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SEMI-PELAGIANISM[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Banner of Truth; Monergism; “Chosen By God,” R.C. Sproul; The Cripplegate.] 


· Thus, the death of Pelagius was not the end of his aberrant theology.

· Not only were there still those who followed him, but there were those who tried to develop a “middle way” between the biblical teaching of original sin, human free will, and the sovereign grace of God in salvation.

· In South Gaul, there were monks who taught that human nature had been damaged by the Fall, making it difficult for people to choose to do good, but that nevertheless it was possible for man, with divine help, to choose good. 

· Among these were the theologians John Cassian and Vincentius of Lerins. 

· If the biblical image is of man “dead in trespasses and sins” (Eph. 2:1; Col. 2:13), the Semi-pelagian view is that man is injured, maybe even half-dead, but still able to respond to God on his own. 

· Semi-pelagianism is a theological position midway between Pelagianism and the biblical doctrine of God’s sovereign grace in salvation (the position of Augustine). 

· Pelagianism held that salvation is accomplished by the power of human free-will.

· Augustine, influenced by the New Testament, ascribed salvation (including election, effectual call, regeneration, justification, preservation, and glorification) wholly to God's grace.

· Semi-pelagianism taught that salvation was initiated by God's grace, but depended for its effect and finality on human cooperation.

· This attempt to soften Pelagianism, while not abandoning it totally, is called Semi-pelagianism. 

· It failed because it did not address the basic questions raised by the controversy. 


THE COUNCIL OF ORANGE

· Semi-pelagianism also was condemned, at the Council of Orange in 529. 

· Council of Orange (529 AD) Canons 4-8

· CANON 4. If anyone maintains that God awaits our will to be cleansed from sin, but does not confess that even our will to be cleansed comes to us through the infusion and working of the Holy Spirit, he resists the Holy Spirit himself who says through Solomon, "The will is prepared by the Lord" (Prov. 8:35, LXX), and the salutary word of the Apostle, "For God is at work in you, both to will and to work for his good pleasure" (Phil. 2:13).

· CANON 5. If anyone says that not only the increase of faith but also its beginning and the very desire for faith, by which we believe in Him who justifies the ungodly and comes to the regeneration of holy baptism -- if anyone says that this belongs to us by nature and not by a gift of grace, that is, by the inspiration of the Holy Spirit amending our will and turning it from unbelief to faith and from godlessness to godliness, it is proof that he is opposed to the teaching of the Apostles, for blessed Paul says, "And I am sure that he who began a good work in you will bring it to completion at the day of Jesus Christ" (Phil. 1:6). And again, "For by grace you have been saved through faith; and this is not your own doing, it is the gift of God" (Eph. 2:8). For those who state that the faith by which we believe in God is natural make all who are separated from the Church of Christ by definition in some measure believers.

· CANON 6. If anyone says that God has mercy upon us when, apart from his grace, we believe, will, desire, strive, labor, pray, watch, study, seek, ask, or knock, but does not confess that it is by the infusion and inspiration of the Holy Spirit within us that we have the faith, the will, or the strength to do all these things as we ought; or if anyone makes the assistance of grace depend on the humility or obedience of man and does not agree that it is a gift of grace itself that we are obedient and humble, he contradicts the Apostle who says, "What have you that you did not receive?" (1 Cor. 4:7), and, "But by the grace of God I am what I am" (1 Cor. 15:10).

· CANON 7. If anyone affirms that we can form any right opinion or make any right choice which relates to the salvation of eternal life, as is expedient for us, or that we can be saved, that is, assent to the preaching of the gospel through our natural powers without the illumination and inspiration of the Holy Spirit, who makes all men gladly assent to and believe in the truth, he is led astray by a heretical spirit, and does not understand the voice of God who says in the Gospel, "For apart from me you can do nothing" (John 15:5), and the word of the Apostle, "Not that we are competent of ourselves to claim anything as coming from us; our competence is from God" (2 Cor. 3:5).

· CANON 8. If anyone maintains that some are able to come to the grace of baptism by mercy but others through free will, which has manifestly been corrupted in all those who have been born after the transgression of the first man, it is proof that he has no place in the true faith. For he denies that the free will of all men has been weakened through the sin of the first man, or at least holds that it has been affected in such a way that they have still the ability to seek the mystery of eternal salvation by themselves without the revelation of God. The Lord himself shows how contradictory this is by declaring that no one is able to come to him "unless the Father who sent me draws him" (John 6:44), as he also says to Peter, "Blessed are you, Simon Bar-Jona! For flesh and blood has not revealed this to you, but my Father who is in heaven" (Matt. 16:17), and as the Apostle says, "No one can say 'Jesus is Lord' except by the Holy Spirit" (1 Cor. 12:3).

· While Augustine, following the Bible, placed the whole work of salvation, from beginning to end, in the hands of God, the Semi-pelagians tried to parcel out responsibility. 

· Perhaps most ruinously, they founded God’s election on foreseen faith in the believer, thus making it man, not God, who begins the work of salvation. In other words, the contemporary adage, “God looked forward into time, and saw that you would choose him, thus, he responded by choosing you.”

THE MEDIEVAL CHURCH

· In spite of the vigorous condemnation of Pelagius, and the decision of the Council of Orange, a form of Semi-pelagianism slowly became the standard teaching of the Western Catholic Church during the middle ages, more by accident than design. 

· The historian J.W.C. Wand generously described it as “Semi-Augustinianism.” 

· Formally the verdict of Orange was accepted, yet the idea that man has in some sense free will to choose God was taken almost as a self-evident part of theology. 

· This was not without challenges, as Augustine remained highly respected as a Doctor of the Church, even if one who was little read at times. 

· While Augustine was firm in his teaching that salvation is all of God, medieval theology with its elaborate sacramental system made it a matter of cooperation between man and God, though with God taking the initiative. 

· The unbiblical idea of a “prevenient grace” (i.e. a grace that goes before) which God gives to allow all people to believe arose. 

EXCURSUS: PREVENIENT GRACE

· Prevenient grace is an essential component of Arminian and Semi-pelagian theology. 

· Wesleyan Thomas C. Oden: Prevenient grace is "...the grace that begins to enable one to choose further to cooperate with saving grace. By offering the will the restored capacity to respond to grace, the person then may freely and increasingly become an active, willing participant in receiving the conditions for justification."[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Thomas C. Oden, John Wesley's Scriptural Christianity (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1994), p. 243.] 


· John Wesley: "Human beings are totally incapable of responding to God without God first empowering them to have faith. This empowerment is known as ‘Prevenient Grace.’ Prevenient grace doesn't save us but, rather, comes before anything that we do, drawing us to God, making us want to come to God, and enabling us to have faith in God. Prevenient Grace is Universal, in as much as all humans receive it, regardless of their having heard of Jesus. It is manifested in the deep-seated desire of most humans to know God."[footnoteRef:3] [3:  https://www.monergism.com/topics/arminianism/prevenient-grace] 


· Everyone receives prevenient grace. 

· Millard Erickson: "It is here that many Arminians, recognizing human inability as taught in the Scripture, introduce the concept of prevenient grace, which is believed to have a universal effect nullifying the noetic results of sin, thus making belief possible. The problem is that there is no clear and adequate basis in Scripture for this concept of universal enablement."[footnoteRef:4] [4:   Millard Erickson, Christian Theology (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 1985), p. 925.] 


· Thomas Schreiner: "Prevenient grace is attractive because it solves so many problems, but it should be rejected because it cannot be exegetically vindicated."[footnoteRef:5] [5:  https://www.monergism.com/topics/arminianism/prevenient-gracemillard] 


· One illustration from Roger Olson: In our natural state, we are like a dead man lying in a hole. Then, God's prevenient grace is like water slowly poured into the hole. If man will simply relax, not resist, and allow himself, he can float on the water and be lifted by the water of prev. grace to the top of the hole.

· Arminians hold that prevenient grace and its movements prepares the depraved for regeneration and repentance. 

· Along these lines, some hold that the preparatory movement of prevenient grace can be resisted and, thus, must be not resisted by their own decision, or will. Man must cooperate with that movement of grace. There is a problem here, which I attempted to briefly address in the post about man's ability to resist or decide savingly. If a man can resist that grace, then he possesses inherent ability to stiff-arm God's act of predestining him. So, in eternity past, God may have predestined him, but, by resisting prevenient grace, the past predestining effectually seems to get undone.

· It should be emphasized however that there always remained in the Western Catholic Church a stream of thought that was more Biblical, and it was this stream which was to come to the surface at the Reformation.
· It should be observed that there are some slight differences between the two systems (though there are many similarities): 

· Semi-pelagianism

While not denying the necessity of grace for salvation, Semi-pelagianism holds that the first steps towards the Christian life are ordinarily taken by the human will and that God’s grace followed later.

· Arminianism

This teaching derives from the Remonstrance of 1610, an arrangement of the teachings of Jacob Arminius (1559-1609). In contrast to Semi-pelagianism, Arminianism teaches that the first steps of grace are taken by God.

Here are the 3rd and 4th articles of five to show how the system seems to approach biblical Calvinism, but still leaves man with a morsel of righteousness.

It affirms that unregenerate man can think spiritual thoughts, perceive the beauty and excellency of Christ, create affections for Him, and thus turn in faith to Him, apart from the quickening of the Holy Spirit.

It follows that prevenient grace places the sinner in a semi-regenerate-like state. The following Arminian articles of the Remonstrance (theological propositions advanced in 1610 by followers of Jacobus Arminius who had died in 1609) affirm that God's grace is always resistible, therefore, when one believes, it is not grace which makes one to differ from another person, but naturally produced faith:

III. That man has not saving grace of himself, nor of the working of his own free-will, inasmuch as in his state of apostasy and sin he can for himself and by himself think nothing that is good--nothing, that is, truly good, such as saving faith is, above all else. But that it is necessary that by God, in Christ and through his Holy Spirit he be born again and renewed in understanding, affections and will and in all his faculties, that he may be able to understand, think, will, and perform what is truly good, according to the Word of God [John 15:5].

IV. That this grace of God is the beginning, the progress and the end of all good; so that even the regenerate man can neither think, will nor effect any good, nor withstand any temptation to evil, without grace precedent (or prevenient), awakening, following and co-operating. So that all good deeds and all movements towards good that can be conceived in through must be ascribed to the grace of God in Christ. But with respect to the mode of operation, grace is not irresistible; for it is written of many that they resisted the Holy Spirit [Acts 7 and elsewhere passim].

· However, unregenerate men resist grace every day when the gospel is presented to them. It is in their nature and desire. 

· Contrary to Arminianism, it is only the non-elect sinner who will persist in refusing to repent. Technically, the non-elect sinner is not resisting God’s saving grace.

· The reason that the non-elect sinner refuses to surrender in faith to Christ is because they are not elect, and, therefore, they are not extended effectual grace. 

· However, they are fully responsible for refusing to repent, because they do legitimately refuse to honor and thank God (Rom. 1:21). 

· As Jesus lamented in Luke 13:34-35, the unregenerate Jews refused to be saved, and thus were culpable for not doing so. 

· Contrary to the Arminian, God does make His grace effectual or irresistible at the time when he decides to save the elect sinner.  (Matt 11:27; John 3:8, 6:37, 39, 44, 63-65; Rom 8:30, 9:11-24; 1 Cor. 1:9-26; Gal. 1:6-15; 1 Thess. 2:12; 5:24; 2 Thess. 2:14; 2 Tim. 1:9; 1 Pet. 2:9; 5:10; 2 Pet. 1:3). 

· If this kind of effectual grace can be resisted, as Arminians claim, then faith is understood as a natural preparation for saving grace.

· In other words, for the Arminian, the ability to exercise saving faith is within the natural abilities of unsaved man.

· Faith is the fulfillment of a condition for receiving supernatural grace by the performance of something that is within man's natural capacity/desire to do. 

· Man cooperates with God's prevenient grace according to his natural ability. 

· However, this violates Scripture. 

· Unsaved man has no ability or desire to please God by putting faith in Jesus Christ (Rom. 8:6-8).

· Unsaved man is said to be “dead in trespasses in sin” (Eph. 2:1). 


               [image: ]

· Therefore, the unsaved man can no more respond to a gospel invitation with saving faith anymore than a dead body can respond to an invitation to dine with you at 6:30pm on a Friday night. 

· The corpse must be made alive by a power outside of itself before it can respond physically. Similarly, the unsaved, dead sinner must be made spiritually alive by a power outside of himself before he can respond savingly to the gospel (John 3:3-8).

· To awaken the sinner, God acts unilaterally and exclusively, motivated by his own glory. The result is that the elect sinner is made alive and they respond by putting faith in Christ. 

Ephesians 2:8–9 For by grace you have been saved through faith; and that not of yourselves, it is the gift of God; not as a result of works, so that no one may boast. 

*Notice: “faith” is said to be “of grace,” “not of yourselves,” a “gift of God,” and not a work.

Philippians 1:29 For to you it has been granted for Christ’s sake, not only to believe in Him, but also to suffer for His sake

· Steve Lawson: “There is no inherent faith towards Christ that is present in the spiritually dead sinner. Therefore, if anyone is to call upon the name of Jesus Christ, faith must be given to them. In fact, a new heart must be given to them that turns them around, away from their sin and the world, and they are turned. It’s a heart that now is alive unto to God and is turned to Christ. And in that very moment, faith is imparted by the Holy Spirit to the spiritually made-alive sinner. And in that second, they call upon the name of Christ with the faith that is given to them.”[footnoteRef:6] [6:  https://ask.ligonier.org/podcast-episodes/how-is-faith-a-gift] 


· Thus, a problem remains for the Arminian and Semi-pelagian: “If prevenient grace refers to something that God does within the heart of fallen man, then we must ask why it is not always effectual? Why is it that some fallen creatures choose to cooperate with prevenient grace and others choose not to?” (R.C. Sproul)

· What is the difference between the sinner who responded savingly to the gospel and the one who rejected, if both are recipients of prevenient grace? What makes them to differ?

· If it is a matter of the will, then the sinner who responded savingly had something inherently more righteous, or moral, or superior, or meritorious in his will than the sinner who rejected the gospel. 

· The Arminian and Semi-pelagian are faced with this catastrophic and insurmountable dilemma: how is a positive, saving response to the gospel from the point of prevenient compatible with “so that no one may boast” (Eph. 2:9)? How does salvation leave zero room for boasting in self? How is boasting and glory only to God if one recipient of prevenient grace responds savingly and the other rejects?

· The only option is that those who respond savingly do so because of inherent righteousness present in their will. 

· Thus, on this point, Arminianism and Semi-pelagianism experience theological calamity. No longer can they claim that their gospel is:

· purely of grace, for it involves some inherent superiority in the one who responds savingly (Rom. 11:6, Eph. 2:8-9)

· completely without works, for those who respond savingly have performed a work in and of themselves (Eph. 2:8-9)

· purely to the glory of God, for those who respond savingly have deserve a bit of glory due to their inherent superior act of their will (Eph. 1:6)

· completely absent of ability to boast in man, for those who respond savingly have performed a good work in and of themselves, thus they have something to boast about (1 Cor. 1:29, 31)

1 Corinthians 1:29 so that no man may boast before God…31 so that, just as it is written, “LET HIM WHO BOASTS, BOAST IN THE LORD.” 
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