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THE MERCIES OF GOD: Introduction to the Study of Salvation 
 
 

“Therefore I urge you, brethren, by the mercies of God, to present your bodies a living and holy 

sacrifice, acceptable to God, which is your spiritual service of worship.” —Romans 12:1 
 

 

A. The Purpose of the Study 

 

Why study the doctrine of salvation? At least five reasons . . . 

 

1. It is central to the Christian life. See 1 Timothy 1:15. The doctrine of salvation is that single thing which 

definitively defines and distinguishes us. At the most basic level of existence, we are either “in Christ” our 

“outside of Christ.” There is no third category.  

 

“The accomplishment of redemption or, as it has frequently been called, the atonement, is central in our Christian 

faith” (Murray, Redemption Accomplished and Applied, x). 

 

2. The ethical commands of Christ are only possible as the effect of salvation. What God does is the cause; 

what we do is the response. Indicatives first (statements of fact), then imperatives (statements of command). The 

Christian life is about becoming who we already are in Christ.  

 

Therefore, to understand the intent of the imperatives, we must first understand the indicatives. (E.g., Romans 

6:8-12; 12:1; Galatians 5:1, 25; Ephesians 4:1; Colossians 3:1-4, 9-11; etc.) To place the imperatives first leads to 

false religion. 

 

3. While we are saved by a simple gospel, our understanding is not to remain simplistic. Too many believers 

are content to remain infants—ignorant of the profound truth God provides about the gift of salvation. See 

Hebrews 5:11-14. 

 

4. The danger of deception about salvation is real. It is a matter of life and death. See Matthew 7:21; Romans 

10:1-3. 

 

5. It brings glory to God. Nothing puts the manifold glory of God and the breadth and depth of His perfections on 

display like His work of salvation. See how Paul breaks out in doxology when considering “the mercies of God” 

in Romans 11:33-36 (in light of the precious 11 chapters of gospel teaching) and 1 Timothy 1:15-17 (in light of 

his own testimony of salvation). 

 

 

B. Key Terms for the Study 

 

What key terms must be defined as we begin? There are three foundational terms . . . 

 

1. “Soteriology.” The word “soteriology” is made up of two Greek words: 

 

sōtēria (σωτηρία, “salvation”) + logos (λόγος, “word”) = “the word about” or “study of salvation.” 

 

2. “Salvation.” On the one hand, we can define salvation as a complete act. “The divine act of delivering a 

believer from the power and curse of sin and then restoring that individual to the fellowship with God for which 

humans were originally intended” (MacArthur & Mayhue, Biblical Doctrine, 936). 

 

On the other hand, we can define salvation according to its many individual acts. Salvation is comprised of 

numerous operations which are separate from yet contingent upon each other; none can take place apart from the 

others. 
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Salvation is also distinctively trinitarian in nature, with each member of the Godhead occupying differing roles 

and responsibilities. 

 

AN OVERVIEW OF SALVATION 

Its Arrangement Its Accomplishment Its Application 

Before Time An Historical Event (the cross) Relative Time 

E.g., Election E.g., Atonement E.g., Regeneration 

Work of the Father Work of the Son Work of the Spirit 

 

“Each stage is contingent upon the previous state, so that the ultimate goal of redemption planned [arranged] and 

redemption accomplished is redemption applied” (Mark Jones, “Forward,” By Faith, Not by Sight, x). 

 

Salvation is comprised of two kinds of acts: (a) judicial acts; and (b) transformational acts. 

 

(a) Judicial acts are those that establish a change in relationship between God and man (e.g., justification, 

adoption). 

 

(b) Transformational acts (or re-creational acts) are those that change the moral condition of the believer 

(e.g., regeneration, sanctification). 

 

The judicial kinds of acts always precede the transformational kinds of acts. The life-changing components of 

salvation always trace their origin to the legal actions of God’s tribunal. 

 

Salvation achieves two goals: (a) removal of sin (“the old self”); and (b) conformity to the Son (“the new self”). 

 

(a) Removal of sin involves both instant acts (release from slavery to sin) and ongoing acts (the “putting off” 

of sin). 

 

(b) Conformity to the Son involves both instant acts (union with Christ) and ongoing acts (the “putting on” of 

righteousness). 

 

“Sin” and “the old man” are not merely descriptions of a lack of righteousness. They describe that which is 

inherently evil and actively at enmity with God.  

 

“Righteousness” and “the new man” are not merely descriptions of innocence. They refer to something more 

glorious than mere innocence, something more glorious than a return to the state of Adam before the Fall. They 

describe that which actively reflects God’s character. 

 

3. “ordo salutis.” The phrase “ordo salutis” is made up of two Latin words: ordo (“order”) + salutis (“salvation”) = 

“the order of salvation.” 

 

“The process by which the work of salvation, wrought in Christ, is subjectively realized in the hearts and lives of 

sinners. It aims at describing in their logical order, and also in their interrelations, the various movements of the 

Holy Spirit in the application of the work of redemption” (Berkof, Systematic Theology, 415-16). 

 

The ordo salutis refers specifically to the order of acts in salvation’s application to a sinner’s life, in the “relative” 

time of his conversion and subsequent path to glory. 
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AN OVERVIEW OF SALVATION 

Its Arrangement Its Accomplishment Its Application 

Before Time An Historical Event Relative Time 

 

 

Romans 8:29-30 is the key text which provides a biblical basis for 

tracing the sequential flow of the components of salvation. 

 

“But, though we take them up one by one, we must remember that they 

never occur separately but always together” (Hoekema, Saved by Grace, 

15). 

 

 

C. The Difficulty of the Study 

 

Why is the study of the doctrine of salvation difficult? 

 

1.  There is no single text with a definitive list of all the components in chronological/logical order. 

 

2.  Some texts which do provide lists show a different order, based on the writer’s particular emphasis in that 

context. (E.g., 1 Corinthians 6:11) 

 

3.  Some terms are used in different ways by different biblical writers. 

 

4.  Some acts of salvation are chronological in order, but some acts are instantaneous. For example, no one 

disputes that glorification follows regeneration in time. But other components, like faith and justification, occur 

simultaneously in time. 

 

But while some components of salvation are instantaneous according to chronology, they are still distinct. There 

is still a logical or cause-and-effect order to these instantaneous acts. This logical order has been hotly debated 

in church history. The relationship of these instantaneous components of salvation is what divided Augustine 

from Pelagius, Luther from Erasmus, and Calvin from Arminius. 

 

So why bother studying this divisive issue? Consider D. Martyn Lloyd-Jones response: 

 

“I think that is a foolish question. We ‘bother’ about it, to use the term, because the Scripture has a great deal to 

say about it. Not only that. Any child of God should be anxious to understand as far as he can. I will go even 

further. If I were to give my experience in this pulpit tonight, I should have to put it like this: I know of nothing 

so strengthening to faith, nothing which so builds up my assurance, nothing which gives me such certainly 

about the blessed hope for which I am destined, as the understanding of Christian doctrine, the understanding of 

the way, yea, the mechanism of salvation. And that is why I personally ‘bother’ with it.” —cited by Iain 

Murray, David Martyn Lloyd-Jones, 2:234 

 

 

D. The Methodology of the Study 

 

1.  Incorrect Approaches 

 

a) The experiential approach: The nature of salvation is studied and determined according to how it feels to 

the individual. 

 

ordo salutis (the order of acts in 

salvation’s application: 
 

1. Calling 2. Regeneration 

3. Faith  4. Justification 

5. Adoption 6. Etc. 
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b) The rational approach: The nature of salvation is studied and determined according to what is logical to 

the individual, or on the basis of speculation. 

 

c) The confessional approach: The nature of salvation is studied and determined according to one’s religious 

tradition. 

 

2. Correct Approach 

 

The biblical approach: The nature of salvation is studied and determined according to how it is described by 

God. 

 

“There is only one source from which we can derive a proper conception of Christ’s atoning work. That source 

is the Bible. There is only one norm by which our interpretations and formulations are to be tested. That norm is 

the Bible. The temptation ever lurks near us to prove unfaithful to this one and only criterion. No temptation is 

more subtle and plausible than to construe the atonement in terms of our human experience and thus to make our 

experience our norm” (Murray, Redemption Accomplished and Applied, 75). 

 

 

E. Additional Resources for Study 

 

John MacArthur and Richard Mayhue, Biblical Doctrine (Crossway, 2017), chapter 7, “Salvation” (pages 485-663) 

 

John Murray, Redemption Accomplished and Applied (Eerdmans, 2015) 

 

Hymns of Grace (Master’s Seminary Press, 2015) 

 

*Other resources will be recommended later for the study of each of the individual topics. 

 

For Further Reflection 

 

Scripture Memory: Romans 8:29-30 

 

Homework: 

• List at least three things you want to learn about the doctrine of salvation over the coming year. Explain 

why these things are particularly interesting or perplexing. 

• Consider the imperative-indicative relationship as it relates to salvation. Why is it important to understand 

the proper order of this “cause-and-effect” relationship? What happens when it is reversed (imperatives 

then indicatives)? What happens when either component is ignored (indicatives without imperatives; 

imperatives without indicatives)? 

• How has God made His mercies known to you? Take time to write your testimony of conversion in a way 

that would take 5 minutes to deliver publicly. (From time to time throughout the coming year you will 

return to this written testimony to improve it as you come to a better understanding of what God did for you 

and to you.) 

• What is the only correct approach to defining and understanding salvation? Would you say that your 

current understanding of salvation is based more on experience? Why is your experience, intuition, or 

reason insufficient as a means to understanding how God saves sinners?  

• Take time this week to read/sing through the hymns we sang at tonight’s meeting: “God of Grace” (Hymns 

of Grace #77); and “When All Thy Mercies, O My God” (Hymns of Grace #68). Use them as tools to help 

you express thanksgiving to God for His mercy and grace in your life. 

 

Hymns: “God of Grace” (Hymns of Grace #77); “When All Thy Mercies, O My God” (Hymns of Grace #68).  

 

This week’s audio: gracechurch.org/motw                   Next meeting: September 11 (“Original Sin”) 


