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"What Is Pelagianism?” 

 Introduction: 

     Pelagianism is a doctrine that derives its name from Pelagius who lived in the 5th 
century A.D. and was a teacher in Rome, though he was British by birth. One hears about 
this without really knowing what it is and they naturally accept it as a false teaching. Yet 
without really getting into the weeds of the damnable doctrine they fail to realize that most 
professing the Christian faith are in fact holding to the teachings of Pelagianism.  

     This teaching is a heresy in dealing with the nature of the spiritually dead sinner. 
Pelagius, whose family name was Morgan, taught that people had the ability to fulfill the 
commands of God by exercising the freedom of human will apart from the grace of God. In 
other words, a person's free will is totally capable of choosing God and/or to do good or 
bad without the aid of Divine intervention. Pelagianism teaches that man's nature is 
basically good. Thus it denies the doctrine of original sin, which is clearly seen from the 
Scripture that states we all have inherited a sinful nature from Adam.  

     Pelagius stated that Adam only hurt himself when he fell, and likewise Eve during the fall 
in the Garden of Eden. So therefore all of their descendants were not affected by their 
original sin. Pelagius taught that a person is born with the same purity and moral abilities 
as Adam was when he was first created by God. He taught that people can choose God by 
the exercise of their free will and rational thought. God's grace, then, is merely an aid to 
help individuals come to Him. 

      Pelagianism fails to understand man's nature and weakness. We are by nature sinners: 
“And you hath he quickened, who were dead in trespasses and sins; 2 Wherein in time past ye 
walked according to the course of this world, according to the prince of the power of the air, 
the spirit that now worketh in the children of disobedience: 3 Among whom also we all had 
our conversation in times past in the lusts of our flesh, fulfilling the desires of the flesh and of 
the mind; and were by nature the children of wrath, even as others. 4 But God, who is rich in 
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 mercy, for his great love wherewith he loved us, 5 Even when we were dead in sins, hath 
quickened us together with Christ, (by grace ye are saved;)” (Ephesians 2:1-5). 

     Paul tells us two times in the context of Ephesians chapter two that we were dead in our 
sins, meaning spiritual death. Psalm 51:5 shows us clearly our sin nature; “Behold, I was 
shapen in iniquity; and in sin did my mother conceive me.” We all have sinned because sin 
entered the world through Adam: Therefore, just as sin entered the world through one 
man, and death through sin, and in this way death came to all men, because all sinned. “For 
if by one man's offence death reigned by one; much more they which receive abundance of 
grace and of the gift of righteousness shall reign in life by one, Jesus Christ.) 18 Therefore as by 
the offence of one judgment came upon all men to condemnation; even so by the righteousness 
of one the free gift came upon all men unto justification of life. 19 For as by one man's 
disobedience many were made sinners, so by the obedience of one shall many be made 
righteous. 20 Moreover the law entered, that the offence might abound. But where sin 
abounded, grace did much more abound: 21 That as sin hath reigned unto death, even so 
might grace reign through righteousness unto eternal life by Jesus Christ our Lord.” (Romans 
5:17-21). 

Furthermore, Romans 3:9-18 states;  

Romans 3:9-18  

9 What then? are we better than they? No, in no wise: for we have before proved both Jews and 
Gentiles, that they are all under sin; 

10 As it is written, There is none righteous, no, not one: 

11 There is none that understandeth, there is none that seeketh after God. 

12 They are all gone out of the way, they are together become unprofitable; there is none that 
doeth good, no, not one. 

13 Their throat is an open sepulchre; with their tongues they have used deceit; the poison of 
asps is under their lips: 

14 Whose mouth is full of cursing and bitterness: 

15 Their feet are swift to shed blood: 

16 Destruction and misery are in their ways: 

17 And the way of peace have they not known: 

18 There is no fear of God before their eyes. 
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     This is clearly showing that all are effected by Adam’s sin, in that all are spiritually dead 
in their sins. Therefore, we are unable to know and do God's will. “But the natural man 
receiveth not the things of the Spirit of God: for they are foolishness unto him: neither can he 
know them, because they are spiritually discerned” (I Corinthians 2:14). We all were and are 
affected by the fall of Adam totally contrary to what Pelagius taught. 

     Semi-Pelagianism is a weaker form of the original doctrine of Pelagianism. This teaching 
of Semi-Pelagianism (advocated by Cassian at Marseilles, in 5th Century) did not deny 
original sin and its effects upon the human soul and will; but, it taught that God and man 
cooperate to achieve man's salvation. This cooperation is not by human effort as in keeping 
the law but rather in the ability of a person to make a free will choice. The semi-Pelagian 
teaches that man can make the first move toward God by seeking God out of his own free 
will, and that man can cooperate with God's grace even to the keeping of his faith through 
human effort. This would mean that God responds to the initial effort of person, and that 
God's grace is not absolutely necessary to maintain faith. 

     This form of doctrine denies the Scriptures in Salvation through regeneration being a 
Sovereign work by the will of God. What does it deny? 

John 1:12-13 

12 But as many as received him, to them gave he power to become the sons of God, even to 
them that believe on his name: 

13 Which were born, not of blood, nor of the will of the flesh, nor of the will of man, but of God. 

Romans 9:15-16 

15 For he saith to Moses, I will have mercy on whom I will have mercy, and I will have 
compassion on whom I will have compassion. 

16 So then it is not of him that willeth, nor of him that runneth, but of God that sheweth mercy. 

     The new birth, being born again or born from above as seen in the original text as all 
through and by the will of God. Thus Salvation is of the LORD. But the main issue with this 
goes even deeper in man thinking he is in charge of his own eternal salvation by his work 
and thus denying the grace of God. You ask, what is the big deal? The problem is that this is 
no longer grace.  
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     Grace is the completely unmerited and freely given favor of God upon the sinner; but, if 
man is the one who first seeks God, then God is responding to the good effort of seeking 
him. This would mean that God is offering a proper response to the initial effort of man. 
This is not grace but what is due the person who chooses to believe in God apart from God's 
initial effort. 

• Semi-Pelagianism and Pelagianism says the sinner has the ability to initiate belief in 
God. – “As it is written, There is none righteous, no, not one: There is none that 
understandeth, there is none that seeketh after God. They are all gone out of the way, 
they are together become unprofitable; there is none that doeth good, no, not one” 
(Romans 3:10-12). 

 
• Semi-Pelagianism and Pelagianism says God's grace is a response to man's initial 

effort. – “Which were born, not of blood, nor of the will of the flesh, nor of the will of 
man, but of God” (John 1:13).  “So then it is not of him that willeth, nor of him that 
runneth, but of God that sheweth mercy” (Romans 9:16). 

 
• Semi-Pelagianism and Pelagianism denies the Biblical doctrine of God’s Sovereign 

purpose of Election in His ancient choice of His family from the foundation of the 
world. – “But we are bound to give thanks alway to God for you, brethren beloved of 
the Lord, because God hath from the beginning chosen you to salvation through 
sanctification of the Spirit and belief of the truth: 14 Whereunto he called you by our 
gospel, to the obtaining of the glory of our Lord Jesus Christ” (II Thessalonians 2:13-
14). – “Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who hath blessed us 
with all spiritual blessings in heavenly places in Christ: 4 According as he hath chosen 
us in him before the foundation of the world, that we should be holy and without blame 
before him in love: (Ephesians 1:3-4). 

 
• Semi-Pelagianism and Pelagianism denies the Biblical doctrine of predestination. – 

“Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who hath blessed us with all 
spiritual blessings in heavenly places in Christ: 4 According as he hath chosen us in him 
before the foundation of the world, that we should be holy and without blame before 
him in love: 5 Having predestinated us unto the adoption of children by Jesus Christ to 
himself, according to the good pleasure of his will, 6 To the praise of the glory of his 
grace, wherein he hath made us accepted in the beloved” (Ephesians 1:3-6). – “And we 
know that all things work together for good to them that love God, to them who are 
the called according to his purpose. 29 For whom he did foreknow, he also did 
predestinate to be conformed to the image of his Son, that he might be the firstborn 
among many brethren. 30 Moreover whom he did predestinate, them he also called: 
and whom he called, them he also justified: and whom he justified, them he also 
glorified. 31 What shall we then say to these things? If God be for us, who can be against 
us?” (Romans 8:28-31). 
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     Sinners deserve death for the disobedience of God's command. We all have this sin 
nature that was passed from Adam and Eve down to us from the fall in the Garden of Eden. 
We are born spiritually dead and touched by sin in all that we are.  

Romans 6:23 - For the wages of sin is death; but the gift of God is eternal life through Jesus 
Christ our Lord. 

     This doctrine goes against everything the Bible teaches in the area of Soteriology and has 
throughout church history been condemned as a heresy. Pelagius has been condemned by 
many councils throughout church history including the following: 

• Councils of Carthage (412, 416 and 418) 
• Council of Ephesus (431) 
• The Council of Orange (529) 
• Council of Trent (1546) Roman Catholic 
• 2nd Helvetic (1561/66) 8-9. (Swiss-German Reformed) 
• Augsburg Confession (1530) Art. 9, 18 (Lutheran) 
• Gallican Confession (1559) Art. 10 (French Reformed) 
• Belgic Confession (1561) Art. 15 (Lowlands, French/Dutch/German Reformed) 
• The Anglican Articles (1571), 9. (English) 
• Canons of Dort (1618-9), 3/4.2 (Dutch/German/French Reformed). 

More importantly than all these manmade councils, this doctrine is condemned by God’s 
Holy Word, the Scriptures in denying that salvation is all of God’s grace.  

Ephesians 2:8-10 

8 For by grace are ye saved through faith; and that not of yourselves: it is the gift of God: 

9 Not of works, lest any man should boast. 

10 For we are his workmanship, created in Christ Jesus unto good works, which God hath 
before ordained that we should walk in them. 

 

 

 


