WHEN DID CALVINISM BEGIN?
by Jack Cottrell
QUESTION: I have a question about the historical nature of
Calvinism. One of my points with my Calvinist friends has been
that you really don’t see the doctrines of T-U-L-I-P until
Augustine. To me that is compelling stuff. If Paul meant total
depravity and all that the way Calvinists believe it, then you would
think you would find that in the early church fathers. Do you find
that argument compelling? I recently read a blog that basically said
the ideas of Calvinism are all throughout the early church fathers.
What do you think?
ANSWER: You are definitely correct. None of the five points
was present in Christendom until Augustine. Total depravity and
its negation of free will are the keystone doctrines of “Calvinism,”
being the logical starting point for the other four points. I have
studied this quite a bit, and have found that the pre-Augustinian
church fathers taught the opposite of the five points. Augustine
created this system. I think this is a very important point.
I have discussed this briefly in my essay, “The Classic
Arminian View of Election,” in the book, Perspectives on Election:
Five Views, ed. Chad Brand (Broadman & Holman, 2006), pp.
93ff. What follows is from those pages. In accordance with the
subject of this book, my comments are focused on the doctrine of
predestination.
The classic Arminian view of predestination, in essence, says
that the omniscient God foreknew all who would of their own free
choice trust in his saving grace; and on the basis of that
foreknowledge he predestined them to eternal life. He likewise
foreknew all who would not trust him for salvation, and justly
predestined them to eternal condemnation. Though this is called
“the Arminian view,” it has actually been present in Christian
thought almost from the beginning.
Philip Schaff observes that up until Augustine, all the Greek
fathers “had only taught a conditional predestination, which they
made dependent on the foreknowledge of the free acts of men.”[1]

Some second-century fathers acknowledged God’s foreknowledge,
[2] with “The Shepherd of Hermas” relating it to predestination in
a general way. In explaining why all do not repent, he says that to
those whose hearts God “saw were about to become pure, and who
were about to serve him with all their heart, he gave repentance;
but to those whose deceit and wickedness he saw, who were about
to repent hypocritically, he did not give repentance.”[3] At about
the same time Justin Martyr speaks of the end times as the time
when “the number of those who are foreknown by Him as good
and virtuous is complete.”[4] Equating Scripture with the mind of
God, Justin says, “But if the word of God foretells that some
angels and men shall be certainly punished, it did so because it
foreknew that they would be unchangeably [wicked], but not
because God had created them so.”[5]
In the third century A.D. Origen strongly defends God’s
foreknowledge in reference to predictive prophecy, saying that it
does not affect free will since it is not causative and implies only
the simple futurity of an event, not its necessity.[6] He says that
Romans 8:29 shows “that those whom God foreknew would
become the kind to conform themselves to Christ by their
sufferings, he even predestined them to be conformed and similar
to his image and glory. Therefore there precedes a foreknowledge
of them, through which is known what effort and virtue they will
possess in themselves, and thus predestination follows, yet
foreknowledge should not be considered the cause of
predestination.”[7]
Fourth-century writers affirming this view include
Ambrosiaster, who says, “Those who are called according to the
promise are those whom God knew would believe in the
future.”[8] Concerning Jacob and Esau in Romans 9:11
Ambrosiaster says, “Therefore, knowing what each of them would
become, God said: The younger will be worthy and the elder
unworthy. In his foreknowledge he chose the one and rejected the
other.”[9] Also, “Those whom God foreknew would believe in him
he chose to receive the promises.”[10] Another fourth-century
writer, Diodore of Tarsus, says God does not show mercy to one
and harden another “by accident, for it was according to the power

of his foreknowledge that he gave to each one his due.”[11]
As Harry Buis notes,[12] even Augustine in his earlier writing
shared this thinking before he arrived at what would become
known as the Calvinist view. Pelagius and his disciples continued
to emphasize the predestination-by-foreknowledge view. Pelagius
says, “Those whom God knew in advance would believe, he
called.”[13] He says Romans 9:15 means, “I will have mercy on
him whom I have foreknown will be able to deserve
compassion.”[14] In the years following the rift between
Augustine and Pelagius, the semi-Pelagians rejected Augustine’s
new deterministic view of predestination and continued to
emphasize “a predestination to salvation conditioned on the
foreknowledge of faith.”[15] For example, John Cassian taught
that “God’s predestination must be in the light of what He foresees
is going to be the quality of our behaviour,” as Kelly summarizes
it.[16] Commenting on Romans 8:29-30 Theodoret of Cyr (d. 466)
says, “God did not simply predestine; he predestined those whom
he foreknew.” I.e., “those whose intention God foreknew he
predestined from the beginning.”[17]
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