kept in relationship by God’s love not by 
our faithful communion. But it remains 
possible for a believer to reject God’s 
salvation. 

Saved by Faith (pisitis) through Grace (charis) 

1. Verses like Ephesians 2:8-10, have shaped the Protestant imagination, “For by grace you have been saved 
through faith, and this is not your own doing; it is the gift of God—not the result of works, so that no one 
may boast. For we are what he has made us, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared 
beforehand so that we may walk in them.” 

1.1. The New Living Translation translates verses 8-9 in a way that many of us have been taught to read it, 
“God saved you by his grace when you believed. And you can’t take credit for this; it is a gift from 
God. Salvation is not a reward for the good things we have done, so none of us can boast about it.” 
This translates pistis as “when you believed,” contrasting it with “good things we have done” and 
ensures that even our believing is an action of God’s grace. 

2. [K. Snodgrass] The Greek word lying behind the English word “faith” is pistis. Pistis can sometimes be used 
for belief in the facts of a matter, but- usually it points to much more. It was not particularly a religious word 
in the Hellenistic Greek world and most often had to do with relations in business and political contexts. It 
is most of all a relational word having to do with trust and pledges of trust and is not about what we do with 
our minds. It is about how one acts in a relation. Consequently, it often carries connotations of faithfulness, 
loyalty, fidelity, allegiance, reliability, trustworthiness, commitment, confidence, proof, and pledge. For 
example, in the NRSV translation of Titus 2:10, slaves are asked “to show complete and perfect fidelity 
[pistis].” Not surprisingly, then, and for good reason, some scholars and urge translating New 
Testament occurrences of pistis with “loyalty” (N.K. Gupta) or “allegiance” (M.W. Bates).  

2.1. Faith is certainly not a no-obligation acceptance of God’s free gift of salvation.  
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2.2. Faith is not an intellectual agreement with the doctrines of the Christian Church (the Faith). 

2.3. Faith is not absolute certainty. Doubt, therefore, is not the opposite of faith. It is possible to doubt 
even the existence of God or the love of God, while maintaining our loyalty/allegiance to God. 

2.4. The NT speaks of faith in the “name of Jesus” and of confessing “Jesus is Lord” as leading to salvation. 
E.g., Romans 10:9-13, 

“if you confess with your mouth that Jesus is Lord and believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you 
will be saved. For one believes with the heart, leading to righteousness, and one confesses with the mouth, leading to 
salvation. The scripture says, ‘No one who believes in him will be put to shame.’ For there is no distinction between 
Jew and Greek; the same Lord is Lord of all and is generous to all who call on him. For ‘everyone who calls on the 
name of the Lord shall be saved.’ 

However, these verses and similar verses, are addressed to people who have heard the gospel of Jesus 
in a contested environment in which many Jewish followers of Jesus still believe that Gentiles, even if 
they express faith in Jesus, must become Jewish (through Circumcision and Torah) if they are to be 
numbered among the people of God (i.e., saved). These type of verses should not be used to so 
drastically limit the general theme of Scripture that God desires for all to be saved and come to know 
(relationally, not abstractly know about) him. 

3.  The Greek word charis was NOT originally a religious term, and charis certainly lacked the contemporary 
religious understanding of it as a “free gift” –unmerited and without obligation. Paul saw the Christ event as 
God’s gracious gift to both Jews and, shockingly, to Gentiles. This leads Paul to conclude that God’s grace 
disregards any “pre-existent classification of worth,” whether Jew or Greek, slave or free, male and female 
(Gal 3:28). Christians are united by faith in Christ – “the mark of their orientation to the event of Christ, 
which is the source of their ‘newness of life’” (Barclay).  

3.1. Paul’s contrast between faith and works is not a concern with someone trying to earn their way to 
heaven, but a rejection of any status other than being united by faith in Christ as marking a person as 
worthy to receive grace. The opposite of faith, for the Apostle, is privileged status not good works. 

3.2. The Apostle “expects baptism to create new life-orientation… The gift needs to realized in 
unconventional practices or it ceases to have meaning as a gift It creates new modes of obedience to 
God, which arises from the gift as ‘return’ to God… Judgment ‘according to works’ does not entail new 
and incompatible principle of soteriology; it indicates that the gift has had its intended effect in 
embedding new standards of worth in the practice of those it transforms.” (Barclay) 

4. Grace is relational – God gives Godself. we are enveloped by Godself 

4.1. In the giving of grace God gives to us himself in a relationship of love, not some impersonal power that 
we can use or abuse. That is, grace brings us into the divine life – theosis.  

Is God angry with me and my ongoing struggles and my lack of Sanctification? 

“We have transgressed and rebelled, and you have not forgiven. You have wrapped yourself with anger and 
pursued us, killing without pity; you have wrapped yourself with a cloud so that no prayer can pass through. 
You have made us filth and rubbish among the peoples” (Lamentations 3:42–45). 

1. There is a distinction between being in Union with God (an unwavering reality) and feeling that we are in 
communion with God (a common experience). 

2. Kevin De Young, Impossible Christianity: Why Following Jesus Does Not Mean You Have to Change the World, Be an 
Expert in Everything, Accept Spiritual Failure, and Feel Miserable Pretty Much All the Time. (2023) 

2.1. Consider “Jesus is Coming Again – Look busy!” 
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2.2. [CT Review] The apostle Paul described the Christian life as a race, but to many believers it feels more 
like a punishing obstacle course. Fearing they’ll never be able to do enough or give enough or be 
enough, they see themselves as spiritual failures. But Scripture offers good news: even in ordinary life, 
Christians can be faithful, fruitful, and pleasing to God. De Young’s book, Impossible Christianity, 
reassures readers that they don’t need to feel a collective sense of guilt for sins in the past and solve 
every societal problem in the present… De Young points to the pleasure it is possible to experience, 
even now, in serving a kindly and merciful God. Indeed, this pleasure "is one of the main motivations 
of the Christian life." Finishing off a to-do list is not the call. Rather, the sort of person you become as 
you try to obey God is what brings you joy and makes him happy. 

2.3. Loving God will lead to us obeying God. Striving to obey God can get in the way of us loving God. 
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The Order of  Salvation (Ordo Salutis) 

Ordo salutis emphasises points/stages in the (abstract) doctrine of Salvation. It is better to speak of via salutis (the 
way of salvation) which emphasises the relationship of Salvation as an ongoing  process. 

1) This discussion concerns how the Holy Spirit is involved in the various movements/process of a person’s 
relationship with God (i.e., salvation). 

2) The Reformed view of the ordo salutis identifies various sequential stages of the salvation journey. However, it 
is commonly noted that “some of these experiences are synchronous, and the stages in such cases must be 
regarded as of logical rather than chronological sequence” (Collins, EDT). 

• [common grace, general call] 
• Effectual calling [including illumination, conviction, enablement] 
• Regeneration 
• [repentance and] Faith [God’s non-refusable gift] 
• Justification 
• Sanctification 
• [Perseverance and] Glorification. 

3) The Wesleyan view of the ordo salutis (emphasising relational response, therefore, not monergistic) 

• prevenient Grace (the grace that “goes before”) 
• Convicting of the Holy Spirit (leading to repentance) 
• Justification  
• Regenerating and assuring (initial)  
• ongoing convicting leading to entire Sanctification 
• Glorification. 

4) Grenz insightfully suggests that the order of salvation should be viewed teleologically (in light of its purpose) 
not chronologically. Glorification is “the primary goal of God’s saving activity” and all the “stages” 
must be seen in light of the end. Only when we reach the end, does the beginning and the process 
towards the end, gain significance. In this manner, our salvation, which is effected by the work of the Spirit, 
is surrounded by the eternity of the triune God, who we will praise throughout all eternity as participants of 
the great community of the redeemed” (Grenz, 599). 

a)  “If we follow the consensus…and no longer try to relate these terms in a consecutive scheme (‘called’ 
before ‘justified’ before ‘born anew’ before ‘sanctified,’ etc.), we may recognize that they are in fact 
synonyms – varied ways of pointing to the same reality, windows upon one new life, one journey all 
must take, one new friendship with the risen Christ” (McClendon, p.121). 

5) The experience of salvation understood relationally - When does love begin in a relationship? 

Seeking/Wooing Initiated by God (call, convicting, illuminating) 

Responding God is in relationship with persons not structures (faith, repentance).  

Transforming Does not leave us in the situation we were previously (justification, sanctification) 

Communal In relationally joining with God, we join with one another 

Restorative Will make new what was lost in the Fall (glorification, cosmic salvation) 

6) We need to emphasise the object transformative elements in the relational progress (e.g., from death to life, 
union with God) and not just the gradual progress.  

a) We are always in union with God, even if we do not always feel in communion with God. 
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Conversions. 
1) If the Evangelical movement is about anything, it is about the call to conversion to Christ (Olsen). Not just a 

call to be saved, but to be converted from a position of hostility or indifference to God (repentance) to a 
personal allegiance to Jesus (faith). Grenz argues, “We may define conversion as that life-changing 
encounter with the Triune God which inaugurates a radical break with our old, fallen existence and a new 
life in fellowship with God. This transforming encounters with God lies at the foundation of our Christian 
experience. Despite its centrality to our faith, however, conversion remains a mystery. [Much like biological 
life itself.] Exactly how the “great transaction” transpires – how God brings us to know him – is beyond our 
comprehension.” 

2) At its heart, conversion is an orientation towards Jesus rather than a set of describable actions performed by 
an individual. That is, it is the turning to Jesus (rather than saying the “sinner’s prayer”) that is the moment 
of conversion. This orientation towards Jesus is distinct from who we are or how moral we are. 

3) Conversion is a process; only in an abstract conversation can it be conceived of as an event. Conversion 
involves gaining a new identity centred upon Jesus. Therefore, conversion must be an ongoing process 
because as we progress through life we as continually reforming our identity. “Conversion is a process, it is 
not a goal, not a product we consume. And it’s a bodily process, not only an emotional or intellectual one… 
We know what happens when we have stability without conversion; we end up stagnant…” (K. Norris, 42). 

4) Conviction of sin is a part of the work of the Spirit that precedes repentance (John 16:8). It is a part of 
God’s gracious call. The recognition that Jesus is Lord is also a part of the Spirit’s convicting work (1Cor 
12:3). There is a time of entering into the family of God, but it is only a specific event in the sense that it is 
part of the movement from self to God. In the NT this is generally accompanied by baptism (e.g., Acts 
10:47). 

5) Conversion is a social process – only abstractly can it be considered “individual.” It is better to say that 
conversion is personal rather than that it is individual. Conversion “never occurs in isolation” (Grenz). 
“Christian conversion is, in fact, incarnational; it is worked out by each individual within the community of 
faith” (Kathleen Norris). We cannot change our relationship with God without changing our relationship to 
those who are in relationship with God – church, humanity, and the world. 

6) Conversion means taking a place within the community of God’s people. It is a sociological as well as a 
religious process. “The connection between conversion and incorporation into the community is evident in 
the process of identity formation… In conversion the story of the Christian community becomes the 
context for reorientation of our personal story” (Grenz). The community of God’s people (the church) both 
proclaims the gospel and incorporates people into the faith (marked by baptism). 

7) When conceived of relationally, salvation can only be achieved in an open acceptance of the encounter 
initiated by God. I am saved only by the grace of God. I can do nothing to bring it about. It is not 
synergistic. But unless it is received (by faith) I am not saved. God offers me a relationship that he will not 
force upon me. I cannot make it happen. But I can receive it. It is not monergistic. It is relational. McKnight 
cites Jaroslav Pelikan, “For, as Augustine says, God does not rape; God woos, and therefore God will take 
his chances on winning or losing and will finally prefer to let someone be lost rather than to interfere with 
the sacredness of the human being.” This is why Hell must be understood as an expression of God’s love 
rather than of his insatiable wrath. 

8) There is no paradigmatic biblical conversion experience. The experience of the Apostle Paul is atypical; Scot 
McKnight suggests that Peter’s conversion is more typical but it is still not intended to be paradigmatic. 
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Some Testing Questions to Explore 

If “Good Works” don’t save me then why is there a judgment of works? 

 

 

How can I know if I am saved? 

 

 

Can I lose my salvation? 

 

 

Why should I prioritise sharing the gospel with others? 

 

 

Can I pray for someone (family or friends) to be saved? 

 

 

What is the best way to share the gospel with others? 

 

 

The Doctrine of Salvation is best told as a Story 
 

1) From Genesis to Revelation – at home with God 

2) The Gospels Story of the Coming King Jesus 

3) The Parable of the Lost Son 

  

The Father Welcomes 
the Prodigal Home, 

Luke 15 
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A Prayer: An Eternal Journey Begins in Darkness 

In the darkness of our souls a light flashes – revealing our pride and alienation. 

In the graveyard stillness of our souls a whisper is heard – calling us home. 

 

We struggle to see, but our blindness defeats us. 

We strain to hear, but our deafness constrains us. 

 

Again the light, its illumination steadier, our skeletons revealed. 

Again the whisper, its echo reverberating with hope. 

 

We turn – towards the light, towards the whisper. 

The steady illumination lights a path. 

The clear call draws us forward. 

 

We are committed.   

The past is abandoned, a future – still unknown – is embraced. 

The light is true – darkness was death. 

The voice is life – silence was false. 

 

“In the beginning was the Word” (Jn 1:1) 

“The true light that gives light to every person has come into my world” (Jn 1:9) 

 

Our soul cries – we have taken our first breath. 

A new life. 

A new family. 

An eternal future – eternal newness. 

 

Amen 
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