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INTRO: When I graduated high school and went to college, things 
were not good for my family financially. Fortunately I had a 
scholarship to pay for LSU, but I had to cover all my other expenses 
by myself. At one point I was working four jobs: in the student 
organization office, as a part time youth intern at my church, as a math 
tutor, and as a house boy at the Chi Omega sorority house to get free 
lunch and dinner. Not to mention my main job, being an 
undergraduate student. When I got to seminary here at RTS, I had a 
similar situation. I was a full time student, and I was also blessed to 
have an internship at First Presbyterian Church to be able to pay my 
bills. But I remember eventually getting frustrated because I had lots 
of responsibilities from these two different jobs that didn’t overlap. 
While I was working for the church, things would be piling up over 
here for school. I couldn’t wait to have one job – I knew it would have 
lots of different parts, and so some similar frustrations, but at least all 
the parts would be working toward the fulfillment of my one job.  
 We are thinking together about the doctrines of grace, also 
known as the five points of Calvinism, or by the acronym TULIP. 
Now, when you hear about the five points, which summarize what the 
Bible teaches about God’s sovereignty in salvation, it’s easy to think 
that they’re like my five jobs in college: here I’m a student, my main 
job; here I’m a secretary; here I’m a youth intern; here I’m a math tutor; 
and here I’m the help for a group of sorority girls. Here’s Total 
Depravity, here’s Unconditional Election, here’s Limited Atonement, 
here’s Irresistible Grace, here’s Perseverance of the Saints – and the 
five points don’t really have anything to do with one another, they 
aren’t connected in any way, you could drop one or two if you don’t 
like them. But that is a fundamental misunderstanding of the doctrines 
of grace. In an amazing little introductory essay to John Owen’s classic 
book The Death of Death in the Death of Christ, J. I. Packer puts it like this: 
“[T]he act of setting out…five distinct points…tends to obscure the 
organic character of [the Bible’s teaching on salvation]…The five points, 
though separately stated, are really inseparable…” You see, the five 
points hang together; they’re a unity, and you really can’t reject one 
without rejecting them all. It’s like the three branches of our federal 
government; or like the various parts of a flower – if you don’t have 
all the parts, you don’t really have the thing itself; because all five of 

the doctrines of grace are really doing the same thing together, and 
making the same point about salvation. Indeed, there’s really only 
ONE point of Calvinism, one doctrine of grace, and it’s this: God 
saves sinners. And that’s what I want us to consider this morning. 
 But before I try to unpack that truth for you, let’s have story 
time for a moment. Because some of you might be wondering, “Well, 
if there’s just one point, then why are there five points?” In the 16th 
century, men like Martin Luther, Ulrich Zwingli, Henry Bullinger, 
Martin Bucer, and especially John Calvin – the Reformers – 
rediscovered the gospel of grace through their study of the word of 
God. In the Netherlands, their teaching was summarized in the Belgic 
Confession and the Heidelberg Catechism. But in 1610, the followers 
of a man named Jacob Arminius presented a Protest to the Dutch 
government, asking the state to get rid of these Calvinistic documents 
and replace them with the teachings of Arminius, which they had 
formulated into five main points. 

In 1618 (two years before the Mayflower landed on our 
shores), the Dutch Parliament called the great Synod of Dort; 
theologians from across the European continent and Great Britain met 
in the town of Dort from November 1618 till May 1619, for over 154 
sessions, examining the five points of the Arminians in the light of 
Scripture. By the end of the seven months, they had rejected Arminian 
teaching as unbiblical, and in response to the five points of 
Arminianism, the Synod of Dort wrote a five point rebuttal, which 
eventually came to be known as the Five Points of Calvinism, in honor 
of the great Reformer who had done so much to recover the doctrines 
of God’s sovereign grace. He wouldn’t be too keen on the fact that his 
named was attached to truth that Moses, Isaiah, Jesus, Paul, Augustine, 
and so many others taught. But he certainly would have agreed with 
the 19th century English Baptist pastor Charles Spurgeon, who said 
this: “[T]here is no such thing as preaching Christ and Him crucified, 
unless we preach what nowadays is called Calvinism. It is a nickname 
to call it Calvinism; Calvinism is the gospel, and nothing else. I do not 
believe we can preach the gospel, if we do not preach justification by 
faith, without works; nor unless we preach the sovereignty of God in 
His dispensation of grace; nor unless we exalt the electing, 
unchangeable, eternal, immutable, conquering love of Jehovah; nor do 
I think we can preach the gospel, unless we base it upon the special 
and particular redemption of His elect and chosen people which Christ 
wrought out upon the cross; nor can I comprehend a gospel which lets 



saints fall away after they are called, and suffers the children of God to 
be burned in the fires of damnation after having once believed in 
Jesus.” The reason Spurgeon could make such a strong statement is 
because he was zealous for the one point – God saves sinners. Or, to 
quote Jonah in the belly of the great fish, “Salvation is from the Lord.” 
That’s what it means to believe in the doctrines of grace, said Spurgeon 
(in his sermon “A Defense of Calvinism”): to believe that salvation is from the Lord and 
the Lord alone. This morning I want us to unpack the one point: what 
do we mean when we say that God saves sinners, that salvation is from 
the Lord?  
 
I. Man is unable to save himself. 
 Probably the most fundamental disagreement between those 
who agree with the doctrines of grace and those who reject them is 
found right at the very beginning – the “T”, total depravity, which we’ll 
be looking at in more detail next week. The crux of the question is, 
what has sin done to man and to man’s will? In the 5th century a man 
named Pelagius began teaching that the answer to that question was, 
not very much at all. According to Pelagianism, Adam’s sin only 
affected Adam, and so no person coming into the world was corrupted 
by sin, and so every person was perfectly free and able to choose or 
reject God. Some other theologians realized that Pelagius’ views were 
unbiblical; they said, “No, original sin is real, sin has seriously 
corrupted man.” But they also believed that man still had the ability to 
repent and believe; he’s really sick, yes, but he’s not completely 
helpless. We call this teaching Semi-Pelagianism. It’s the foundation 
of what later came to be known as Arminianism.  

You see the question – is fallen man just sick? Is there some 
pocket of goodness, pocket of ability left in fallen man and his will, 
which he can draw on in order to come to Jesus and choose Jesus when 
the gospel is presented to him? Or to ask it another way, which comes 
first, faith or being born again? Are we born again because we have 
been righteous enough and wise enough and strong enough to believe 
the gospel and trust in Jesus; or do we believe in Jesus because God 
has graciously made us alive and caused us to be born again? It was the 
great Augustine in the 5th century, and Calvin and others many 
centuries after Augustine, who rose up to declare with Paul in 
Ephesians 2, man is not just sick, man is dead in his sins and trespasses! 
He is wretched, miserable, poor, blind, and naked; guilty, powerless to 
do anything good, helpless to do anything to save himself. If man is to 

be saved, God must save Him. God must make him alive, God must 
enable him to be born again and to believe and to repent. Faith is not 
something that man has the ability to exercise if he just has enough 
information or the right arguments, a work that man can boast in; it’s 
God’s gift, given freely and undeservedly to those whom God chooses.  
 God through the prophet Ezekiel gives us two graphic pictures 
to drive home this truth of man’s helplessness. The first is in Ezekiel 
16. God says to Israel, “Your origin and your birth are from the land 
of the Canaanite, your father was an Amorite and your mother a 
Hittite. 4 As for your birth, on the day you were born your navel cord 
was not cut, nor were you washed with water for cleansing; you were 
not rubbed with salt or even wrapped in cloths. 5 No eye looked with 
pity on you to do any of these things for you, to have compassion on 
you. Rather you were thrown out into the open field, for you were 
abhorred on the day you were born. 6 When I passed by you and saw 
you squirming in your blood, I said to you while you were in your 
blood, 'Live!' Yes, I said to you while you were in your blood, 'Live!'” 
God’s people are compared to a baby born and left for dead – God 
comes to this good as dead baby, helpless, unable to do anything for 
itself, and says, Live! 
 Later in Ezekiel 37, God brings Ezekiel out into a valley filled 
with bones, and tells Ezekiel to prophesy over the bones that God is 
going to cause breath to enter so that they may come to life; He will 
put muscles on them, make flesh grow back on them, cover them with 
skin and put breath in them – and then Ezekiel sees in a vision that 
very thing happen.  
 The point of these stories is that salvation is from the Lord; 
sinners don’t save themselves, nor does God help sinners saves 
themselves; God saves sinners. Man is a heap of dry bones, an 
abandoned infant in a garbage can, dead and helpless in sin, and only 
the Lord can do anything to rescue him from his condition. Have you 
come to the point where you’ve seen your helplessness? 
 

II. The triune God works together to accomplish the salvation of 
His people. 
 When the Bible says that God saves sinners, it’s not only saying 
that God saves sinners – those who cannot save themselves or even 
contribute anything to their salvation – but also that God saves sinners: 
the triune God, the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit work together 
to sovereignly, powerfully, purposefully, lovingly rescue their chosen 



people. When you look at the original five points, the five points of 
the disciples of James Arminius, what you ultimately have is a 
powerless, purposeless, helpless Trinity working at cross purposes to 
help people help themselves. The Father’s election is conditional – He 
chooses those that He foresees will, of their own power and strength, 
believe. Jesus comes to die for everyone without exception, but his 
death doesn’t actually save anyone – it just makes salvation possible if 
people will believe; his death is unlimited in intent/extent but limited 
in power and effectiveness. And the Spirit does His best to call as many 
people as He can, but He’s really helpless because man can always resist 
and reject Him and there’s nothing He can do to make them believe. 
So you have Jesus dying for all mankind, the Spirit calling those who 
hear the gospel, and the Father choosing those who He sees will 
respond favorably – a different group in each case. And in each case 
completely ineffective and weak; there’s no guarantee that anyone will 
be saved at all, and at any point those who are “saved” can lose their 
salvation. It’s like watching the Three Stooges try to save someone.  

But this isn’t the biblical picture of salvation at all. Rather, the 
Bible teaches that before the foundation of the world, the Father 
elected a people to give to His Son as a bride; in the fullness of time, 
some 2000 years ago, the Son became a man in order to live and die 
for and save those the Father had given to Him; and in the personal 
history of each one of those whom the Father chose and for whom 
the Son died, the Holy Spirit comes and calls and draws and renews 
and regenerates and creates saving faith and repentance and new life.  
The Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit are on the same team and the 
same page. They direct their great saving acts toward the same group 
of people, and they secure the salvation of those people without fail. 
There is no doubt that they will be saved, they must be saved, they will 
not be anything but saved. Look at how Paul puts it in II Timothy 1:8-
10 – it’s God who has saved us, not according to works, but according 
to His own purpose and grace which was granted us in Christ Jesus 
from all eternity; and that grace was revealed when Christ appeared 
and secured our salvation; and in time that purpose and grace granted 
and revealed we are made to experience, as He saves and calls us with 
a holy calling through His Holy Spirit (not explicitly mentioned here). 
We see the same thing in Romans 8:28-30 – those who are chosen, 
who are foreknown, necessarily are called, justified, and glorified. The 
triune God does everything from first to last that is involved in saving 

sinners – He plans, He achieves, He applies, He keeps. Which brings 
me to my last point… 
 
III. God gets all the glory in the salvation of His people. 
 You see, if man really isn’t that helpless, if God chose me 
because He saw that I would choose Him, if Jesus just made salvation 
possible for people who are smart enough and holy enough to have 
faith, if faith is something that man produces by and from himself and 
is his contribution to his salvation, and if believers must keep 
themselves in a state of grace, then in the end part of the glory and 
praise rightly belongs to man. Do you remember what Maria sang in 
The Sound of Music, as she danced with the Captain? “Nothing comes 
from nothing, nothing ever could; so somewhere in my youth or 
childhood, I must have done something good.” If the doctrines of 
grace are wrong, then there must be at least some degree of truth in 
this song as we think about the cause of salvation. At some point, my 
salvation can be credited to something I did. And by nature we want 
the credit, don’t we?  
 Yet even the world knows that we can’t take credit for our 
successes. Think about athletes interviewed after a big win, or actors 
who win a prestigious award. They thank God and their coaches and 
teammates and parents and agents and directors and producers and 
fellow actors. If someone were to stand up and say, “Yep, I’m the best, 
and it’s about time you all figured that out. I’m glad that everyone 
knows it now,” then we would all get very embarrassed for them. Now, 
if athletes can give the glory to God for all their athletic prowess and 
skill, how much more does God deserve all the glory for our salvation? 
On the last day, God isn’t going to share His glory with any man. 
Salvation is from the Lord. God saves sinners. 
 And here’s the thing – no matter what we may say at times with 
our lips, every Christian knows and believes this. J. I. Packer, in his 
book Evangelism and the Sovereignty of God, reminds us that every time 
true Christians pray we show that we believe that God is sovereign in 
salvation: first, because we thank God for our own salvation, and 
second, because we pray for the salvation of others. We don’t thank 
ourselves, & we don’t ask God to help people save themselves – rather, 
we acknowledge that God gets the credit for saving us, & that if He 
doesn’t act to save our friends and family, they are irretrievably lost.  

It’s also the case that we can’t even take credit for knowing and 
believing the doctrines of grace! God by His Spirit is the one who has 



revealed it to us by grace, even as He is the one who has saved us by 
grace. It’s so easy to grow prideful in your knowledge of the truth, to 
look down on those who do not believe the truth – yet how sadly ironic 
to grow prideful about truth that teaches that God gets all the glory 
and credit in our salvation, truth that is designed to humble us to the 
dust.  

Ultimately, what the doctrines of grace remind us is that 
salvation isn’t really about us at all. He saves us for His glory, to the 
praise of the glory of His grace, because He is the one most worthy of 
all praise. The Father would have been just to consign us all to hell for 
our sin; but He has chosen an innumerable company to bring out of 
sin and misery and into salvation, not because we are good and lovable, 
but because He has loved us – and even more because He has loved 
His Son. When we think about the incarnation, we tend to think about 
God giving His Son to and for sinners. But the more we study the 
doctrines of grace, the more we will come to realize that something 
even more glorious is going on. The Father isn’t merely giving His Son 
to and for us; He has given us to His Son. If you are a believer this day, 
then you are a love gift from the Father to His Son; you have been 
promised to the Son from before times eternal, and in time the Son 
came to die to purchase you to be His very own possession, His 
glorious bride, and the Spirit came to apply that work to your life, so 
that the Son might be loved and adored. The mystery of sovereign 
election is the mystery of intra-Trinitarian love, and the more we 
meditate on this one point, that God saves sinners, the more we will 
be lost in wonder, love and praise. God’s glory is the point.  

As the WCF puts it, “The doctrine of this high mystery of 
predestination is to be handled with special prudence and care, that 
men, attending the will of God revealed in his Word, and yielding 
obedience thereunto, may, from the certainty of their effectual 
vocation, be assured of their eternal election. So shall this doctrine 
afford matter of praise, reverence, and admiration of God; and of 
humility, diligence, and abundant consolation to all that sincerely obey 
the gospel.” May God make it increasingly so today and in the coming 
weeks. 
 
 
 


