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Introduction

Every sinner who has ever been genuinely saved has been saved in a particular way. Not a random way, not a way
that differs fundamentally from person to person, and not a way that is left to the discretion of the Holy Spirit to
improvise according to circumstances. The salvation of every elect sinner follows a definite, divinely ordered
sequence of operations, a sequence in which each element presupposes and prepares for the one that follows, in
which nothing is omitted, and in which nothing can ultimately be lost. This sequence, which Reformed theologians
since the seventeenth century have called the ordo salutis, the order of salvation, is not a human theological
construction imposed upon the biblical data but the logical structure of God’s own saving purpose, discoverable
in the text of Scripture and confirmed by the careful theological reflection of the church’s best minds across
centuries of exegetical labor.

This third and final lesson of Unit 1 completes the prolegomena of this Soteriology series by providing the
architectural overview of everything that follows. If Lesson 1 established why salvation is the crown jewel of
theological inquiry and introduced the Trinitarian grammar of the gospel, and if Lesson 2 surveyed the history
through which the church has understood, distorted, and recovered the doctrine of salvation, then Lesson 3
provides the map, the sequential, logical framework within which every subsequent lesson will take its place. The
student who understands the ordo salutis before beginning the detailed study of its individual elements will be
far better equipped to understand how each doctrine relates to the others, why the sequence matters, and what
is at stake in the specific debates that attend each element of the order.

The governing text of this lesson is Romans 8:29-30, perhaps the most concentrated soteriological statement in
the entire Pauline corpus. In the space of two verses, Paul moves from the eternal foreknowledge of God through
predestination, effectual calling, and justification to glorification, with a logical precision that has led
commentators across the centuries to describe these verses as the golden chain of redemption. Every link in the
chain is forged by God. Every link holds. And not a single soul who enters the chain at the first link, foreknowledge,
fails to emerge at the last, glorification. The ordo salutis is, in its deepest structure, not merely a theological map
but a pastoral anchor: the assurance that the saving work begun in the eternal purpose of God will certainly and
completely reach its appointed end in the eternal glory of the redeemed.

This lesson will proceed through eight major movements: the definition and purpose of the ordo salutis as a
theological category; the Reformed ordo in full, from election through glorification; the crucial distinction between
the historia salutis and the ordo salutis; the exegetical defense of the ordo from Romans 8:28—-30 and related
texts; the question of the ordo’s validity as a theological construct and the response to the redemptive-historical
critique; the contrast between the Reformed and Arminian ordos and the critical difference it makes whether
regeneration precedes or follows faith; the practical significance of the ordo for understanding the Christian life;
and its pastoral use in preaching, spiritual diagnosis, and the care of anxious souls.

A word of methodological caution is in order before we begin. The ordo salutis is a tool of logical analysis, not a
description of chronological sequence. In the actual experience of conversion, regeneration, faith, repentance,
and justification are not experienced as a series of consecutive steps separated by measurable intervals of time.
They occur, in most cases, in a single moment of transforming encounter with the gospel of grace. The ordo
describes the logical relationship among these elements, which presupposes which, which is the cause of which,
which cannot occur without which having already occurred, not a temporal sequence that one might observe from
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the outside with a stopwatch. This distinction is not a theological evasion; it is a precision that guards the ordo
against misuse and keeps it anchored to its proper purpose: not the charting of spiritual stages for the believer to
track and measure, but the theological articulation of God’s own saving logic.
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I. The Ordo salutis Defined
The Logical Sequence of God’s Saving Work Applied to the Individual

A. Definition and Purpose

The ordo salutis, from the Latin ordo (order) and salutis (of salvation), is the technical theological term for the
logical sequence in which the various components of God’s saving work are applied by the Holy Spirit to the
individual believer. The concept was developed with particular precision by the Dutch and German Reformed
scholastic theologians of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, most notably by Wilhelmus a Brakel in The
Christian’s Reasonable Service and by Francis Turretin in his Institutes of Elenctic Theology, though the substance
of the ordo is present in Calvin’s Institutes and, more importantly, in the apostolic letters of Paul. The term itself
may be relatively modern, but the reality it describes is as old as the gospel.

The purpose of the ordo salutis as a theological construct is threefold. First, it provides analytical clarity about the
relationship among the various elements of salvation that Scripture presents. Regeneration, faith, repentance,
justification, adoption, sanctification, perseverance, and glorification are not simply a list of divine gifts distributed
randomly; they bear specific logical relationships to one another, some are presuppositions of others, some are
simultaneous, some follow necessarily from others, and the ordo makes those relationships visible. Second, the
ordo provides a framework for the defense of the gospel against theological distortions. As we will see in the
comparison with the Arminian ordo below, the question of whether regeneration precedes faith or faith precedes
regeneration is not a matter of theological hair-splitting; it is the question of whether salvation is ultimately God’s
work or the human creature’s choice, and the ordo makes that question unavoidable. Third, the ordo serves the
pastoral purpose of providing a framework for spiritual diagnosis and the assurance of the soul, a purpose to
which we will return in the final section of this lesson.

It is essential to understand from the outset that the ordo salutis describes logical priority, not temporal priority.
When the Reformed tradition asserts that regeneration logically precedes faith, it does not mean that there is
some measurable interval of time in which a person is regenerate but not yet believing, as if one might catch a
newly born-again sinner before he has had a chance to exercise his newly given faith. It means that faith is the gift
and fruit of regeneration, not its precondition; that God must first make the dead sinner alive before that sinner
can respond to the gospel in saving faith; and that the logical structure of the saving act, whatever its temporal
compression, runs from divine action to human response rather than from human response to divine response.
The temporal compression of regeneration and faith in actual conversion does not collapse the logical distinction;
it simply means that both happen, in most cases, in the same unrepeatable moment of divine grace.

The ordo salutis is also a tool of doxological precision. When the student of Scripture understands that
regeneration precedes faith, that effectual calling precedes repentance, that election precedes all of these in the
divine purpose, and that therefore every element of the saving work from beginning to end flows from the
sovereign grace of God rather than from the free decision of the human creature, the doxological consequence is
irresistible. There is no room for even the smallest shred of human boasting in a salvation whose every
component, from first to last, was planned, accomplished, and applied by a God who owed the sinner nothing and
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gave him everything. The ordo salutis, rightly understood, does not produce theological arrogance but the most
thorough and sustained gratitude that a redeemed human soul is capable of generating.

B. The Ordo and Its Exegetical Foundation

The ordo salutis is not a theologian’s imposition upon a text that resists it; it is a theologian’s careful reception of
what the text itself provides. The most concentrated exegetical foundation is Romans 8:29—-30, where Paul moves
in sequence from foreknowledge through predestination, calling, justification, and glorification. The sequential
grammar of the passage, “whom He foreknew... He also predestined... He also called... He also justified... He also
glorified”, presents the saving work of God as a linked chain of divine acts, each of which flows necessarily from
the one that precedes it and guarantees the one that follows. The same soteriological sequence, in less
concentrated form, appears in 2 Thessalonians 2:13-14 (“God has chosen you from the beginning for salvation
through sanctification by the Spirit and faith in the truth. It was for this He called you through our gospel”), in 1
Peter 1:1-2 (the elect “chosen according to the foreknowledge of God the Father, by the sanctifying work of the
Spirit, to obey Jesus Christ”), and in Titus 3:4—7 (the saving work of God moving from the kindness and love of God
through the washing of regeneration and renewing of the Spirit to justification and the hope of eternal life).

Ephesians 1:3—14, the great soteriological doxology of Paul’s letter, provides the broadest canonical expression of
the ordo by tracing the saving work of God across all three Persons of the Trinity in a single sustained movement:
the Father’s election before the foundation of the world (vv. 4-5), the Son’s accomplishment of redemption and
forgiveness (vv. 7-10), and the Spirit’s sealing and guarantee of the inheritance (vv. 13—-14). The sequential
structure, from the Father’s eternal purpose through the Son’s historical accomplishment to the Spirit’s present
and ongoing application, is the ordo salutis in its grandest Trinitarian form. What systematic theology traces in the
logical sequence of individual doctrines, Paul traces in the doxological movement of a single sentence of adoration.
The ordo is not imposed on the text; it is read from it.

II. The Reformed Ordo salutis in Full

Election Through Glorification, Every Link in the Golden Chain

A. From Election to Conversion

The Reformed ordo salutis begins, necessarily, with election, God’s sovereign, eternal, unconditional choice of
specific individuals for salvation before the foundation of the world (Ephesians 1:4-5; Romans 9:11). Election is
not, strictly speaking, an element of the Spirit’s application of salvation to the individual; it is the eternal
presupposition of everything that follows. It stands at the head of the ordo not because it is the first thing the
believer experiences but because it is the first thing God did, and because understanding it as the starting point
of the entire saving work is indispensable for understanding the sovereign character of everything that follows.
Election is the headwaters from which the river of saving grace flows; trace any element of the ordo back to its
source, and you will arrive, eventually, at the free and sovereign good pleasure of the Father who chose His people
in Christ before time began.

From election flows the covenant of redemption (pactum salutis), the eternal, intra-Trinitarian agreement by
which the Father purposed to give a specific people to the Son, the Son agreed to accomplish their redemption
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through His incarnation, obedience, death, and resurrection, and the Spirit agreed to apply that redemption
effectually to each of the elect in the appointed time (John 6:37-39; 17:1-5; Hebrews 10:5-10). The covenant of
redemption establishes that the saving work is not merely a general divine intention toward humanity but a
specific, personal, Trinitarian commitment to the salvation of a particular people, a commitment that is as certain
of fulfillment as the faithfulness of the God who made it.

In time, the saving purpose of God reaches the individual through effectual calling, the sovereign, internal work
of the Holy Spirit by which He makes the external proclamation of the gospel effective in the heart of the elect
sinner, opening eyes that are blind, softening hearts that are hardened, and enabling the dead to hear the voice
of the Son of God and live (John 5:25; 6:44, 65; Romans 8:30; 1 Corinthians 1:23-24). Effectual calling is
distinguished from the external or general call, the sincere, universal proclamation of the gospel to all people
without distinction, which is the responsibility and privilege of the church’s preaching ministry. The external call
goes to all who hear; the effectual call reaches only the elect, not because God is less than sincere in the general
offer, but because the effectual call is the sovereign act by which the elect are distinguished from the non-elect,
not as a replacement for the general call but as its divinely effective internalization.

Regeneration is the instantaneous, monergistic act of the Holy Spirit by which He imparts new spiritual life to the
dead sinner, transforming the nature so radically that the result is described in Scripture as a new birth (John 3:3—
8), a new creation (2 Corinthians 5:17), a resurrection from the dead (Ephesians 2:5-6), and the fulfillment of the
New Covenant promise to give a new heart and a new spirit (Ezekiel 36:26). In the Reformed ordo, regeneration
logically precedes faith because faith is the first act of the newly given spiritual life, the regenerate heart’s initial
and inevitable movement toward the Christ who has been offered to it in the gospel. The new birth is not the
result of faith; it is the divine act that makes faith possible, and its occurrence is known by its fruit, which is
precisely the faith and repentance that it invariably produces.

Conversion follows from regeneration as its necessary fruit and comprises both repentance and faith, the two
sides of the single coin of the soul’s turning toward God in Christ. Repentance is the Spirit-wrought, whole-person
turning from sin to God: a change of mind that sees sin as God sees it, a change of affection that grieves over sin
as God grieves over it, and a change of direction that moves away from sin and toward the Savior it has offended.
Faith is the whole-person trust in Jesus Christ as He is offered in the gospel, resting upon Him alone, His person,
His work, His righteousness, His promises, as the sole sufficient ground of the soul’s acceptance before God.
Repentance and faith are theologically distinguishable but experientially inseparable: one cannot genuinely turn
to Christ without turning from sin, and one cannot genuinely turn from sin without turning to Christ. Together
they constitute the conversion that is the soul’s conscious entry into the saving relationship that the Spirit has
already, in regeneration, made possible.

B. From Justification to Glorification

Justification is the forensic, that is, legal and declarative, act of God by which He pronounces the believing sinner
righteous in His sight on the basis of Christ’s imputed righteousness, received through faith alone. It is not a
process but a verdict; not the making of the sinner actually righteous in his own person but the declaring of the
sinner righteous on the basis of a righteousness that is Christ’s by nature and the believer’s by imputation. This is
the great Reformation doctrine of justification sola fide, which the previous two lessons have established as the
material principle of the apostolic gospel and the article by which the church stands or falls. In the ordo,
justification is the legal answer to the legal problem, the solution to the dilemma of Romans 3:26, the basis upon
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which the sinner who was condemned under the law now stands before God not merely acquitted but positively
and permanently righteous in His sight.

Adoption follows justification in the ordo as the relational dimension of the forgiven sinner’s new standing before
God. The sinner who has been justified has had his guilt removed and Christ’s righteousness credited to his
account, but adoption goes further, bringing the formerly condemned creature into the family of God as a son or
daughter with all the privileges that that status entails: access to the Father in prayer, the discipline of a Father
who loves rather than the punishment of a Judge who condemns, and an inheritance in Christ that is imperishable,
undefiled, and will not fade away (1 Peter 1:4). Justification changes the sinner’s legal status; adoption changes
his relational identity. The two are inseparable, every justified person is also an adopted child, but they are
distinguishable, and the believer who understands both will approach God with a confidence grounded not only
in the courtroom verdict but in the family relationship.

Sanctification is the ongoing, lifelong, progressive work of the Holy Spirit by which the believer is increasingly
conformed to the image of Christ in thought, affection, desire, and conduct. It is distinguished from justification
in that justification is instantaneous, complete, and entirely the act of God, while sanctification is progressive,
never complete in this life, and involves the genuine moral effort of the believer empowered by the Spirit. The
distinction is critical: those who collapse justification into sanctification (as the Roman Catholic tradition tends to
do) make acceptance before God dependent on the quality of the believer’s moral life; those who separate
sanctification from justification (as certain forms of antinomianism do) make the justified life practically
indistinguishable from the unjustified one. The Reformed ordo holds both in their proper relation: justification is
the unshakeable forensic foundation, and sanctification is the necessary and certain fruit that grows from that
foundation in every genuinely justified soul.

Perseverance is the doctrine that all who are truly regenerated and justified will persevere in faith and holiness to
the final end, preserved not by the strength of their own resolve but by the sovereign power of the God who called
them (Philippians 1:6; Romans 8:31-39; John 10:27-30). Perseverance does not mean the believer will never
stumble, doubt, or sin grievously, it means that the believer will never finally and irrevocably fall away from the
grace in which he stands. The one who appears to fall away demonstrates thereby that he was never truly
regenerate (1 John 2:19); the one who is genuinely regenerate will, through every trial and failure and season of
darkness, be upheld by the same sovereign grace that first laid hold of him. Glorification is the eschatological
completion and consummation of the entire saving work: the resurrection and transformation of the body, the
final eradication of the presence of sin from the believer’s nature, and the eternal, unmediated enjoyment of the
triune God in the new heavens and new earth. In Romans 8:30, Paul uses the past tense for glorification, “these
He also glorified”, indicating that from the perspective of God’s sovereign purpose, glorification is as certain as if
it had already occurred. For the elect, the journey from election to glory is not a probability but a certainty, and
every element of the ordo is the unfolding of that certainty in time.

III. Historia Salutis and Ordo Salutis

The History of Salvation Accomplished and the Order of Salvation Applied

A. The Distinction Defined
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One of the most important conceptual distinctions in the whole of Reformed soteriology is the distinction between
the historia salutis, the history of salvation, and the ordo salutis, the order of salvation. The historia salutis refers
to the objective, once-for-all events of redemptive history by which salvation was accomplished: the incarnation
of the Son of God, His sinless life and perfect obedience, His atoning death, His bodily resurrection, and His
ascension to the right hand of the Father. These events are historical, they occurred at specific places and times
in the public history of the world, and they are unrepeatable, the sacrifice offered once has been made once for
all (Hebrews 9:26-28), and the resurrection that occurred on the first day of the week will not occur again. The
historia salutis is the foundation upon which the entire structure of the believer’s salvation rests, and its adequacy
is in no way dependent on the believer’s response.

The ordo salutis, by contrast, refers to the subjective, ongoing application of the benefits of the historia salutis to
the individual believer by the Holy Spirit. The death and resurrection of Christ accomplished redemption
objectively, outside of us, in history, but that accomplished redemption must be applied subjectively, inside us, in
our experience, by the Spirit, who unites each elect sinner to Christ and distributes to him the full range of benefits
that Christ’s saving work secured. The ordo salutis describes that distributing work, the sequence in which the
Spirit’s applying work proceeds, from regeneration through glorification. The historia accomplishes; the ordo
applies. The historia is the treasure in the field; the ordo is the process by which each person who finds the field
comes to possess the treasure.

The practical significance of this distinction for the believer’s assurance can hardly be overstated. Because the
historia salutis is objective and complete, because the death of Christ fully satisfied the justice of God, the
resurrection of Christ fully vindicated His atoning work, and the ascension of Christ fully secured His intercession,
the believer’s salvation does not depend on the quality or consistency of his subjective experience of the ordo.
The foundation of the building is not altered by the condition of the upper stories. When faith fluctuates, when
repentance feels shallow, when sanctification seems to stall, the believer is directed not inward to the condition
of his own experience but outward and upward to the completed, unalterable, objectively sufficient work of Christ
in history. This is the pastoral genius of the historia / ordo distinction: it prevents the believer from looking for his
assurance in the wrong place.

At the same time, the distinction does not license a careless indifference to the ordo’s experiential dimensions.
The historia salutis is not salvifically effective for those to whom the benefits are never applied; the atonement
accomplished is not the atonement received until the Spirit applies it through the operations of the ordo. A person
who claims the benefits of the historia salutis without any evidence of the ordo’s work in his life, no regeneration,
no faith, no repentance, no sanctification, no perseverance, has no biblical grounds for assurance, however
confidently he may claim the cross as his own. The historia and the ordo belong together: the historia provides
the objective basis that the ordo applies; the ordo applies the benefits that the historia secured. Neither is
complete without the other in the full soteriological picture.

B. The Redemptive-Historical Critique and the Reformed Response

In the twentieth century, a significant debate arose within the Reformed tradition itself about the validity and
usefulness of the ordo salutis as a theological category. The debate was associated primarily with the redemptive-
historical school of biblical theology, represented by figures such as Geerhardus Vos and, in different ways, by
Klaas Schilder and Herman Ridderbos. The concern of the redemptive-historical scholars was that the ordo salutis,
as a category of systematic theology, tended to individualize and psychologize the biblical account of salvation in
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ways that obscured its fundamentally corporate, eschatological, and redemptive-historical character. In Paul, the
argument ran, salvation is not primarily a sequence of individual experiences applied by the Spirit to separate
sinners but the eschatological reality of the new age breaking into the present age through the death and
resurrection of Christ, into which believers are incorporated by faith. The ordo salutis, with its focus on the logical
sequence of individual saving acts, risked losing the forest of Paul’s redemptive-historical vision for the trees of
individual soteriological stages.

The Reformed response to this critique has been to affirm the genuine insight it contains while denying the
conclusion it draws. The redemptive-historical scholars were right to insist that the historia salutis has a logical
and theological priority over the ordo salutis, that individual salvation is participation in the accomplished
redemption of Christ rather than a private religious experience that happens to run on the same rails as the gospel
story. They were right to warn against a psychologizing Pietism that made the individual’s inner spiritual journey
the primary referent of soteriological reflection. But they were wrong to conclude from these genuine insights
that the ordo salutis is a misleading category that should be abandoned or fundamentally revised. Paul’s letters
are simultaneously redemptive-historical and ordo-structured: the same apostle who places the death and
resurrection of Christ at the center of all soteriological reflection (Romans 6:1-11) also articulates the logical
sequence of their individual application with unmistakable precision (Romans 8:29-30). The ordo and the historia
are not competing frameworks; they are complementary perspectives on the single reality of salvation in Christ.

The deepest response to the redemptive-historical critique is that the ordo salutis, rightly understood, is not an
individualistic or psychologizing framework at all. It is a Trinitarian framework. It describes not the sequence of
the believer’s inner spiritual experiences but the sequence of God’s saving acts directed toward the believer: the
Father’s election, the Spirit’s regeneration, the Father’s justification, the Spirit’s sanctification, the triune God'’s
preservation, the Father’s glorification. The subject of every element in the ordo is God, not the human being. The
human being is the recipient, not the agent. And a framework in which God is the active subject of every saving
act, from first to last, is as far from individualistic Pietism as it is possible to be.

IV. The Reformed Ordo and the Arminian Ordo Contrasted

The Critical Question: Does Regeneration Precede Faith, or Faith Precede Regeneration?

A. The Arminian Ordo and Its Logic

The most significant alternative to the Reformed ordo salutis in the Protestant tradition is the Arminian ordo,
which presents the sequence of salvation in a fundamentally different order. In the Arminian account, the saving
process begins with the general call of the gospel, which is accompanied by a prevenient grace, a universal,
resistible grace extended to all people by the Holy Spirit that partially restores the freedom of the will impaired
by the fall, enabling every person who hears the gospel to respond in faith or to resist. On the basis of this
prevenient grace, the individual exercises faith, a genuine act of the human will that is the decisive, uncaused-by-
God factor in the reception of salvation. This faith is then met by God’s justifying and regenerating response: the
person who freely chooses to believe is justified and regenerated as a consequence of that faith.

The Arminian ordo therefore runs, in its essential logical structure: prevenient grace - external call = human
faith = regeneration - justification. The critical structural difference from the Reformed ordo is the location of

Dr. Joshua Nichols faithfultotheword.com Page 9



Faithful to the Word | Systematic Theology: Soteriology | Lesson 3 | © 2026

regeneration in relation to faith. In the Arminian ordo, faith precedes and causes regeneration; in the Reformed
ordo, regeneration precedes and enables faith. This may appear to be a small technical difference, but its
theological implications are total and decisive. In the Arminian scheme, the human being’s free act of faith is the
decisive factor in the reception of salvation; God responds to that free act with the gifts of regeneration and
justification. In the Reformed scheme, God’s free act of regeneration is the decisive factor; the human being’s
faith is the real but gift-enabled response to that sovereign divine act.

It is important to note that the Arminian ordo, in its more careful articulations, does not claim that fallen human
beings are capable of faith entirely apart from divine assistance, hence the concept of prevenient grace. The
Arminian concern is to preserve genuine human freedom and responsibility, and the doctrine of prevenient grace
is designed to maintain that freedom while acknowledging the reality of the fall’s effects on human nature. But
the Reformed critique of this move is that prevenient grace, as the Arminian tradition typically describes it, is not
sovereign, not effectual, and not discriminating, it is extended equally to all and may be equally resisted by all,
and therefore cannot function as the explanation for why some believe and others do not. The Reformed account
locates the explanation in sovereign, effectual, discriminating regeneration; the Arminian account locates it in the
free decision of the human will. And the question of which account is exegetically sound is, at its bottom, the
question of which account the whole of the Pauline testimony supports.

B. The Exegetical Case for Regeneration Preceding Faith

The exegetical case for the Reformed ordering, regeneration logically precedes and enables faith, rests on four
converging lines of biblical testimony. First, the biblical descriptions of the unregenerate condition consistently
use the language of death, blindness, deafness, and bondage in ways that make any unaided spiritual response to
the gospel impossible. Paul writes that the unregenerate person is “dead in trespasses and sins” (Ephesians 2:1),
that “the god of this world has blinded the minds of the unbelieving so that they might not see the light of the
gospel” (2 Corinthians 4:4, NASB 1995), and that “the mind set on the flesh... does not subject itself to the law of
God, for it is not even able to do so” (Romans 8:7, NASB 1995). Dead people do not choose life; blind people do
not see the light; bound people do not free themselves. If these are not mere rhetorical exaggerations but accurate
descriptions of the actual spiritual condition of the unregenerate, then faith cannot precede regeneration,
because the unregenerate person lacks the spiritual capacity to generate genuine saving faith.

Second, the biblical descriptions of the new birth consistently present it as entirely the work of God, with no
contributory role for the human will. John 1:13 states explicitly that those who receive Christ were “born, not of
blood nor of the will of the flesh nor of the will of man, but of God.” The three-fold negation, not of blood, not of
the will of the flesh, not of the will of man, is exhaustive: no dimension of human nature, biological or volitional,
is the source of the new birth. It is entirely God’s act. James 1:18 confirms this: “In the exercise of His will He
brought us forth by the word of truth,”, the new birth is the exercise of God’s will, not a response to the exercise
of the human will. And 1 Peter 1:3 attributes the new birth to the “great mercy” of God, not to any human decision
or receptivity.

Third, the specific texts that address the relationship between faith and the new birth in the Gospel of John
consistently present divine action as the presupposition of human believing. In John 6:44, Jesus declares: “No one
can come to Me unless the Father who sent Me draws him.” In verse 65: “No one can come to Me unless it has
been granted him from the Father.” The language of “can” and “unless” establishes that coming to Christ, the act
of faith, is not within the natural capacity of the unregenerate; it requires a specific divine enablement that
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precedes it. In John 3:3, 5, Jesus tells Nicodemus that no one can even “see” or “enter” the kingdom of God
without being born again from above, and the new birth that is the precondition of seeing the kingdom is the
work of the Spirit who “blows where He wishes” (John 3:8), not the product of human initiative or decision.

Fourth, the Reformed case is confirmed by the positive testimony of texts such as Acts 16:14, which describes the
conversion of Lydia: “The Lord opened her heart to respond to the things spoken by Paul.” The sequence is
unambiguous: the Lord’s opening of the heart precedes and enables the response. God acts first; Lydia responds
to that prior act. This is the soteriological pattern that the Reformed ordo describes: sovereign divine action
creating the human capacity and disposition that makes genuine, free, Spirit-enabled human response possible.
The Arminian ordo inverts this sequence, making God’s regenerating action a response to the human’s prior free
choice, a sequence for which the apostolic testimony provides no support and which the descriptions of the
unregenerate condition in Ephesians 2 and John 6 explicitly foreclose.

V. The Golden Chain of Romans 8:28—30

An Unbreakable Sequence from Foreknowledge to Glorification

A. Exegetical Analysis of the Golden Chain

Romans 8:28-30 is the most concentrated and logically precise expression of the ordo salutis in the entire New
Testament. It deserves extended exegetical attention, not merely as a proof text for the doctrines it is commonly
invoked to support, but as a sustained piece of theological argument that rewards careful grammatical and
contextual analysis. The passage follows Paul’s extended discussion of the believer’s present suffering and the
Spirit’s intercession (vv. 18-27), and it functions as the ground of assurance that makes those sufferings bearable:
the believer can endure the groaning of the present age because “for those who love God, all things work together
for good, for those who are called according to His purpose” (v. 28). The “for” that opens verse 29 introduces the
explanation of why all things work together for good for those who are called according to God’s purpose: because
that purpose runs in an unbroken chain from foreknowledge to glorification, and nothing, not suffering, not
weakness, not the opposition of powers spiritual or material, can break a single link.

The five verbs of the golden chain, foreknew, predestined, called, justified, glorified, are all aorist indicative active
forms in the Greek, indicating completed, punctiliar divine acts. The use of the past tense for glorification is
particularly remarkable: Paul writes “these He also glorified” about an event that has not yet occurred in the
experience of the believers to whom he is writing. This theological past tense, sometimes called the prophetic
aorist or the aorist of certainty, indicates not that glorification has already happened but that it is so certain in the
divine purpose that it may be spoken of as already accomplished. The same God who foreknew and predestined
has also, in the same sovereign purposefulness, glorified, and the certainty of the future glorification is grounded
in the same immutable will that guaranteed every preceding element of the chain.

The logic of the chain is cumulative: every verb in the sequence has the same subjects on both sides, those whom
He foreknew are the same as those whom He predestined, the same as those whom He called, the same as those
whom He justified, the same as those whom He glorified. There is no attrition between the links. The chain does
not say “some of those whom He foreknew He also predestined, and of those, some He called, and of those, some
He justified, and of those, some He glorified.” Every person who enters the chain at the first link exits at the last.
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This means that if you are genuinely called according to God’s purpose, if the effectual call of the Spirit has truly
awakened you to faith in Christ, then you are as certainly destined for glorification as if it had already occurred.
The chain holds not because of anything in you but because of the sovereign faithfulness of the God who forged
every link.

The term “foreknew” at the head of the chain has been the subject of considerable debate. Arminian interpreters
have understood it as referring to God’s simple prescience, His advance knowledge of who would freely choose
to believe, on the basis of which He then predestinated. But this interpretation fails on multiple exegetical
grounds. The Greek word proginosko, in the New Testament’s usage when God is the subject and persons are the
object, does not mean mere advance knowledge of facts but an intimate, personal, covenantal knowing, the same
relational sense as the Old Testament yada, which describes God’s covenant knowledge of His people (cf. Amos
3:2; Matthew 7:23). To know, in this biblical sense, is to choose in love; to foreknow is to set one’s love upon
beforehand. Paul’s point in Romans 8:29 is not that God anticipated who would believe but that He set His love
upon specific individuals before time, and that it is this prior, sovereign love that drives the entire chain that
follows.

B. The Pastoral Power of the Golden Chain

The soteriological precision of the golden chain is inseparable from its pastoral purpose. Paul is not writing Romans
8:29-30 as a contribution to an academic seminar on the mechanics of divine sovereignty; he is writing it as the
ground of assurance for believers who are suffering in a world that is “groaning” under the curse of sin and
awaiting the redemption of all things. The question the chain answers is the question that suffering always raises:
will this be enough to undo what God has begun? Will the weakness of my faith, the severity of my trial, the depth
of my sin, the hostility of the principalities and powers, will any of these be enough to break the chain that links
me to the God who loved me before the foundation of the world?

Paul’s answer is the most resounding no in the history of human literature, developed in the verses that follow
the golden chain with the rhetorical force of a prosecuting attorney who has already won the case: “What then
shall we say to these things? If God is for us, who is against us?” (v. 31). “Who will bring a charge against God’s
elect? God is the one who justifies; who is the one who condemns? Christ Jesus is He who died, yes, rather who
was raised, who is at the right hand of God, who also intercedes for us” (vv. 33—-34). “Who will separate us from
the love of Christ? Will tribulation, or distress, or persecution, or famine, or nakedness, or peril, or sword?” (v.
35). The answer to every question is the same: nothing. And the ground of the nothing is the golden chain, the
unbreakable sequence of sovereign divine acts that runs from the love of God in eternity past to the glory of God
in eternity future, with the believing sinner held securely at every point by the hands that forged every link.

The ordo salutis, when it is understood in the light of Romans 8:28-30, is therefore not merely a systematic
theological map but a pastoral instrument of the highest order. It tells the anxious soul not merely what has
happened in its salvation but why it cannot be undone. Every element of the ordo is a divine act: the regeneration
was God’s, the faith was God’s gift, the justification was God’s verdict, the adoption was God’s decree, the
sanctification is God’s work, the perseverance is God’s preservation, and the glorification is God’s certain purpose.
The soul that understands this is not one that collapses into passive indolence; it is one that runs the race with
the freedom of a person who knows the finish line is guaranteed, strives toward holiness with the energy of a
person who knows the One who is doing the transforming, and endures suffering with the patience of a person
who knows that the God who ordained the suffering has ordained its end and its eternal fruit.
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VI. The Practical Significance of the Ordo Salutis

Not an Abstract Schema but a Description of Every Saved Soul

A. The Ordo and the Christian Life

The ordo salutis is sometimes dismissed by practically minded Christians as an overly abstract academic
framework with little bearing on the actual experience of the believer’s life. This dismissal reflects a fundamental
misunderstanding of what the ordo is and what it describes. The ordo salutis does not describe a set of theological
categories; it describes what has actually happened to every person who has ever genuinely been saved. Every
genuinely converted person has been regenerated, made alive by the Spirit in a way that preceded and enabled
their faith, whether or not they can articulate the mechanics of that regeneration. Every genuinely converted
person has been justified, declared righteous by the forensic verdict of God on the basis of the imputed
righteousness of Christ, whether or not they know the Latin term for that declaration. Every genuinely converted
person is being sanctified, transformed by the Spirit toward the image of Christ, however unevenly and imperfectly
in any given season of the Christian life. The ordo does not describe the experience of a few theologically
sophisticated Christians; it describes the invisible but real spiritual structure underlying the experience of every
believer in every age and culture.

The practical significance of this for the Christian life is substantial. Understanding the ordo prevents the believer
from seeking assurance in the wrong place. The person who does not understand that justification is a forensic
verdict pronounced once for all on the basis of imputed righteousness will tend to look for assurance in the quality
of her sanctification, and since sanctification is always imperfect in this life, she will find assurance perpetually
elusive. The person who understands the ordo knows that her standing before God is not grounded in how she is
doing in sanctification today but in the verdict that was pronounced over her in justification, which was grounded
in the righteousness of Christ and is therefore as perfect, complete, and permanent as He is. Understanding the
ordo also prevents the believer from treating regeneration as something he maintains or contributes to,
sanctification as something he achieves by willpower alone, or perseverance as something he secures by the
quality of his resolution. Each element of the ordo is God’s work; the believer’s responsibility is to receive and
respond to each element in the appropriate way, with faith in the promises, repentance for the sins, and the Spirit-
empowered moral effort that is not the cause of sanctification but its necessary human dimension.

Understanding the ordo also provides the believer with a framework for interpreting the diverse experiences of
the Christian life without losing the coherence of the gospel. The experience of deep conviction of sin is the Spirit’s
work of effectual calling pressing upon the conscience. The experience of new spiritual desire, the sudden
attraction to Christ and Scripture and holiness that the previously unconverted person did not feel, is the evidence
of regeneration, the new heart given in fulfillment of the Ezekiel promise. The experience of peace with God that
follows genuine repentance and faith is the pastoral fruit of justification received and resting in. The experience
of ongoing struggle with sin alongside genuine progress in holiness is the texture of progressive sanctification in a
soul that is truly regenerate but not yet glorified. None of these experiences is isolated or random; each is the
experiential dimension of a specific element of the ordo, and the believer who can locate her experience within
the ordo is far better equipped to interpret that experience with theological clarity and pastoral stability.
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B. The Pastoral Use of the Ordo Salutis

The pastoral applications of the ordo salutis are at least as important as its systematic theological functions, and

they have been recognized and developed with great care throughout the history of Reformed preaching and
pastoral theology. The Puritans in particular excelled in the pastoral application of the ordo, using it as a diagnostic
framework for distinguishing genuine conversion from its counterfeits, as a guide for preaching the gospel with
its full range of demands and promises, and as a tool for offering precise spiritual comfort to souls in specific
spiritual conditions.

In preaching, the ordo salutis shapes the structure and the urgency of the gospel proclamation. The preacher who
understands the ordo knows that the unconverted person sitting before him is spiritually dead (regeneration has
not yet occurred), spiritually blind (the Spirit’s illuminating work has not yet opened his eyes), and spiritually
enslaved (the will is in bondage to the flesh and cannot turn to God without the Spirit’s enabling). He therefore
does not preach as though the sermon itself, by the force of its rhetoric or the attractiveness of its offer, can
produce saving faith in an unregenerate hearer, as if the problem were merely insufficient motivation rather than
genuine spiritual incapacity. He preaches as the instrument of the Spirit’s calling, with urgency and precision and
the full weight of the gospel, trusting that the Spirit will use the Word to accomplish what only sovereign grace
can accomplish: the regeneration of dead souls and the gift of the faith that receives the Christ who is offered.
This is the difference between preaching as marketing and preaching as proclamation, and it is the ordo salutis
that makes the difference visible.

In pastoral care, the ordo salutis enables the pastor to diagnose accurately and counsel precisely. The person who
lacks assurance because she is uncertain whether she was ever truly converted can be directed to the evidence of
regeneration that the apostolic letters provide: love for the brethren (1 John 3:14), the overcoming of the world
(1 John 5:4), the desire for holiness and the grief over sin (1 John 2:29; 3:9), the testimony of the Spirit with her
spirit that she is a child of God (Romans 8:16). The person who is experiencing the agony of besetting sin can be
directed not to redouble his moral efforts alone but to the Spirit who is the agent of mortification (Romans 8:13)
and to the grace that is the motivation for it. The person who is terrified by suffering can be directed to the golden
chain of Romans 8:28—-30 and reminded that the God who is working all things together for good is the same God
who forged every link of the chain that holds her. The ordo salutis, in the hands of a skilled and Spirit-dependent
pastor, is not a textbook category but a pastoral instrument of extraordinary precision and power.

The ordo also shapes the church’s approach to the assurance of salvation, particularly in the evangelistic and
membership contexts where the question of genuine conversion is most pressing. The Reformed tradition,
following the Puritans, has insisted on a distinction between the assurance that belongs to every genuine believer
in principle and the full assurance that many believers lack in experience, and has developed, from the ordo, a set
of diagnostic questions that help the pastor and the inquiring soul navigate that distinction together. Is there
genuine new birth, a love for God, a hatred of sin, a delight in Scripture, a desire for prayer, a love for the people
of God, that was not present before conversion and that cannot be explained by mere religious socialization or
moral self-improvement? Is there genuine justifying faith, a resting of the whole soul on Christ alone for salvation,
a looking away from one’s own righteousness to His? Is there genuine sanctification, not perfection but direction,
not arrival but movement, not absence of failure but the presence of grief over failure and the desire for holiness?
The answers to these questions, held within the framework of the ordo and weighed with the full testimony of
Scripture, constitute the pastoral use of the ordo salutis at its most practically consequential.
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“And we know that God causes all things to work together for good to those who love God, to
those who are called according to His purpose.”

Romans 8:28, NASB 1995
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Theological Terms and Definitions

Ordo Salutis

Historia Salutis

Effectual Calling

Regeneration

Prevenient Grace

Conversion

Latin: “order of salvation.” The logical (not necessarily chronological) sequence in which the
Holy Spirit applies the benefits of Christ’s accomplished redemption to the individual believer.
The Reformed ordo: election - covenant of redemption - effectual calling - regeneration
—> conversion (repentance and faith) - justification - adoption > sanctification -
perseverance —» glorification. Each element logically presupposes the preceding one and
guarantees the one that follows. Distinguished from the historia salutis (the history of
salvation accomplished in Christ).

Latin: “history of salvation.” The once-for-all, objective events of redemptive history by which
salvation was accomplished: the incarnation, sinless life, atoning death, bodily resurrection,
and ascension of the Son of God. The historia salutis is the foundation of all saving benefit, it
is what was accomplished for us, outside of us, in history. Distinguished from the ordo salutis,
which describes the subjective application of those objective benefits to the individual by the
Holy Spirit. The historia accomplishes; the ordo applies.

The sovereign, internal work of the Holy Spirit by which He applies the external proclamation
of the gospel to the elect, making it effective in their hearts by opening blind eyes, softening
hardened hearts, and irresistibly drawing them to Christ in repentance and faith. Distinguished
from the external (general) call, which is the sincere, universal proclamation of the gospel to
all who hear it. The external call comes to all; the effectual call reaches only the elect (Romans
8:30; 1 Corinthians 1:23-24; John 6:44, 65). The Westminster Confession: “This effectual call
is of God’s free and special grace alone, not from anything at all foreseen in man” (WCF X.2).

The instantaneous, monergistic act of the Holy Spirit by which He imparts new spiritual life to
the dead sinner, transforming the nature from the inside so that new desires, new
understanding, new affections, and new will are produced. In the Reformed ordo,
regeneration logically precedes faith: the Spirit first makes the sinner alive, and the newly alive
sinner then exercises the gift of faith. The new birth cannot be reversed and cannot fail to
produce its fruits (faith, repentance, love for God, hatred of sin). Grounded in John 3:3-8;
Ezekiel 36:26; 1 Peter 1:23; Titus 3:5; Ephesians 2:1, 5.

The Arminian doctrine that the Holy Spirit extends a universal, resistible grace to all people
who hear the gospel that partially restores the freedom of the will impaired by the fall,
enabling every person to respond to the gospel in faith or to resist it. Prevenient grace is the
mechanism by which Arminianism preserves universal gospel responsibility while
acknowledging the fall’s effects. The Reformed critique: prevenient grace is not effectual
(some resist it), not discriminating (it is extended to all equally), and therefore cannot explain
why some believe and others do not, locating the decisive factor in the human will rather than
in sovereign grace.

The human response to the Spirit’s regenerating work, comprising both repentance and faith
as inseparable dimensions of the soul’s whole-person turning from sin to God in Christ.
Repentance involves a change of mind (seeing sin as God sees it), a change of affection
(grieving over sin as God grieves over it), and a change of direction (turning from sin and
toward the Savior). Faith involves the whole-person resting of the soul upon Christ alone for
salvation, His person, work, righteousness, and promises. Repentance and faith are
theologically distinguishable but experientially inseparable: genuine turning to Christ is
simultaneously a turning from sin.

The gracious act of God by which those who were by nature children of wrath are received
into the family of God as sons and daughters, with all the privileges that status entails: access
to the Father in prayer, the discipline of a loving Father rather than the punishment of a
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Progressive
Sanctification

Perseverance of

the Saints

Glorification

condemning Judge, and the inheritance of eternal life as fellow heirs with Christ. Adoption
follows justification in the ordo and adds the relational dimension to the forensic: justification
changes the sinner’s legal status (from condemned to righteous); adoption changes the
sinner’s relational identity (from enemy to child). Galatians 4:4—7; Romans 8:14—17; Ephesians
1:5.

The ongoing, lifelong, Spirit-empowered transformation of the believer in thought, affection,
and conduct toward increasing conformity to the image of Christ. Distinguished from
definitive sanctification (the once-for-all positional setting-apart of the believer at conversion)
and from glorification (the eschatological completion of the transforming work at the
resurrection). Progressive sanctification is synergistic in the sense that it involves genuine
human effort empowered by divine grace (Philippians 2:12-13), unlike justification and
regeneration, which are entirely monergistic. It is never complete in this life (1 John 1:8) and
is always imperfect but always real and directional in the genuinely regenerate.

The doctrine that all who are genuinely regenerated by the Holy Spirit will persevere in faith
and holiness to the final end, preserved not by the strength of their own resolve but by the
sovereign, unbreakable commitment of the triune God who elected, called, justified, and is
sanctifying them. Grounded in John 10:27-30; Romans 8:28-39; Philippians 1:6; 1 Peter 1:3—
5; Jude 24-25. Those who fall away demonstrate that they were never truly regenerate (1
John 2:19). Distinguished from the false doctrine of “once saved, always saved” when that
phrase is used to license antinomian indifference: the one who perseveres is the one who
continues in faith and the pursuit of holiness.

The final, eschatological, and irreversible act of God by which the believer is completely and
permanently conformed to the image of Christ, body and soul, freed from every trace of the
presence of sin, and brought into the fullness of eternal life in the unveiled presence of the
triune God. In Romans 8:30, Paul uses the past tense (“these He also glorified”) to indicate its
absolute certainty from the standpoint of the divine purpose. Glorification includes the
resurrection of the body in imperishable glory (1 Corinthians 15:42-57), the beatific vision (1
John 3:2), and the final consummation of adoption as the redemption of the body is completed
(Romans 8:23).
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Practical Application

A. For the Mind: What Must We Believe?

We must believe that the ordo salutis is not a theological luxury for those with academic interests but a practical
necessity for every believer who wants to understand the salvation she has received, the assurance to which she
is entitled, and the life she is called to live. The student who understands that regeneration precedes faith knows
that her conversion was God’s work from the first moment, not a choice she made from neutral ground. The
student who understands that justification is a forensic verdict, not a progressive moral achievement, knows
where to look when guilt and doubt assail the conscience. The student who understands that sanctification is the
certain fruit of genuine regeneration knows both the comfort (genuine progress is evidence of genuine new birth)
and the warning (the absence of any progressive sanctification raises serious questions about the reality of
regeneration) that the ordo provides.

We must believe, furthermore, that the sequence of the ordo is not negotiable, that the Reformed ordering
(regeneration preceding faith) is not a denominational preference but an exegetical conclusion demanded by the
plain testimony of Ephesians 2:1, John 6:44, 65, John 1:13, and Acts 16:14. The question of whether faith produces
regeneration or regeneration produces faith is not a question about the order of calendar events in a conversion
experience; it is a question about whether the decisive act in the reception of salvation belongs to God or to the
human creature. Believe wrongly on that question, placing the decisive act with the human will rather than with
the sovereign Spirit, and the gospel quietly migrates from an announcement of what God has done to an invitation
that awaits human ratification. Believe rightly, and every element of the saving work is properly ascribed to the
God whose sovereign grace deserves all the glory.

We must also believe that the golden chain of Romans 8:29-30 is not a theological abstraction but a personal
promise, that the God who foreknew you in his electing love is the same God who has already, in the certainty of
His sovereign purpose, glorified you. This is not a license for presumption; it is the ground of the most settled,
warfare-tested, suffering-enduring assurance that the gospel produces. The believer who has located herself in
the golden chain, who knows herself to be effectually called, genuinely regenerate, truly justified, progressively
sanctified, has a ground of confidence before God that does not fluctuate with the quality of her spiritual
experience, because it is not grounded in the quality of her spiritual experience but in the immutable purpose of
the God who forged every link.

B. For the Heart: What Must We Feel and Desire?

The appropriate emotional response to the ordo salutis, rightly understood, is a profound and settled gratitude,
the gratitude of a soul that has traced every element of its salvation back to its ultimate source in the sovereign
grace of God, and has found that there is nothing in the chain that it contributed, nothing that it could have
provided, and nothing that it needs to fear the loss of. The regeneration that made faith possible was God'’s act.
The faith itself was God'’s gift. The justification that followed was God’s verdict. The adoption that accompanied it
was God’s decree. The sanctification that is ongoing is God’s work. The perseverance that will carry the believer
to the end is God’s preservation. The glorification that awaits is God’s certain purpose. There is no room in this
chain for human pride and no reason for human anxiety, and the soul that genuinely sees this will find itself moved,
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not to complacency, but to the most energetic and wholehearted response of love and obedience that gratitude
to a sovereign Savior can generate.

Desire, above all, the willingness to locate yourself honestly and accurately within the ordo. This requires the kind
of self-examination that the apostle John prescribes in his first letter, not the morbid introspection of a scrupulous
conscience endlessly questioning the genuineness of its own faith, but the sober, Spirit-assisted self-assessment
that looks for the evidence of regeneration that the New Testament consistently provides: love for the brethren,
the overcoming of the world through faith, the desire for holiness, the grief over sin, the testimony of the Spirit
with one’s own spirit. Desire to know, with the clarity that Scripture provides, not merely that you have believed
certain propositions about Christ but that the Spirit of God has genuinely done His regenerating, calling, justifying,
adopting, sanctifying work in your soul.

Desire also the confidence that the pastoral office of the ordo salutis is meant to produce in the anxious soul. If
the golden chain of Romans 8:28-30 is true, if the God who foreknew is the God who will certainly glorify, then
the believer who is in genuine possession of the marks of the ordo (genuine faith, genuine repentance, genuine
love for God and hatred of sin, genuine progress in holiness) has no need to live in the anxiety of “will | make it to
the end?” The answer the chain provides is: yes, because the God who began a good work in you will perfect it
until the day of Christ Jesus (Philippians 1:6), not because your resolve is sufficient but because His purpose is
immutable.

C. For the Hands: What Must We Do?

e Write out the Reformed ordo salutis from memory: election, covenant of redemption, effectual calling,
regeneration, conversion (repentance and faith), justification, adoption, sanctification, perseverance,
glorification. For each element, write a one-sentence definition and one primary biblical text. Then trace
your own conversion experience against the ordo: which elements are clearly present in your experience?
Which are less clear? What does this exercise reveal about the aspects of your own salvation you understand
most and least clearly?

e Read Romans 8:18-39 in one sitting, slowly, as a single sustained argument. Note how Paul moves from the
groaning of creation (vv. 18-22) to the groaning of the Spirit-indwelt believer (vv. 23-27) to the golden chain
(vv. 28-30) to the rhetorical triumph of verses 31-39. Ask: how does the ordo of verses 29-30 function as
the ground of the “all things work together for good” of verse 28? How does the chain answer each of the
questions Paul raises in verses 31-35? And what does the triumphant certainty of verses 38—39 rest upon,
if not the unbreakable sequence of the golden chain?

e Compare the Reformed and Arminian ordos side by side, identifying the specific point of divergence (the
location of regeneration relative to faith) and working through the exegetical arguments on both sides. Then
evaluate: which ordo is consistent with Paul’s description of the unregenerate as “dead in trespasses and
sins” (Ephesians 2:1)? Which is consistent with Jesus’ statement that “no one can come to Me unless the
Father who sent Me draws him” (John 6:44, NASB 1995)? Which is consistent with the passive construction
of John 1:13 (“born... of God”, not “born... by human decision”)? Write a one-page defense of the Reformed
ordering from these texts.

e Practice the pastoral application of the ordo with someone in your spiritual community who is struggling
with assurance. Using the diagnostic questions that the ordo provides, Is there evidence of regeneration
(new desires, love for God, grief over sin)? Is there genuine justifying faith (resting on Christ alone)? Is there
genuine sanctification (directional movement toward holiness)?, help them locate their experience within
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the ordo and address their anxiety with the specific comfort that the ordo provides. Note what you learn
about both the ordo’s precision and your own ability to apply it pastorally.

e Memorize Romans 8:29—-30 in the NASB 1995 and pray it back to God as a declaration of His sovereign
purpose for your own soul. Let each verb, foreknew, predestined, called, justified, glorified, be a distinct act
of thanksgiving: for a love that knew you before time, a purpose that predestined you to the image of His
Son, a calling that found you dead and made you alive, a justification that pronounced you righteous in the
righteousness of Christ, and a glorification that is as certain as the faithfulness of the God who purposed it.

Key Texts: Romans 8:28-30; Ephesians 1:3—14; 2 Thessalonians 2:13—14; 1 Peter 1:1-2; Titus 3:4—7; John 3:3-8; 6:44,
65; Ephesians 2:1-10; Acts 16:14
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Study and Discussion Questions

Opening Question

Before studying this lesson, how did you think about the process of salvation? Did you have any mental
picture of a sequence or order in which God’s saving work proceeds, or did you think of salvation primarily
as a single event rather than a structured sequence of divine acts? What aspects of the ordo salutis, as
defined in this lesson, were familiar to you, and which were new? How does the concept of a logical order
of salvation change or deepen your understanding of your own conversion?

Observation Questions (What Do the Texts Say?)

Read Romans 8:28-30 carefully. How many distinct saving acts does Paul attribute to God in verses 29-307?
What is the grammatical form of each verb (tense, voice, mood), and what does that form indicate about
the nature of each act? What is particularly remarkable about the tense Paul uses for glorification, given
that glorification has not yet occurred in the experience of his readers? What does the common subject
across all five verbs (“whom He foreknew... He also glorified”) establish about the scope of attrition between
the links?

Read Ephesians 1:3—14. How does Paul’s doxological movement through this passage reflect the Trinitarian
structure of the ordo salutis, the Father’s election (vv. 4-5), the Son’s accomplishment (vv. 7-10), and the
Spirit’s application (vv. 13—-14)? What does verse 4 (“chose us in Him before the foundation of the world”)
establish about the logical priority of election in the ordo? What does verse 13 (“you were sealed in Him
with the Holy Spirit of promise”) establish about the Spirit’s role in applying what the Father planned and
the Son accomplished?

Read John 6:37—44. In verse 37, Jesus says “All that the Father gives Me will come to Me.” What does this
statement establish about the relationship between election (the Father giving) and effectual calling (the
coming)? In verse 44, Jesus says “No one can come to Me unless the Father who sent Me draws him.” What
does the word “can” establish about the natural capacity of the unregenerate for saving faith? What does
the word “draw” (Greek: helkyd, to drag or draw with irresistible force, as in John 21:6, 11) suggest about
the character of the Father’s drawing work?

Read Titus 3:4-7. What is the sequence of saving acts Paul describes in this passage? What role does the
Holy Spirit play (v. 5)? What does Paul explicitly deny as the ground of salvation (v. 5)? What follows from
justification in this passage (v. 7)? How does the movement from divine mercy (v. 5) through regeneration
and renewing (v. 5) through the outpouring of the Spirit (v. 6) to justification (v. 7) and the hope of eternal
life (v. 7) reflect the ordo salutis?

Read Acts 16:14. What is the sequence of events in Lydia’s conversion as Luke describes it? Who acts first,
and what does that act accomplish? How does this brief narrative example illuminate the theoretical
discussion of the ordo salutis? What would change in the interpretation of this text if the Arminian ordo
(faith preceding regeneration) were correct?

Interpretation Questions (What Does It Mean?)

The lesson argues that the ordo salutis describes logical priority, not temporal priority. What is the practical
significance of this distinction? How does it prevent the ordo from being misused as a description of spiritual
stages to be tracked and measured? And how does it allow the ordo to remain theologically precise about
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the relationship among the saving acts even when those acts occur in a single moment of conversion
experience?

The lesson identifies the crucial difference between the Reformed and Arminian ordos as the location of
regeneration relative to faith: in the Reformed ordo, regeneration precedes and enables faith; in the
Arminian ordo, faith precedes and causes regeneration. Work through the theological implications of each
position. If faith precedes regeneration (as in the Arminian ordo), what does this imply about the natural
capacity of the unregenerate? About the decisive actor in salvation? About the ultimate ground of one
person’s salvation versus another’s? And if regeneration precedes faith (as in the Reformed ordo), what
does this imply about each of those same questions?

The lesson distinguishes the historia salutis from the ordo salutis and argues that this distinction provides
the ground for the believer’s assurance. How does the objective, completed, extra nos (outside of us)
character of the historia salutis provide assurance in a way that the subjective, ongoing, in nobis (in us)
character of the ordo cannot by itself? What is the danger of grounding assurance entirely in the ordo (the
quality of one’s subjective experience) rather than in the historia (the objective accomplishment of Christ)?
And what is the danger of appealing to the historia alone, without reference to the Spirit’s ordo work as the
necessary evidence of genuine union with Christ?

The lesson engages the redemptive-historical critique of the ordo salutis, the concern that the ordo
individualizes and psychologizes what Paul presents as a corporate and eschatological reality. Evaluate this
critique. Where does it have genuine insight? Where does it go wrong? And how does the Reformed
response, that the ordo is Trinitarian rather than individualistic, with God as the active subject of every
element, answer the deepest concern of the critique?

The lesson argues that the pastoral use of the ordo salutis is among its most important functions. How does
the ordo function as a diagnostic tool for distinguishing genuine conversion from its counterfeits? What
specific evidence of regeneration does the New Testament provide, and how does identifying that evidence
depend on understanding that regeneration logically precedes faith? How does the ordo help the pastor
address the specific spiritual condition of the person who fears she was never truly converted?

Application Questions (What Does It Demand of Us?)

The lesson argues that understanding the ordo prevents the believer from seeking assurance in the wrong
place. Where are you currently tempted to seek assurance, in the quality of your sanctification, the intensity
of your religious experience, the consistency of your church attendance, or the decision you made at a
specific moment of conversion? How does a clear understanding of the ordo redirect assurance to its proper
ground, the forensic verdict of justification, grounded in the imputed righteousness of Christ, secured by
the sovereign purpose of God?

The lesson states that the ordo salutis is not an abstract schema but a description of the invisible spiritual
structure underlying the experience of every genuine believer. Trace your own conversion experience
against the ordo. Can you identify evidence of regeneration (new desires, love for Christ, grief over sin that
predates the conscious exercise of faith)? Can you identify the moment or season of conversion (the exercise
of repentance and faith)? Can you trace the ongoing work of sanctification in your life? How does locating
your experience within the ordo deepen your understanding of what has happened to you?

The golden chain of Romans 8:29-30 is described in the lesson as a pastoral anchor for believers in suffering.
How does the ordo, specifically, the certainty that the God who has foreknown, predestined, called, and
justified will certainly glorify, shape the way you engage with suffering and trial? Is your current experience
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of suffering informed by this certainty, or do you tend to interpret suffering as evidence that the chain has
been broken? What specific link in the chain most needs to become more real to you in order for the
assurance of Romans 8:38-39 to become more functional in your daily life?

¢ The lesson describes how the ordo shapes preaching, specifically, how understanding that the unconverted
person is spiritually dead, blind, and enslaved changes the way the preacher conceives of the task of gospel
proclamation. If you are a preacher or teacher, how does your current practice of gospel proclamation
reflect or fail to reflect this understanding? Do you preach with the urgency and the dependence on the
Spirit that the ordo demands? Do you use the means of grace (the Word, prayer, the ordinances) with the
confidence of one who knows they are the instruments the Spirit uses to accomplish sovereign
regeneration?

e The lesson identifies specific diagnostic questions for assessing the reality of conversion that the ordo
provides: Is there evidence of regeneration? Is there genuine justifying faith? Is there genuine
sanctification? Use these questions to examine your own spiritual life honestly. Write your answers in a
journal, bring them to a trusted pastor or spiritual friend, and ask for feedback. Note any areas where the
evidence is clear and give God thanks; note any areas where the evidence is unclear or absent and bring
them specifically to God in prayer, asking the Spirit to do His own diagnostic and, if necessary, His own
regenerating work.
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Prayer Focus

Open this lesson’s prayer time with a full, slow, devotional reading of Romans 8:18—39, not as a text to be parsed
but as a letter written to you, in your present circumstances, by the apostle of sovereign grace under the
inspiration of the Holy Spirit. Read it as the assurance it is designed to provide: that the sufferings of this present
time are not worth comparing with the glory that is to be revealed, that the Spirit intercedes for you in the depths
of your weakness, and that the God who has foreknown, predestined, called, and justified you will certainly,
unchangeably, and finally glorify you. Allow the sustained movement of Paul’s argument to produce in you not
merely theological satisfaction but the profound and settled peace that it was written to create.

Pray through the ordo salutis as an act of Trinitarian worship, moving element by element from election to
glorification and offering specific thanksgiving for each. Begin with election: thank the Father for the love He set
upon you in Christ before the foundation of the world, for a purpose that was not contingent on anything in you
and that cannot be nullified by anything in you. Move to the covenant of redemption: thank the triune God for
the eternal agreement within the Godhead to plan, accomplish, and apply your salvation, a commitment made
before you existed, in the infinite freedom of a God who owed you nothing. Thank the Son for His willing
assumption of the obligations of the covenant, for taking a human nature, fulfilling the law in your place, and
bearing the wrath that your sins deserved.

Continue with effectual calling and regeneration: thank the Holy Spirit for the sovereign act by which He opened
your blind eyes to see the glory of Christ in the gospel, softened your hardened heart to receive it, and imparted
to you the very spiritual life that made your repentance and faith possible. This is the work that Ezekiel prophesied
and that Jesus described to Nicodemus, and it was done in you, for you, entirely apart from any merit or readiness
in you. If there is genuine faith in your heart, it is because the Spirit of God put it there, and the appropriate
response to that recognition is not pride but adoration.

Thank God for justification, for the forensic verdict pronounced over you on the basis not of your own record but
of Christ’s, imputed to you through faith. This verdict is not provisional; it is permanent. It is not conditional on
your continued performance; it is grounded in the performance of the One whose record never changes. The
courtroom is closed; the verdict is rendered; and the Judge is the same One who is your Father. Thank Him for
adoption, for the privilege, unimaginable in its generosity, of being brought into the family of God not as a servant
but as a son or daughter, with the cry of “Abba, Father” placed in your heart by the very Spirit of the Son.

Pray together for the ongoing work of sanctification and perseverance, not as a burden to be sustained by human
willpower but as the certain continuation of what the Spirit began in regeneration. Ask the Spirit to deepen the
work of mortification in you: to make you more sensitive to sin, more earnest in prayer, more consistent in the
Word, more loving toward the people of God, more eager for the holiness without which no one will see the Lord.
And pray with the confidence of those who know that the God who began the good work will perfect it, not

because your resolution will hold but because His faithfulness is immutable.

Close with a spoken declaration of Romans 8:38—39 as a corporate confession of assurance: “For | am convinced
that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor principalities, nor things present, nor things to come, nor powers, nor
height, nor depth, nor any other created thing, will be able to separate us from the love of God, which is in Christ
Jesus our Lord” (NASB 1995). Speak it as those who understand the ground of that conviction, the golden chain of
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verses 29-30, the Trinitarian purpose that forged every link, the sovereign love that began before time and will
not cease until it has completed its work in the glorification of the last redeemed soul. This is the confidence the
ordo salutis is designed to produce. This is the peace the golden chain was written to provide. And this, ultimately,
is the worship that the study of sovereign grace in the order of salvation is always meant to generate.

“For I am convinced that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor principalities, nor things
present, nor things to come, nor powers, nor height, nor depth, nor any other created thing,
will be able to separate us from the love of God, which is in Christ Jesus our Lord.”

Romans 8:38—39, NASB 1995

Key Texts: Romans 8:18—-39; Ephesians 1:3—14; 2:1-10; John 3:3—-8; 6:37—-44; Acts 16:14; Titus 3:4—7; Philippians 1:6;
1John 2:29; 3:9, 14; 5:1—4

Soli Deo Gloria
To God Alone Be the Glory

FAITHFUL TO THE WORD
Dr. Joshua Nichols
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