
“…unless the Father DRAGS him” — a Re-Examination of John 6:44 
 

Calvinist theology banks a great deal on its understanding of John 6:44. In the standard English translations, 
the verse doesn’t sound terribly deterministic: “No one can come to Me unless the Father who sent Me draws 
him.” But Calvinists insist that the underlying verb elkuw1 means not simply to draw but to drag, implying that 
the object of the verb has no say in the matter. They like to cite the use of elkuw in John 21:6 & 11 to buttress 
their case: “Simon Peter got up and dragged the net full of fish to the land.” The fish in the dragnet certainly had 
no choice about being taken up onto the land, nor would they have had the ability to get up onto the land had 
they wanted to. Just like the fish in the net — a figure used elsewhere of converts to the faith — those whom 
God drags to Christ have neither the ability nor the will to come to Him. 

 
Calvinists also bring other NT occurrences of elkuw into the argument. When Peter drew his sword (John 

18:10), the sword wasn’t a willing participant in the action. When opponents of the gospel dragged Paul and 
Silas into the agora (Acts 16:19) and when the mob dragged Paul out of the temple (Acts 21:30), it was 
certainly against the will of the verb’s object (cf. also James 2:6). So, there you have it: elkuw means ‘to drag’ 
something or someone who has neither the ability nor the will to go where he or it is being dragged. 

 
But, actually, here’s where the Calvinist take on elkuw begins to unravel. According to the doctrine of total 

depravity, man is unwilling to come to Christ because he is unable to do so. Yet, in the only examples of 
elkuw in the NT in which the object of the verb is human, there’s no question of ability. Paul was entirely 
capable of exiting the temple of his own accord, and, in fact, would have done just that after completing his 
worship there had the mob not accelerated his departure. Similarly, Paul and Silas were entirely capable of 
entering the agora of their own will (cf. Acts 17:17), and doubtless would have relished the opportunity to 
present the gospel there under calmer circumstances. That doesn’t fit the total depravity (a.k.a. “total inability”) 
model at all. Calvinism doesn’t teach that human beings are entirely capable of coming to Christ but choose not 
to because of circumstances; it teaches that people have no more ability to will or to do the action of 
approaching Christ than do the fish in Peter’s net to will or to perform the action of jumping onto the shore. 

 
The Calvinist handling of elkuw disintegrates when we examine the use of the verb outside the NT. NT 

usage is fairly narrow, with the verb’s objects being either nonhuman (a net full of dying fish) or humans who 
are being compelled to go somewhere against their will (or at least against their immediate desire). But the use 
of elkuw generally is not so limited. Chapter 7 of 2 Maccabees recounts the story of a Jewish family who 
remained faithful in the face of horrific persecution by the wicked king Antiochus. The mother was forced to 
watch as her seven sons were brutally tortured to death one by one because they refused to renounce the God of 
Israel and His Torah. When Antiochus instructed the woman to encourage her sons to save themselves by 
capitulating to the king, she instead exhorted them all the more strongly to remain true to their God. 4 
Maccabees includes an encomium to this family in which the author celebrates their faithfulness to God and 
encourages his readers to follow their example. In his description of the mother’s refusal to advise her sons to 
renounce HaShem, he marvels at her ability to overcome the power of her natural love for her children in order 
to remain steadfast in encouraging them to stay true to their faith: 

 
4 Maccabees 14:13. qewreite pwsv poluplokos estin h filotekniav storgh, elkousa panta prov 
thn twn splagcnwn sumpaqeian. Consider how complex is the natural affection of love for one’s 
children, which draws all to compassionate empathy. 
 

4 Maccabees 15:11. All omwv, kai uper tossoutwn ontwn twn peri filoteknian eiv sumpayeian 
elkontwn thn mhtera ep’ oudenov autwn ton logismon authv ai pampoikiloi iscusan 
metatreqai. And yet, despite so many elements of love for one’s children drawing the mother toward 

                                                
1 Our verb exists in two by-forms, elkuw and elkw. The form in John 6:44, elkush, is from the former, so 
I’ll use elkuw whenever I refer to the verb generally. In the NT, forms of elkuw occur six times along with 
two forms of elkw. 



empathy [for them], the tortures [they suffered as she watched] did not in any such respect succeed in turning 
her from her rational determination. 

 
In these verses elkuw describes how a mother’s natural love for her children draws her to care for them, 

nurture them and protect them. Would any Calvinist actually be so brazen as to suggest that a mother’s affection 
for her children must drag her to love her children against her will and against her ability? “Can a woman forget 
her nursing child? Can she fail to have compassion on the child who came from her womb?” (Isaiah 49:15). 
Clearly the object of elkuw here is not being dragged against her will to do something of which she is 
inherently incapable; rather, the verb depicts someone being aroused to do precisely what she is willing and 
capable of. What’s remarkable here is that she was able to go against the natural draw of her deep love for her 
children in order to remain faithful to God. 

 
In Song of Songs 1:4 Shulamit exclaims to her lover, “Therefore the young women love you; they have 

drawn you” (dia touto neanides hgaphsan se, eilkusan se). How many young men need to be 
attracted to beautiful women against their will? The underlying Hebrew is even stronger, where she begs him, 
“Draw me after you.” This hardly sounds like the plea of one unwilling to be drawn. 

 
In two instances (Antiquities 5.45, 13.91) Josephus uses elkuw to describe the military stratagem of 

feigning retreat in order to draw one’s enemy into an ambush. The first instance is familiar to all Bible readers 
(Joshua and the army of Ai); the second takes place much later, in the Hellenistic period. In both cases, the 
object of the verb chooses to follow the drawing power denoted by elkuw and does so within his own 
capability. So these instances of elkuw are completely incompatible with the Calvinist notion that the verb 
inherently involves an object neither willing nor capable of proceeding where he’s being drawn. 

 
 Classical usage also bears out the range of meaning in elkuw. Plato uses it in parallel to peiqw, ‘persuade 

and lead’ (Republic, 5.458d; cf. Paul’s description of evangelism as persuading men, 2 Corinthians 5:11), and to 
describe how dialectic (in his opinion, anyway) ‘gently draws forth and leads’ the soul out of the mire of myth 
(Republic, 7.533d). He describes the influences of pleasures which undermine the moral training of one’s 
childhood: “they flatter and solicit [elkuw ‘draw’] our souls” (Republic, 7.538d). Similarly he speaks of 
“desires which irrationally draw us toward pleasures” (epiyumiav de alogwv elkoushv epi hdonav, Phaedrus 
238a). Do we really seek pleasure against our own will? Are we really categorically incapable of going after 
pleasure? 

 
There remains one NT occurrence of elkuw I haven’t cited: John 12:32. “And I, if I am lifted up from the 

earth, will draw all to Myself.” In light of the usage of elkuw detailed above, is it not evident that this logion 
means precisely what it says, that Christ, through the ministry of the Holy Spirit He would later send into the 
world, will draw all people toward the sufficiency of His sacrifice on their behalf? That Christ, who is the 
Savior of the world and the Savior of all people, will through His supreme act of love draw everyone to Him? 
The Calvinist objects that since all do not come, Christ could not be drawing all, since His drawing must be 
“effectual” and anything short of total fulfillment makes God a failure. Yet Scripture teaches us that God’s 
desire is not invariably accomplished (e.g., 1 Thessalonians 4:3). God wants all people to be saved and 
acknowledge the truth (1 Timothy 2:4) that Christ is the propitiation for the entire world (1 John 2:2). Calvinism 
must resort to redefining “all” to “all without distinction” and “the world” to “the world of the elect” in order to 
circumvent these biblical assertions. 

 
So, what’s the point of Jesus’ teaching in John 6:44? Why does He tell the Jews who reject Him that “no 

one can come to Me unless the Father who sent Me draws him”? In the Calvinist take on this logion, it seems 
that Jesus is merely rubbing it in the face of these non-elect Jews that the reason they reject Him is that God has 
not forcibly regenerated them (“dragged them”) to believe in Him. “The reason you guys don’t believe in Me is 
that God has prevented you from doing so,” or something to that effect. But is such an interpretation consonant 
with Jesus’ teaching that He is the light of the world, that He came not to judge the world but to save it, that He 
will draw all to Himself? Is the One who proclaimed, “Come to Me, all you who are laboring and burdened, and 



I will give you rest” now tacking on the fine print, “if you’re not elect, you can’t respond to this call, and if you 
are elect, you’ll already be regenerated by the time you hear it”? 

 
The immediately ensuing context clarifies Jesus’ teaching: “It is written in the prophets, ‘And they will all 

be taught of God’. Everyone who listens to and learns from the Father comes to Me.” Here we see what the 
drawing action consists of. When God draws someone to Christ, He teaches that individual. Teaching is not an 
action that can be performed forcibly; it requires the active participation of the learner. 

 
So how can one be taught of God before coming to Christ? Don’t you have to come to Christ first, and then 

receive God’s teaching? How can you have a relationship with the Father without being in Christ? 
 
In order to understand this logion, along with much of Jesus’ teaching in the gospels (particularly John), we 

must study it in its dispensational context. Prior to the coming of Christ, Israel was the covenant people of God. 
Some Israelites were truly in personal relationship with God, while others, despite being members of God’s 
covenant people, were not. It was all a question, as Paul puts it, of walking in Torah by faith (Romans 9:32). 
Those who had a vital relationship with HaShem God of Israel prior to the coming of Jesus believed on Him 
readily. The best example I can think of the Simeon the priest, who was utterly convinced Jesus was HaShem’s 
Messiah when all he saw was a baby wrapped in a blanket. Those Jews who were not in personal relationship 
with God did not see the reality of Christ so clearly. Some of those individuals repented of their sin, believed 
the gospel of Jesus and through Him entered into the relationship with HaShem they should have had all along. 
As Christ Himself put it: “You believe in God; believe in Me also” (John 14:1). Many others, though, rejected 
the Messiah just as they had rejected the One who anointed Him, despite witnessing such amazing evidence as 
Jesus’ raising Lazarus from the dead. So, effectively, we have three groups: believers whose faith in HaShem 
graduated into faith in Messiah; unbelievers who repented and turned to HaShem through faith in Messiah; and 
unbelievers who rejected both the Father and the Son. Thus, Christ can say that all who are His are given to 
Him by His Father, and that only those who listen to and learn from the Father can come to Him. Yet He can 
also say that no one can come to the Father except through Christ! 

 
Our passage in John 6 contrasts the first and third of the above designated groups. Jesus was explaining to 

the Jews who rejected Him that their refusal to believe in Him stemmed from their basic refusal to trust in God 
(in whom they falsely claimed to trust); that those who, in contrast, were now turning and following Him were 
the true believers in God, the true Jews. That’s what He means when he says that “everyone who listens to and 
learns from the Father comes to Me.” He isn’t talking about unbelieving Gentiles being regenerated (without 
even realizing that’s happened) and believing on Christ because they’re elect. He’s talking about Jewish people 
who were in personal relationship with God believing on Jesus because through their existing faith they 
recognize His divine origin. This model is not directly applicable to the human race in general today. 

 
I’d like to conclude with one last Septuagint use of elkuw which, on a metaphorical level, presents a lovely 

picture of how God draws us to belief in Christ. In Jeremiah 38 (it’s chapter 45 in most editions of LXX) the 
prophet is thrown into a dungeon. One of the royal officials — interestingly, a Gentile — determines to rescue 
Jeremiah from his plight. “And the king authorized Eved-Melekh: Take with you thirty men from here and pull 
him up from the dungeon so he doesn’t die. So Eved-Melekh took the men and entered the underground portion 
of the king’s house and took from there old rags and old ropes, and threw them to Jeremiah in the dungeon, and 
told him “put these under the ropes” [the Hebrew makes a lot more sense here] and Jeremiah did so. And they 
drew him up with the ropes and lifted him from the dungeon” (Jeremiah 38:10-13). 

 
What a marvelous portrayal of our salvation experience. Jeremiah is in the dungeon, completely unable to 

lift himself out. Eved-Melekh throws down ropes with which he can pull Jeremiah to safety. But the ropes will 
do no good unless Jeremiah loops them under his arms in order to be pulled up. Even so, we find ourselves in a 
pit of sin, unable in any way to climb out. God sends forth the gospel of Christ to lift us out of the pit. But the 
gospel can rescue us from the pit only if we receive it. Only when we believe can the salvation of Christ 
actually save us. 


