
Chapter 10  
The Doctrine of Irresistible Grace  

Why One and not the Other? 
Suppose a set of twins. Both were born to the same parents at the same time in the same 
location in the same culture. Both are raised in the same family and attend the same 
school and the same church. For the most part, both had enjoyed and suffered through the 
same experiences. After attending the same college and taking the same classes, they 
both graduate at the same time and move back to their same hometown.  
Then, at the age of 25, one child gets saved and the other does not. Throughout the rest of 
their adult years, one twin grows in her walk with Christ and the other grows only in 
distance from Christ. 
 
What is the difference between the two girls? One was saved and the other was not? 
Why? What made the difference? The way you answer this question determines whether 
you are a Calvinist or fall into the very wide spectrum of beliefs called “non-Calvinists”: 
Pelagian, Semi-Pelagian, or Arminian.  
 
Is the difference that one girl was smarter than the other? Was one more spiritually 
sensitive than the other? Was one more open to religious ideas than the other? Was one 
more moral than the other? What makes the difference?  
 
The Calvinist says that the difference lies solely within the call of God on the children’s 
lives. To put it as plainly as possible, God called one girl to Himself and He did not call 
the other. The one that God called was saved. The girl that God did not call remained in 
her sin. It is easy enough to understand why this teaching is not popular. However, we 
must never determine the veracity of a doctrine by its popularity. Does the Bible teach 
this? The Calvinist says that the Bible does teach this doctrine – the doctrine of 
irresistible grace.  

What do you mean “Irresistible”?  
As in our discussion about limited atonement, we once again run headlong into semantic 
trouble at the very beginning of the discussion. The term “irresistible grace” is 
unfortunate but it remains in use because of the TULIP acronym. However, the term 
causes much damage in initial conversations because no one likes to talk about God’s 
grace being irresistible. The word connotes force or coercion.  

What Irresistible Grace is Not 
As some critics have ignorantly or dishonestly stated, it sounds like God drags 
individuals “kicking and screaming” into heaven against their will or refuses to admit 
some into the kingdom even though they desperately desire to be saved.1 No Calvinist 
believes this or teaches this – it is a caricature and a straw man. At the same time, all 

                                                 
1 Boice, The Doctrines of Grace, 135.  



Calvinists believe that people often and regularly resist God (Acts 7:51 – “You stiff-
necked people, uncircumcised in heart and ears, you always resist the Holy Spirit”).  

What Irresistible Grace Is 
The doctrine of irresistible grace is easily understood and it all flows from the first tenet 
of the Calvinistic understanding of how man is saved. The Bible teaches that man is dead 
in sin and enslaved to a corrupt nature that does not want or seek God. Man is incapable 
of doing anything that is pleasing to God. Even though man is dead in his sins, he is, of 
course, still alive and very active in his or her rebellion. Begin dead is not equivalent with 
passivity. Because he is dead in his sins and dead towards God, man must be raised to 
spiritual life. This is all that irresistible grace means – man must be given life in order 
that He might (and will) choose Christ. Without this life-giving work by God, man 
remains dead and enslaved to sin. To be as plainly simple as possible, irresistible grace is 
about regeneration.2  

The Doctrine of Regeneration 
Suppose you enter into a morgue and see a body lying on the slab. There is a tag attached 
to his toe and sheets cover his body. Now suppose you take a very sharp pin and touch 
the point to his toe. What will happen? Obviously, nothing will happen. However, you 
might think that nothing happened only because you did not use enough force. So, you 
then jab the pin into the toe repeatedly until it is finally lodged about an inch deep into 
the flesh. What will happen? Again, nothing will happen because the physically dead 
individual cannot respond to physical stimuli.  
 
The doctrine of regeneration addresses the same thing with an individual who is 
spiritually dead. The spiritually dead man is not responsive to spiritual stimuli. Spiritually 
dead men are depicted as blind, mute, deaf, and, well . . . dead! As we saw in earlier 
chapters, all men and women are born dead in sins and are sinful by nature (Eph 2). As a 
dead person, no one seeks after God or does anything that can be classified as “good” 
(Rom 3).  Therefore, we rightly say that underlying the doctrine of regeneration is an 
assumption regarding human nature – men need new life.3  
 
Regeneration is the secret act of God in which He imparts new spiritual life to those He 
has chosen and given to the Son.4 How do men come to life? New life is given by the act 
of regeneration and this act is performed by God. Alone!  

Regeneration is Monergistic 
Regeneration is a monergistic act. By this, I mean that regeneration is a work performed 
solely and completely by God alone. While man plays a part in conversion (coming to 
Christ) and sanctification (conforming to the image of Christ) and perseverance 
(remaining in Christ), he plays absolutely no role in the work of regeneration.  
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3 Erickson, Christian Theology, 955.  
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The theological word monergism comes from two separate words: 
 

1. Mono or “one.” We use this word to speak of mono sound versus stereo sound.  
2. Ergon or “work.”  We use this word to speak of ergonomics, the study of how one 

may work most efficiently. We use the word erg to speak of a unit of power.  
 
Therefore, to put the two words together, we speak of monergism or “one working 
alone.” The opposite of monergism is synergism. The prefix is used in the Greek to mean 
“with.” Therefore, Synergism is a cooperative venture, a working together of two or more 
parties.5  
 
Much of the evangelical church operates from a synergistic mindset. Norman Geisler 
spells it out most clearly in his four-volume systematic theology, writing, “God’s saving 
grace works synergistically with free will; that is, it must be received to be effective. . . . 
Put in other terms, God’s grace works cooperatively, not operatively.”6  
 
What is often missed by synergists is the historical fact that this issue of monergism and 
synergism was a main field of battle during the Protestant Reformation. The Reformers 
wrote and preached and died for the doctrine of monergism. The Roman Catholic Church 
stood for synergism. In fact, in response to Luther’s monergism, the Catholic leaders 
issued this statement with the Council of Trent: 
 

If any one shall affirm, that man’s freewill, moved and excited by God, 
does not, by consenting, cooperate with God, the mover and exciter, so as 
to prepare and dispose itself for the attainment of justification; if 
moreover, anyone shall say, that the human will cannot refuse complying, 
if it pleases, but that it is inactive, and merely passive; let such an one be 
accursed.7 

 
The idea of synergism was made popular within the ranks of Protestantism by the efforts 
of Charles Finney. Finney wrote, “A revival is not a miracle according to another 
definition of the term ‘miracle’ — something above the powers of nature. There is 
nothing in religion beyond the ordinary powers of nature. It consists entirely in the right 
exercise of the powers of nature. It is just that, and nothing else.”8 He further wrote, “A 
revival is not a miracle, nor dependent on a miracle, in any sense. It is a purely 
philosophical result of the right use of the constituted means — as much so as any other 
effect produced by the application of means.”9 Finney’s position that there is some innate 
power in man that can be motivated by some discoverable process makes an engineered 
revival possible and even likely.  
                                                 
5 R.C. Sproul, “Monergism vs. Synergism,” http://www.reformationstudycenter.com/Monergism.html, 
accessed on Feb 13, 2008.  
6 Geisler, Systematic Theology: Volume 3:  Sin and Salvation, 193-194. 
7 Canon IV on Justification, cited from http://www.monergism.com/thethreshold/articles/onsite/ 
counciltrent.html, accessed Feb 13, 2008.  
8 Charles Finney, “Revival Lectures: Lecture 1”, http://www.whatsaiththescripture.com/ 
Voice/Revival.Lectures.html, accessed Feb 13, 2008. 
9 Finney, “Revival Lectures: Lecture 1.”  



 
This understanding is not foreign today, though we may not use the same words as 
Finney. Rick Warren wrote, “It is my deep conviction that anybody can be won to Christ 
if you discover the key to his or her heart. . . . It may take some time to identify it. But the 
most likely place to start is with the person’s felt needs.”10 

So how does one create a revival by the right use of means? Finney tells us: “There must 
be excitement sufficient to wake up the dormant moral powers, and roll back the tide of 
degradation and sin.”5 If this were true one could use modern marketing principles to sell 
people on their need for Christian religion and convince them to convert in order to find 
satisfaction of their felt needs. 11 It seems Finney and Warren are in agreement that 
revival (along with conversion) can engineered by human efforts. Obviously, these men 
do not adhere strictly to the biblical doctrine of man’s sinful nature and moral inability. 

Regeneration is Instantaneous 
Regeneration happens only once in time. At one moment, we were dead in our sins. At 
the next moment, we have new spiritual life. We are “made alive” or “born again.” From 
our perspective, it is hard to see a specific point in time that this change occurs. We do 
not always know exactly when this happens, especially in the case of children or 
individuals who grow up attending church and participating in religious events. There 
may not be a decisive event as in the case of a “hardened sinner” coming to Christ.  
However, sometimes such an event does happen and it is recognizable. Can you 
remember the occasion in your life when you finally understood what Christ had done?  
 

Regeneration is Effectual 
If you are regenerated, you will be changed,. Even if we do not see the “root” of our 
regeneration, we should all be able to see the fruit.  Paul writes, “Even though we once 
regarded Christ according to the flesh, we regard him thus no longer. Therefore, if 
anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation. The old has passed away; behold, the new has 
come. All this is from God, who through Christ reconciled us to himself” (2 Cor 5:16-
18).  
 
The Bible tells us that a reborn man “cannot go on sinning” (1 John 3:9). A reborn man 
will “overcome the world” (1 John 5:3-4). A reborn man will not be harmed by Satan (1 
John 5:18). These are necessary results in the life of a true believer. If a person is truly 
regenerate, he or she will believe, will refrain from continual sin, will be kept safe, will 
overcome and will persevere. It is impossible for a person to be regenerated and not 
become truly converted. The new life of a truly regenerate person is clearly evident by 
the following traits (not exhaustive): 
 

1. trust in Christ for salvation 
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11 Bob DeWaay, “Recovering Reformation Theology: Rejecting Synergism and Returning to Monergism,” 
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2. assurance of the forgiveness of sins 
3. a desire to read the Bible 
4. a desire to pray, communicate with God 
5. a delight in worship 
6. a desire for Christian fellowship 
7. a desire to attend church services 
8. a desire to be obedient to Scripture 

 
Have you noticed these things in your life? If so, you can have confidence in your 
regeneration and subsequent true conversion.  
 
A final consideration to make is the most controversial. I well remember the first time I 
read the statement below. It sounded so foreign and strange and patently unbiblical. 
However, the more I studied, I came to find out that the Bible does seem to present such a 
doctrine.  

Regeneration Precedes Faith 
It is this understanding of regeneration that makes a Calvinist a Calvinist and, at the same 
time, keeps many from becoming Calvinistic in their thinking. However, if we are to 
believe what the Bible says about man’s spiritual deadness, we must discover how it is 
that a dead man can respond to the call of the gospel. It happens through regeneration. 
Quite simply, we say that regeneration is God’s act of bringing someone from spiritual 
death into spiritual life. This gives us the ability to respond to the call of the Gospel.  
 
Therefore, we can rightly say that regeneration precedes faith, even though the two may 
be nearly instantaneous with each other in time. It is like the relationship between fire and 
its heat and light. As soon as you create a fire, you have heat. As soon as you create a 
fire, you have light. It happens instantaneously. Yet, we cannot say that the fire exists 
because of the heat or the light. Instead, the heat and light owe their existence to the 
existence of the fire. In the same way, in the salvation experience, we have regeneration 
and faith. Yet one is dependent on the other – the Calvinists posits that out faith (also a 
gift from God) is dependent upon being regenerated. This goes against the grain of most 
of today’s evangelical mindset.  
 
The prevalent idea in evangelicalism is that if you believe in Christ, then (after you 
believe), you will be born again. We speak this way because we only see the results of 
regeneration – that when comes after faith. We cannot, however, rely on our experience 
or our perception. We must rely on Scripture and Scripture does not speak like that.  
 
One passage that many use to say that faith precedes regeneration is in John’s first letter: 
“Whoever believes that Jesus is the Christ is born of God” (1 John 5:1, NASB).12 From 
this verse, people will say that belief leads to being born again. In fact, in his anti-
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Calvinism screed “What Love Is This?”, Dave Hunt translates this verse as follows: 
“Whoever believeth that Jesus is the Christ is [as a result of believing] born of God.”13  
 
This is not what the text teaches and it is not what John intended to say. We know this 
because we find two other passages in the same letter that use the exact same 
construction in the original language that we find in 5:1. Let’s apply the prevalent 
evangelical interpretation to these passages and see the result: 
 

If you know that He is righteous, you know that everyone also who practices 
righteousness is [as a result of practicing righteousness) born of Him (1 John 2:29). 

 
Beloved, let us love one another, for love is from God; and everyone who loves is 
[as a result of loving] born of God and knows God (1 John 4:7).14 

 
The results are disastrous. In 2:29, the “who practices righteousness” is directly parallel 
with “the one believing” in 5:1 and with “the one loving” in 4:7.  Would anyone be 
willing to say that we are saved by practicing righteousness and loving others?  You are 
forced to if you also want to say that we are born again by believing. No, instead we are 
born again so that we might believe. We are born of God so that we may practice 
righteousness and love one another. In each case, the tense of “born” points to preceding, 
determining divine action that then results in the ongoing action. That is to say that 
Christians practice righteousness, love God and others and believe because they have 
been born of God.  
 
Therefore, we say that the new birth is viewed in Scripture as something that God does 
within us in order to enable us to believe.  

Regeneration in the Gospel of John 
Even though we often cannot note the exact moment of this change in our life, there are 
several passages in the Bible that tells us about this secret work of God. The Bible spells 
out the sovereign work of God in salvation and we see the monergistic work of 
regeneration especially throughout the gospel of John.  

John 1 – Born of God 
In the first chapter of John’s gospel, he writes:  
 

11 He came to his own, and his own people did not receive him. 12 But to 
all who did receive him, who believed in his name, he gave the right to 
become children of God, 13 who were born, not of blood nor of the will of 
the flesh nor of the will of man, but of God.  

                                                 
13 Hunt, What Love Is This?, 315. This is not an isolated incident. Hunt regularly mistranslates Scripture in 
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were disposed to eternal life believed (page 211).   
14 Again, the ESV rightly translates this phrases as “has been born of Him.”  



Modern Christians typically only refer 
to verse twelve and seldom read the 
entire sentence. John specifically 
claims that the children of God are 
“born” of God and specifically denies 
that these same are born of blood 
(familial heritage), the will of the flesh 
(human efforts), or the will of man 
(libertarian free will). This is clearly a 
monergistic work.  
 
Notice the verb “were born” in verse 
13. Who was born? The children of 
God were born.  Notice that it is a 
passive verb – something was done 
“to” them or “for them.”  They did not 
“born themselves.”  

John 3 – Born Again 
The Bible speaks often of being “born 
again.” This phrase found its way into 
popular American culture by its usage 
from former President Jimmy Carter in 
the late 1970s. I believe the usage of 
this term by biblical authors was 
intentional and very telling. Just as no one chooses to be made physically alive or chooses 
to born at a particular time to a particular family in a particular culture – so to does no 
one choose or determine to be born again spiritually. This is the case made by Christ in 
the third chapter of John’s gospel.  
 
At the end of the previous chapter, we read these strange words: 
 

23 Now when he was in Jerusalem at the Passover Feast, many believed in 
his name when they saw the signs that he was doing. 24 But Jesus on his 
part did not entrust himself to them, because he knew all people 25 and 
needed no one to bear witness about man, for he himself knew what was 
in man (John 2:23-25).  

 
In the Greek language, you seen an interesting play on words. John writes that many 
people in Jerusalem “believed” (pisteuon, �πίστευσαν) in Jesus’ name when they saw the 
signs. However, Jesus did not “entrust” (pisteuon, �πίστευεν) in them. They “believed” 
in Jesus but Jesus did not “believe” in them. Jesus knew exactly what was in the heart of 
each man. An illustration of this is then given in John 3.15   
 

                                                 
15 We often miss this connection because of the unfortunate division of the text into chapters.  

SIDEBAR: Grammatical Considerations 
From this passage and the passages 
presented below, we see that “being born” 
is a passive event. It is important to 
understand these moods in the Greek 
language. There are three, listed below and 
used in a sentence to aid in understanding.  
 

1. Active – a verb in which the 
subject of the sentence is doing the 
action.  For instance, “I drove to 
the store.”  

2. Middle – a verb in which the 
subject is being affected by his 
own action. For instance, “I drove 
myself to the store.”  

3. Passive – a verb in which the 
subject is being acted upon or 
receiving the action. For instance, 
“I was driven to the store.”  

 
Using the above examples and interacting 
with the biblical texts, it is good to ask 
“Who is in the driver’s seat?”  



A teacher named Nicodemus approaches Jesus and gives Him some very high praise: 
“Rabbi, we know that You have come from God as a teacher; for no one can do these 
signs that You do unless God is with him” (John 3:1). Jesus does not even acknowledge 
Nicodemus’ words, not even with a “thank you.” Instead, Jesus goes right to the heart of 
the matter because He knows Nicodemus’ heart (remember the end of chapter two): 
 

Jesus answered him, “Truly, truly, I say to you, unless one is born again he 
cannot see the kingdom of God.” (John 3:3).  

 
Notice the word “unless”- the necessary precondition. You must be reborn, born from 
above, born again. Again, we notice the passive voice here. You do not “born yourself.” 
You must be born again. Something must happen to you if you are to see the kingdom of 
God. We see this repeatedly in the New Testament: 
 

• Colossians 2:13-14 - You, who were dead in your trespasses and the 
uncircumcision of your flesh, God made alive together with him, having 
forgiven us all our trespasses, by canceling the record of debt that stood 
against us with its legal demands. This he set aside, nailing it to the cross. 

• Eph 2:4-5 - God, being rich in mercy, because of the great love with which 
he loved us, even when we were dead in our trespasses, made us alive 
together with Christ. 

• Acts 16:14 - One who heard us was a woman named Lydia, from the city 
of Thyatira, a seller of purple goods, who was a worshiper of God. The 
Lord opened her heart to pay attention to what was said by Paul. 

 
Jesus goes on to unpack His theology for the dumbfounded Pharisee: 
 

5 Truly, truly, I say to you, unless one is born of water and the Spirit, he 
cannot enter the kingdom of God. 6 That which is born of the flesh is flesh, 
and that which is born of the Spirit is spirit. 7 Do not marvel that I said to 
you, ‘You must be born again.’ 8 The wind blows where it wishes, and you 
hear its sound, but you do not know where it comes from or where it goes. 
So it is with everyone who is born of the Spirit” (John 3:5-8).  

 
Jesus says that man must be born twice (of water, of the Spirit) to enter the kingdom of 
God. He tells Nicodemus that he should not be surprised to hear “You must be born 
again.”16 When speaking of water, Jesus is probably referring to the sprinkling that 
cleanses from sin, as seen in Ezekiel 36: 
  

25 I will sprinkle clean water on you, and you shall be clean from all your 
uncleannesses, and from all your idols I will cleanse you. 26 And I will 
give you a new heart, and a new spirit I will put within you. And I will 
remove the heart of stone from your flesh and give you a heart of flesh. 27 

                                                 
16 Christian often use this phrase as a command to be obeyed, basically saying, “Be born again.” Jesus is 
using it as a condition that must be met. It is a passive verb. This must be done for you before you enter the 
kingdom of God.  



And I will put my Spirit within you, and cause you to walk in my statutes 
and be careful to obey my rules (Eze 36:26-27).  

 
Jesus says that the “wind blows where it wishes.” John again uses a play on words. The 
wind (pneuma, πνε�µα) is equated with the Spirit (pneumatos, πνεύµατος). Both of these 
(the wind and Spirit) go where they 
will and no one hears it or knows 
where it comes from or where it goes. 
The Spirit is sovereign, doing as He 
wishes (against the teachings of 
Finney and others). So, no one is born 
again unless He is “born again” and 
one is born again by the sovereign 
work of the God the Holy Spirit. This 
is monergism.  
 
Earlier, Nicodemus asked the foolish 
question that initiated Jesus’ 
explanation. Nicodemus asked if one 
could be born again by returning to his 
mother’s womb, though an old man 
(see 3:4). After Jesus explains all of 
the above, Nicodemus again asks, 
“How can this be?” (3:9). Surely he is 
not still stuck on the silly idea of 
returning as a grown man into his 
mother’s womb. He is not asking for 
an anatomical lesson. No, he is now 
thinking theologically. Nicodemus is 
asking Jesus how can it be that God 
sovereignly moves on the hearts of 
men to regenerate them.  
 
All of this combines to shame Nicodemus. Jesus says, “Are you the teacher of Israel and 
yet you do not understand these things?” (John 3:10). Jesus is saying that Nicodemus 
should have known this already because the Old Testament speaks of it often (see the 
passage from Ezekiel above). 
 
It is here that Jesus begins to speak of another Old Testament illustration: the bronze 
snake on the pole (Numbers 21:9).  Jesus uses this act to explain the fact that He Himself 
will be raised up and will save those who believe in His work on the cross.  We have 
already discussed the cross-work of Christ in the previous chapter. What we focus on 
here is the sovereign, monergistic work of the Spirit in bringing dead men to life by 
causing men to be “born again.”  

SIDEBAR: Evangelism or Recruitment 
The words “You must be born again” are not a 
command but as a declaration of necessity.. 
The words “be born again” are passive. The 
words “repent” and “believe” are active. 
 
What does that mean? It means that those who 
are born again are recipients. A birth is not 
something one volunteers for; it is something 
that happens to him.  For example, suppose I 
was in the Army. At the same time, I am a 
Spry by birth. I joined the Army (voluntarily) 
and my family (involuntarily). When Jesus 
compared the start of the Christian life to a 
birth, which type of joining did He have in 
mind?  Obviously, the second (and I believe 
He did so intentionally).   
 
However, which type of joining is presented in 
most modern evangelism? The first. One of the 
major problems we have in the church today is 
the confused membership who come as a result 
of well-meaning but unbiblical recruiters, 
instead of biblical evangelists. We have even 
fallen to the point where we have borrowed, on 
a large scale, techniques of recruitment from 
the world. 



John 11 – Reborn from the Dead 
God raises dead sinners to life. When God does so, He does not need to ask permission. 
He simply does it. We see this in Jesus’ act of raising Lazarus from the dead in John 11: 
 

40 Jesus said to her, “Did I not tell you that if you believed you would see the 
glory of God?” 41 So they took away the stone. And Jesus lifted up his eyes and 
said, “Father, I thank you that you have heard me. 42 I knew that you always hear 
me, but I said this on account of the people standing around, that they may believe 
that you sent me.” 43 When he had said these things, he cried out with a loud 
voice, “Lazarus, come out.” 44 The man who had died came out, his hands and 
feet bound with linen strips, and his face wrapped with a cloth. Jesus said to them, 
“Unbind him, and let him go.” 45 Many of the Jews therefore, who had come with 
Mary and had seen what he did, believed in him. 

 
The natural man Lazarus is seen on the level of spiritual men, also dead and bound and 
incapable of “self-resurrection.”17 Lazarus did not ask, plead, or even hint at wanting to 
be raised from the dead. Lazarus was simply commanded to come out of the grave. 
Before that could happen, however, the dead man had to be made alive. Corpses do not 
obey commands. 
 
Instead, Christ miraculously made the heart new, put new breath in the lungs, gave new 
life to the brain and sent new blood coursing through veins. What was dead was now 
alive and came eagerly at the voice of his Lord.  

The Connection of Regeneration and Irresistible Grace 
Scripture indicates that regeneration must come before we can respond to the internal 
calling from the Holy Spirit.18 It is very difficult to explain the exact relationship in time 
between regeneration and man’s response to the call of God. James writes that “Of his 
(the Father’s) own will he brought us forth by the word of truth, that we should be a kind 
of firstfruits of his creatures” (James 1:18). The calling is God speaking to us through the 
Holy Spirit and regeneration is God working powerfully in us to make us alive so that we 
can respond to the spiritual stimuli.19  These two things go together and we call it 
“irresistible grace.”  
 
Therefore, we rightly say that the term “irresistible” must be understood as speaking to 
“the inability of dead sinners to resist resurrection to new life.”20 There is no hint of 
“coercion” or “force” or, as one has said, divine “rape.”21  Can you imagine Lazarus 

                                                 
17 White, The Potter’s Freedom, 284.  
18 Grudem, Systematic Theology, 700.  
19 Grudem, Systematic Theology, 700.  
20 White, The Potter’s Freedom, 285. 
21 Norman Geisler, “Hell” in Baker Encyclopedia of Christian Apologetics (Grand Rapids: Baker Book 
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“God is love” (1 John 4:16). But love cannot act coercively, only persuasively. A God of love cannot force 
people to love him. Paul spoke of things being done freely and not of compulsion (2 Cor. 9:7). Forced 



being upset with Christ for doing what He did? Of course not! The imagined testimony of 
Lazarus is the testimony of every true believer in Jesus – “Christ called me out of 
darkness into the kingdom of His light!”   

Irresistible Grace in John 6 
Much of our understanding of the doctrine of irresistible grace comes from the previous 
study of the doctrine of total depravity and man’s total inability. In fact, it is correct to 
state that the key issue deals with man’s abilities and inabilities in the spiritual realm.22 
However, we are not left to our inferences (however proper they may be). The Bible 
clearly teaches this truth in the sixth chapter of John.  

John 6:1-14 - The Feeding of the 5,000 
Jesus has crossed the Sea of Galilee and a large crowd has followed Him. He graciously 
and miraculously provided food to feed 5,000 men and, presumably, uncounted women 
and children.  Because of this we read in 6:14-15 that: 

 
 14 Therefore when the people saw the sign which He had performed, they 
said, “This is truly the Prophet who is to come into the world.” 15 So Jesus, 
perceiving that they were intending to come and take Him by force to 
make Him king, withdrew again to the mountain by Himself alone. 

 
Note that it was the “sign” and not the teaching that led these people to their conclusions 
that Jesus was the long-awaited Prophet.  Jesus is indeed the Prophet but He came as 
Messiah, the Savior of people. He did not come to be an earthly ruler. Supernaturally 
reading their minds, Jesus left.  
 
The disciples also left the mountainside and decided to go to Capernaum, a city located 
across the sea. The text gives no clues as to why Jesus was not with them. Had He gone 
ahead? Were the disciples as confused as the 5,000? We have only questions here, no 
answers as to why Jesus and the disciples were separated at this point.  The fact that the 
text says it was already dark (6:17) perhaps suggests they waited as long as they could for 
Jesus to catch up. When Jesus did not show up, they set sail for the opposite shore. 

John 6:15-25 - Walking on Water 
While crossing the sea, a great wind came up and caught the disciples in a storm. As they 
looked at the waves around them, they saw Jesus walking toward them on the water. We 
read the account in 6:18-21: 
 

18 The sea became rough because a strong wind was blowing. 19 When 
they had rowed about three or four miles, they saw Jesus walking on the 
sea and coming near the boat, and they were frightened. 20 But he said to 

                                                                                                                                                 
love is not love; it is rape. A loving being always gives “space” to others. He does not force himself upon 
them against their will.” 
22 White, The Potter’s Freedom, 284.  



them, “It is I; do not be afraid.” 21 Then they were glad to take him into the 
boat, and immediately the boat was at the land to which they were going.  

 
This scares the twelve and Jesus calms their fears by stating literally the Old Testament 
name of God - “I Am.” He further tells the disciples to not be afraid. Then, Jesus got in 
the boat and “immediately” they were on the other shore. This is yet another miracle that 
is often overlooked.  
 
In verse 22, a new day has dawned. The crowd saw only one boat and remembered that 
Jesus had not gotten into the boat with the twelve. They figured out that Jesus must have 
traveled another way (possibly in one of the boats mentioned in verse 23). When they get 
to where Jesus and the disciples were, they asked “Rabbi, when did you come here?” 
Strangely, Jesus refuses to answer their questions and instead launches into some of the 
most difficult teaching recorded by Christ.  

John 6:26-27 
26 Jesus answered them, “Truly, truly, I say to you, you are seeking me, 
not because you saw signs, but because you ate your fill of the loaves.  
27 Do not labor for the food that perishes, but for the food that endures to 
eternal life, which the Son of Man will give to you. For on him God the 
Father has set his seal.”  

 
Jesus understands exactly what is going on in the minds of these would-be followers. 
Christ saw through the hardness of their heart and revealed their true motives: they don’t 
want truth; they want more entertaining miracles.  They wanted more “bread” like they 
ate yesterday.  
 
People have not changed in two thousand years. Crowds still ask for these same things. 
Sadly, there are many churches more than happy to give them what they want instead of 
what they need. Jesus is not a good example for the modern-day “church growth 
movement.” In fact, some have called Jesus’ actions the paradigm for the “church 
shrinkage movement.”  
 
Instead of bending to the fleshly desires of the crowd, Jesus tells them to hunger for food 
which endures more than one meal.  

John 6:28-29 
28 Then they said to him, “What must we do, to be doing the works of 
God?” 29 Jesus answered them, “This is the work of God, that you believe 
in him whom he has sent.” 
 

In verse 27, Jesus told the crowd to not “labor” for food that perishes. This leads the 
ignorant crowd to question of the Lord, “What must we do to work the works of God?” 
There seems to be a shifting of proper focus here, for it is likely that the crowd is still 
stuck on the sign rather than its meaning. In other words, they seem to be asking, “How 
can they do the things that Jesus does?” 



 
 Jesus’ answer, much like His answers to the woman at the well, masterfully redirect the 
conversation toward His goal. The work of God, Jesus says, is to believe in Him! This is 
the work of God.  
 
It is important to try to understand this kind of statement against the backdrop in which it 
was originally uttered. No prophet of Israel had ever dared utter such words! They always 
pointed away from themselves and solely to God but Jesus basically said, “Believe in 
Me.” To equate the “work of God” with faith in the person of Jesus of Nazareth - how 
brash! Unless, of course, Jesus is exactly who He claims to be all through John’s Gospel. 

John 6:30-31 
30 So they said to him, “Then what sign do you do, that we may see and 
believe you? What work do you perform? 31 Our fathers ate the manna in 
the wilderness; as it is written, ‘He gave them bread from heaven to eat.’” 

 
Most of today’s readers miss the immediate import of Jesus’ words. However, the 
listeners understood exactly what Jesus was implying (that He was God). We know this 
by what comes next: they want proof – a sign!    
 
They immediately reply (note the connecting of their questions with what came before – 
the word “so”) with a demand for signs. “If we are to believe in you,” they reason, “we 
need more signs - you’ve given us but one, and even then our fathers ate manna in the 
wilderness - not just once, but for many years. You’ve done nothing ‘special’ yet.” This 
is a tough crowd - Jesus will need to do more than produce a one-time dinner to match up 
with the feat of Moses and the manna! Jesus does not disappoint.   

John 6:32-35 
32 Jesus then said to them, “Truly, truly, I say to you, it was not Moses who gave 
you the bread from heaven, but my Father gives you the true bread from heaven. 
33 For the bread of God is he who comes down from heaven and gives life to the 
world.” 34 They said to him, “Sir, give us this bread always.” 35 Jesus said to them, 
“I am the bread of life; whoever comes to me shall not hunger, and whoever 
believes in me shall never thirst.” 

 
Again the magnitude of these words must be grasped. In each instance the former things, 
so precious to the people of Israel, is shown to be eclipsed in the life and ministry of 
Jesus, and even more so by His own person!  
 
The “true bread” is a person who has come down from heaven (just like manna did 
originally).  Jesus utilizes this symbolism when He compares Himself to manna. Both 
came out of heaven to sustain and save a people.  Jesus will do this often throughout the 
rest of this discourse – referring to the physical reality of manna and the spiritual reality 
of faith in Him.  
 



However, the crowd continues in its blindness, unable to comprehend what Jesus is 
saying. Recalling the feeding of the 5,000, they clamor for a continuous supply of the 
heavenly bread.   In response, Jesus gets very specific and tells them quite plainly “I am 
the bread of life.”   
 
Jesus has masterfully steered them to where He wanted them to go. He is leading them to 
understand that He is the only source for spiritual life.  This is important to understand 
because later He will speak of “eating His flesh” and “drinking His blood.” This is an 
obvious spiritualization of these physical acts.23  
 
Jesus tells the crowd that any who come to Him will not be hungry anymore nor thirst 
anymore. The English language misses the point here: Jesus uses the present tense to 
describe the “coming” to Him. This represents a continuous, on-going action as opposes 
the an action that occurred in a single point in time (aorist tense). True faith is continuing 
faith, not a one-time thing. Please understand what I am trying to say when I say that one 
meal is not enough; we must feast on Christ the rest of our lives.  

John 6:36 
36 “But I said to you that you have seen me and yet do not believe.”  

 
The sign given by Jesus did not save. It did not bring faith. Jesus understands exactly the 
spiritual state of this crowd that continues to press Him. Jesus knows they have not truly 
believed in Him, even though they confess He is a prophet.  That is not enough – we 
can’t simply believe that Jesus is a good man, a good teacher, a good moral example, or 
even a prophet sent from God.  
 
To answer the question posed at the beginning of this chapter, what follows in the next 
several verses seems to be Jesus’ explanation of why they rejected Him.  Jesus begins to 
tell them exactly why they do not believe. The difference between those who will come to 
Jesus and stay with Jesus and those who will walk away is simply this – irresistible grace. 

John 6:37-40 
37 “All that the Father gives me will come to me, and whoever comes to 
me I will never cast out. 38 For I have come down from heaven, not to do 
my own will but the will of him who sent me. 39 And this is the will of him 
who sent me, that I should lose nothing of all that he has given me, but 
raise it up on the last day. 40 For this is the will of my Father, that every-
one who looks on the Son and believes in him should have eternal life, and 
I will raise him up on the last day.” 
 

Jesus presents the complete sovereign control that God has in the process of salvation. 
Read again very carefully Christ’s words to these “seeking” followers.  It is at this point 

                                                 
23 The Roman Catholic Church still tries to maintain their doctrine of the Eucharist from this passages and 
others like it.  



that these “disciples” began to disagree with Christ. Are we willing to accept Jesus’ 
simple and direct words or must we too number ourselves with these “seekers”?  
 
Jesus states very plainly that the Father gives something to the Son. This something is 
individuals. We discussed this earlier in the chapter on election.24  At the same time, 
Jesus asserts that all of those given will come to Christ.  
 
Now, which comes first: the giving or the coming? Obviously, the text demands that the 
“giving” precedes the “coming.” Jesus will explain this later in verses 44 and 65.  At this 
time, however, we just want to note that the Father gives some to the Son. Also note that 
“all” those given by the Father to Jesus – each and every one - will come to Him. The 
operative factor in answering the question of why some come and others do not even 
though they are presented with the same opportunity, is simply the nature of the Father’s 
choice. The Father “gives” persons to the Son - a gift of love, to be sure. When the Father 
“gives” someone to the Son, that person will come to Christ (as the one and only road to 
the Father).  
 
There is no question that if a person is so given to Christ (or, to use the terminology of 
verse 44, is so “drawn” by the Father) that he/she will come to Christ. This is the “God-
ward” side of salvation - absolute certainty and security. Yet, He says that they will 
“come to Me” which speaks of the human response - not that the human can change the 
decision of God - but that the response is there all the same. Man is not pictured simply 
as a “thing” that is bounced around like a ball, but rather a vastly important person who 
actively comes to Christ for salvation, all as the result of the gracious working of God in 
his/her life.   
 
We also note that Jesus says that the ones given will “come to Me.” People come to 
Jesus. The gospel is often portrayed as a “plan” that God has set in motion. Man, by his 
own libertarian free-will decision, makes the plan work. If this plan is to “save every 
single person who has ever lived,” it is unavoidable that the plan has failed. The Father 
and Son are often pictured as passively standing by, patiently hoping against hope that 
men and women will “take them up” on their offer of eternal life. But this is certainly not 
the picture we have presented here. There is no passivity in heaven – only ACTION.  
 
Jesus continues with the good news that when one is given, that one will come and will 
be secure in their new relationship with Him – He will never cast they out.  This is very 
strong in the original language and indicates that the rejection of one who comes is a 
complete and total impossibility.  What wonderful words – those who come will find 
Him a loving Lord who will never cast out those who trust in Him!  This is so because 
the Son has come to do the Father’s will. It is the express will of God that Christ lose 
none of those who come but instead will raise up every single last one on the last day.  
Can we have any doubt that Christ will not keep His promises or will not follow the 
Father’s perfect will?  Is it even possible for Jesus to FAIL to do the Father’s will? Of 
course not. Here is eternal security in the highest sense of the word.  
 

                                                 
24See “The Father’s Gift to the Son” 



An interesting note is to be found in the fact that in verse 37 the first “all” or “everyone” 
is literally “every thing” - that is, the Greek term is neuter, not masculine. But in the next 
phrase, where we read “and the one coming to Me I will never cast out...” the term “one” 
is masculine - that is, personal. To me, this seems to be purposeful on John’s part, and the 
same differentiation of neuter/masculine, thing/person is carried on in verse 39 as well. I 
think that the differentiation is due to this - when God’s absolute and eternal decree is in 
view, John uses the neuter to refer to the whole of that decree, including each individual 
person included in that decision of God. But when referring to the personal response of 
the individual, he returns to the personal, masculine pronoun. 

John 6:41-44 
41 So the Jews grumbled about him, because he said, “I am the bread that 
came down from heaven.” 42 They said, “Is not this Jesus, the son of 
Joseph, whose father and mother we know? How does he now say, ‘I have 
come down from heaven’?” 43 Jesus answered them, “Do not grumble 
among yourselves. 44 No one can come to me unless the Father who sent 
me draws him. And I will raise him up on the last day.” 
 

The previous words of Christ are difficult to accept and the reaction of the Jews is not 
unexpected. They grumble because of Jesus’ claims of heavenly origin.  After all, they 
know His lineage – His parents.  
 
Jesus again went straight to the heart of the matter and rebuked them. “Stop grumbling 
among yourselves,” Jesus answered. Jesus brushed aside the objections and pinpointed 
their inability to accept His claims of divinity. In even stronger terms, He repeats what 
He just said but this time He teaches from the negative side of the equation.  Instead of 
saying that “all who are given will come” He teaches that no one can come unless they 
are drawn by the Father. 
 
Can we read these words and cling tour belief that each and every individuals has the 
ability, by an exercise of his own will, to come to Christ? Only if we strip the words of 
Christ of all their meaning. The grammar is precise – no one is able (oudeis dunatai in 
Greek). We see that this is a phrase of ability, not the will. Remember, we are hearing 
Jesus’ reasons for why these people do not believe His words. The reason that Jesus gives 
for their inability to understand, perceive, comprehend, and accept His teaching is that 
they are not drawn by the Father. Otherwise, they would come and believe and eventually 
be raised up in the last day. However, absolutely necessary is the drawing of God on their 
lives. That very necessity dictates that we understand exactly what is mean by “draw.”  

What does Jesus mean by “DRAW?” 
 

The key word is “drawn.”  What is meant by the Greek word for “drawn”?  It is 
understood by most that the word means that Christ “woos” or “courts” or “entices” 
people toward Himself. Of course, it is further understood that we have the ability to 
resist this wooing.  
 



The Greek word is elko (�λκω, pronounced helkō).  To see the force of this word, we 
should consider the other passages where the exact same word is used. The search results 
are few but strong in their point:25 
 

• John 12:32 - And I, when I am lifted up from the earth, will draw all people to 
myself. 

• John 18:10 - Then Simon Peter, having a sword, drew it and struck the high 
priest’s servant and cut off his right ear. • (The servant’s name was Malchus.) 

• John 21:6 - He said to them, “Cast the net on the right side of the boat, and you 
will find some.” So they cast it, and now they were not able to haul it in, because 
of the quantity of fish. 

• John 21:11 - So Simon Peter went aboard and hauled the net ashore, full of large 
fish, 153 of them. And although there were so many, the net was not torn. 

• Acts 16:19 - But when her owners saw that their hope of gain was gone, they 
seized Paul and Silas and dragged them into the marketplace before the rulers. 

• Acts 21:30 - Then all the city was stirred up, and the people ran together. • They 
seized Paul and dragged him out of the temple, and at once the gates were shut. 

• James 2:6 - But you have dishonored the poor man. Are not the rich the ones who 
oppress you, and the ones who drag you into court? 

 
Do any of the above instances (representing the entirety of the New Testament usage of 
the word in any form) make any sense if we insert the meaning of “woo” or “entice” or 
“court”? It would be ludicrous to suggest that that Paul and Silas were “wooed” into the 
presence of the authorities.  

Jesus Draws “All Men” to Himself 
The only verse where the action can possibly be a “wooing” action is in John 12:32. Yet, 
the cross is always depicted as repulsive. It is a “stumbling block” and “foolishness.”  
How is anyone truly lost truly drawn to the cross? Many who saw Mel Gibson’s “The 
Passion of the Christ” were moved to tears for all the Christ endured in their stead. Many 
others were repulsed and incensed by the cruelty. What is the difference in the two 
groups? The drawing/giving of the Father!  
 
So, what does Jesus really mean He will draw every man who ever lived to Himself? If 
the words are to be taken at face value, then how can we reconcile this with John 6:37-40 
above, where Jesus says that men can’t come to Him unless they are drawn and that all 
who are drawn are (not “may be”) raised up in the last day. It is impossible to maintain a 
“universal” drawing here, for all who are drawn are also raised up. It is an unavoidable 
truth that the Father draws and the Son raises up those who are drawn.  
 

                                                 
25 In extrabiblical usage, we see the word used in the same way. One such use is in a Greek play which 
refers to the action of drawing water from a well. But even so, the water is drawn or “dragged” to the top. It 
does not come to the top on its own when we call it to do so:  “Here, water, water. Come here, water!”  In 
another source (Eubalos), the word refers to a magnet. 



Context again reveals Jesus words. Earlier in John 12, we read that “Now among those 
who went up to worship at the feast were some Greeks. So these came to Philip, who was 
from Bethsaida in Galilee, and asked him, ‘Sir, we wish to see Jesus’” (John 12:20-21).  
This leads directly into Jesus teaching that He has come not to draw only Jews, but 
Gentiles as well. Indeed, Jesus will draw and save and raise up men from every tribe and 
nation to Himself.  
 
Now, we must ask this simple question: Is the DRAWING of John 6:44 (and later 6:65) 
an external or internal call? If external, it is already conceded that people can resist this 
call. If internal, we must ask the next question . . .Does the Holy Spirit woo or draw all 
men the same?  The Arminian answers that God draws only those He knows will respond 
favorably (similar to the “foreknowledge” view of election).  However, if this is so, then 
God does not even bother to “woo” those who do not come to faith. This puts a wrench in 
the tired argument that “God loves all the same and in the same degree.”  

 
Also, if Jesus does indeed draw all (every single individual), they why are not all saved? 
Remember, Jesus directly taught that all who are drawn will be raised up in the last day 
and He will lose none of them because that is the Father’s will for His life.  

 
If so, then again, “Why do some people respond favorably to the Holy Spirit’s wooing 
and some negatively?”  Does one merely respond because they are more inclined through 
greater intellect or greater virtue? If so, then that person has something to boast about.  
An Arminian replies “They respond this way because the see their need for Christ more 
clearly.” This answer only postpones the problem one more step. Why do some see more 
clearly than others? Have they received greater illumination than others?  No matter how 
long you delay it, you have to answer the question of greater or lesser virtue in the 
human.  

John 6:45-59 
This is a lengthy passage where Jesus teaches repeatedly the difference between the 
physical manna of the wilderness and the spiritual bread of life that is He. The listeners 
only get more confused as they remain on the physical plane.  

John 6:60-65 
60 When many of his disciples heard it, they said, “This is a hard saying; 
who can listen to it?” 61 But Jesus, knowing in himself that his disciples 
were grumbling about this, said to them, “Do you take offense at this?  
62 Then what if you were to see the Son of Man ascending to where he was 
before? 63 It is the Spirit who gives life; the flesh is no help at all. The 
words that I have spoken to you are spirit and life. 64 But there are some of 
you who do not believe.” (For Jesus knew from the beginning who those 
were who did not believe, and who it was who would betray him.) 65 And 
he said, “This is why I told you that no one can come to me unless it is 
granted him by the Father.”  

 



It is sad to see John’s use of the word “disciple” in verse 60. These obviously are not true 
followers.  They were “scandalized” at the hard teaching, as many are today.  Many hate 
this strong teaching of Jesus.  
 
Jesus knows their thoughts and asks in verse 61-62, “If this troubles you, what in the 
world are you going to do when you see Me in My glory.” Jesus rebukes them for the 
spiritual blindness in verse 63 and reveals once again the reason for their inability to 
understand and accept His teaching.  
 
We must not overlook Jesus’ closing words in vv 64-65. Jesus directly tells the audience 
before Him that some of them would not believe. He knew this clearly. In verse 65, He 
says “For this reason I have said to you.” Jesus gives us His purpose on teaching these 
hard truths to these ignorant people. It is a form of judgment on them.  
 
Coming to Jesus is not up to persuasion – Jesus was the best evangelist who has ever 
witnessed to a person. Yet we see in verse 66 the end result of this Master Evangelists’ 
“sermon.”  

John 6:66 
66  After this many of his disciples turned back and no longer walked with 
him.  

 
The Messiah was quite different from the one they expected. Today, in the same way, the 
Savior is quite different from the one we think we know!  

Where is Our Pulpit? 
The prophecy of Ezekiel contains a wonderfully descriptive passage that brings all this 
teaching to a certain point. In chapter thirty-seven, Ezekiel is brought to a valley by the 
Lord. The valley is filled with dry disconnected skeletal remains. God asks the prophet, 
“Can these bones live?” Ezekiel answers, “O Lord God, You know.”   
 
Then God told Ezekiel to “Prophesy to these bones, and say to them, ‘O dry bones, hear 
the word of the Lord! Thus says the Lord God to these bones: ‘Surely I will cause breath 
to enter into you and you shall live’” (Ezek 37:3-5). 
 
When we look at the world around us, we are also looking at a valley of dry bones. 
Unregenerate man is neither sick nor ailing. He is dead, desiccated, rotting. Therefore, the 
preacher and the witness must see himself or herself as speaking in a graveyard, not 
making visits in a hospital. Our audience is spiritually dead and only God can bring life 
as He works through the power of His Word. 


