
Differences between Pelagianism, Semi-Pelagianism, 
Arminianism and Calvinism 

 

 

Pelagianism People are able to choose God  by their own ability and volition apart 

without any need for divine grace. 

 

Semi-Pelagianism The first steps towards the Christian life are ordinarily taken by the human 

will and then grace is supplied for salvation. 

 

Arminianism  God supplies prevenient grace to all that enables an unregenerate men to 

think spiritual thoughts, perceive the beauty and excellency of Christ and 

create affections for him. The unregenerate man then, apart from the 

regenerating work of the Holy Spirit, is able to choose to respond in self-

generated faith. 

 

Calvinism God's electing and effectual grace causes a man to be born again so that 

through the Spirit he is renewed in understanding, affections and will so that 

he is enabled to respond in belief. 

  



The Parable of the Boat 

http://www.reclaimingthemind.org/blog/2010/10/the-parable-of-the-boat-illustrating-differences-between-

pelagianism-semi-pelagianism-eastern-orthodoxy-roman-catholicism-arminianism-and-calvinism/ 

Pelagianism 

All the people are on the boat with the God. At this point, in their natural condition, they don’t need 
to be saved as they are not in danger. However, most (if not all) people will eventually jump in the 
water (sin) and find themselves in need of God’s grace. The reason why they jump in the water is 
because they are following numerous example of those who jumped before them. This example 
goes all the way back to the first two who jumped into the water, setting the first bad example. God 
them offers them a life preserver when they call on him for help. If they respond they will be saved 
(synergism). 

Semi-Pelagianism 

All people are in the water drowning. They are born drowning. This is the natural habitation of all 
humanity since the first man and woman jumped into the water. Their legs are cramping and they 
cannot swim to safety on their own. However, they may desire salvation on their own. Though they 
cannot attain it, they can call, with a wave of their arm, to God who is eagerly waiting on the edge of 
the boat. At the first sign of their initiative, God will then throw out the life preserver (grace). If they 
respond, they will be saved (synergism). 

Arminianism 

All people are floating in the water dead in their natural condition (total depravity). They are born 
dead because that has been the condition of humanity since the first man and woman jumped into 
the water and died (original sin). Death begets death. There must be intervention if they are to be 
saved. God uses his power to bring every one of them back to life (prevenient grace), but they are 
still in the water and in danger of drowning. With the regenerated ability to respond to God, now 
God throws the life preserver to them and calls on them all to grab hold of it. They then make the 
free-will decision on their own to grab a hold of the life preserver (faith) or to swim away. If they 
grab a hold, they must continue to hold as God pulls them in (synergism). They don’t need to do 
anything but hold on. Any effort to swim and aid God is superfluous (sola fide). They can let go of the 
preserver at any time and, as a consequence, lose their salvation. 

Calvinism 

All people are floating in the water dead in their natural condition (total depravity). They are born 
dead because that has been the condition of humanity since the first man and woman jumped into 
the water and died (original sin). Death begets death. There must be radical intervention if they are 
to be saved. While God calls out to all of them (general call), due to his mysterious choice, he brings 
back to life (regeneration) only certain people (election) while passing by the rest (reprobation). He 
does not use a life preserver, but grabs a hold of the elect individually and immediately pulls them 
onto the boat (monergism). They naturally grab a hold of God as a consequence of their 
regeneration (irresistible grace; sola fide). They forever stay on the boat due to their perpetual 
ability to recognize God’s beauty (perseverance of the saints). 

 


