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PREDESTINATION
small thoughts on big topics

Predestination… a biblical truth I think we often baulk at, and put in
the mental 'too hard basket' to think about at a later date. Well this
has been my experience up until now, anyway. But over the last few
years - through the questions of others and my own reading of the
bible - I have come to see just how deeply the doctrine of
predestination is embedded throughout the bible, the gospel of my
salvation. So, as someone who believes the whole word of God is useful
- and the ultimate authority - for the whole of my life (2 Tim 3:16-17), it
is important I think deeply and prayerfully about it. God has revealed
everything I need for life and godliness through the knowledge of him
(2 Pet 1:3), I shouldn’t avoid the topic of predestination because it is in
the word of God. In fact, having the chance to consider this doctrine
has encouraged me to have greater confidence in the sovereignty of
my gracious God. 

I have done a very small amount of reading on this doctrine over the
past few months and feel like the more I understand the less I
understand, if that makes any sense. However, I think this is a good
thing, because it reminds me that God is so incredibly holy and
infinitely far above me. There will always be mysteries of his that
remain so…

“For my thoughts are not your thoughts,
    neither are your ways my ways,”
declares the Lord.
 “As the heavens are higher than the earth,
    so are my ways higher than your ways
    and my thoughts than your thoughts."
 Isaiah 55:8-9

Something that I found helpful in reading about predestination is
starting from a point of establishing the biblical ‘givens’. What are the
things God reveals about himself that we know to be true, and can
keep coming back to as we consider predestination? The bigger
picture and storyline of the bible, as well as specific texts, uphold
these truths (which I have put very simply - there is so much more
that could be said about each):

by Cinta Chapman

'Therefore, since we are
surrounded by such a great
cloud of witnesses, let us
throw off everything that
hinders and the sin that so
easily entangles. And let us
run with perseverance the
race marked out for us,
fixing our eyes on Jesus, the
pioneer and perfecter of
faith. For the joy set before
him he endured the cross,
scorning its shame, and sat
down at the right hand of
the throne of God. Consider
him who endured such
opposition from sinners, so
that you will not grow
weary and lose heart.'

hebrews twelve 



God is completely sovereign. He is Lord of
every situation, ordering and directing
everything towards the end for which he
made it. From the will of Pharaoh, to the
life of the widow outsider Ruth. From the
fall of a sparrow to the trial and execution
of his own son.
All humans are held morally responsible.
Just because God is sovereign and behind
all things, we are in no way absolved of
their responsibility. We are rightly held
accountable for their decisions and
actions.
God is completely good. From start to
finish, the bible continually upholds the
goodness of God. Evil does not take place
outside his sovereignty (for he is
completely sovereign), but he is not
morally culpable for evil that takes place:
“Holy, holy, holy is the Lord Almighty; the
whole earth is full of his glory.” (Isa 6:3). “…
God cannot be tempted by evil, nor does
he tempt anyone” (Jms 1:13b). In ordering
all things, including the sinful acts of
humans, God is not sinning. God can will
that a sinful act come to pass without
willing it as an act of sin in himself.
God is transcendent and personal. He
created the universe and lives outside
space and time. Yet, he has revealed
himself to humans within space and time,
relating as a Father to those who are his. 
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Though aspects of God’s nature sometimes
seem contradictory to us, we must hold the
whole biblical picture of the nature God,
avoiding the trap of making our own god by
idolising one aspect of his character over
another. 

So, when we talk about predestination, what
do we mean? In the bible, it is the thought of
God appointing in advance an individual or
group for a situation. God’s word tells us that
he has predestined some to eternal salvation,
and others to eternal destruction. In the Old
Testament, God chose Abraham and the
nation of Israel to be set apart from the
nations around them (Gen 12). God saved
them from Egypt to be his people (Ex 19:3-6),
not because they had done anything to
deserve it, not because they were worthy, but
because God delighted in showing his love to
them. He blessed them and saved them, and
God’s own glory was displayed to the nations
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through them. He appointed them for a
situation. However within the nation God
chose, there is a spiritual Israel; those God has
predestined to eternal salvation (Rom 9). In
the New Testament, we see that election to
salvation from the foundation of the world (1
Pet 1:20) is for individual Christian believers,
Jew and Gentile (Rom 1:16). Again, there is no
merit in any person that makes them worthy
of salvation, but election is wholly by the
mercy of God (Titus 2:4-7) to the praise of his
glorious grace (Eph 1). We see an illustration
of this in the story of Jacob and Esau (Gen 25),
referenced by Paul in Romans 9. Before they
were even born, Jacob was shown grace
based not on anything he had done, but on
the sovereign will of God. Esau on the other
hand, again based not on anything he had
done, was hated by God. Paul concludes that
the predestination of both Jacob and Esau
were based on God’s will alone; “I will have
mercy on whom I have mercy, and I will have
compassion on whom I have compassion”
(Rom 9:15, 18). 

When I read passages such as this, my first
reaction is often ‘surely God does not mean
that. Isn’t that a bit harsh’? This is exactly
when I need to come back to the bible and
remember the whole picture of the character
of God, and of my human nature, and the
biblical ‘givens’ that we established at the
beginning. Knowing our human nature
without God’s gracious intervention (Romans
1) it is important to regularly have a reality
check. As we read the word of God, we are
reminded time and time again that there was
nothing in us that made us worthy of
salvation. We were predestined to receive
salvation through the mercy of God in Christ.
Not by anything we have done, but because of
God’s own purpose and grace (2 Tim 1). In fact,
before Christ we were dead in our sin.
Completely helpless and deserving of the
wrath of God. The fact that we were
predestined to be adopted in Christ into the
eternal inheritance that we were not capable
of achieving in ourselves, is a mercy of God. In
a culture where where pride and self-
obsession are encouraged, we easily fall into
the trap of thinking we are inherently worthy
of the grace of God.  John Woodhouse dubs
this one of the ‘scandals of Christianity’. Our
pride loves us to think our good works are 



impressive to God, and that God loves us for
them. But we need to continually come back
to the living and active word (Heb 4:12),
remembering the reality of our state before
God, and that it is only because of his grace
to us in Christ that we have salvation at all (1
Cor 1:26-31).

One ‘problem’ we encounter when
considering predestination is what Don
Carson terms Compatibalism. We see two
truths taught consistently throughout the
word of God; God is completely sovereign over
all things, yet humans are held completely
morally responsible. God orders and controls
all things, and as the judge of all, holds us
responsible for our decisions. To us these
realities seem irreconcilable, yet in scripture
they are both undeniable. They are an
antinomy: two principles that are not
alternatives, but are in some way, that at
present we do not fully comprehend,
complementary to each other. Although our
temptation is to reconcile this mystery and tie
it up in a nice neat package, wisdom is to
uphold the same emphasis on both these
truths. As a wise friend once shared, its like
the tension of a rope that is being pulled at
both ends. If the grip of the person at one end
is released, the other topples over. In the
same way, we are to hold the tension of both
these doctrines for the guidance of our lives,
lest our understanding of the predestination
of God ‘topple over’. Some want to explain
this ‘problem’ away by believing that
predestination is God choosing in advance to
do what he foresees the human will choosing.
But this makes salvation contingent on us,
and not on sola gratia. Those who adopt this
view have ‘solved’ a mystery of God that was
not meant to be solved, even as it ignores the
whole picture of the bible. In the words of
John Calvin, “God’s will is not therefore at war
with itself, nor does it change, nor does it
pretend not to will what it wills. Even though
his will is one and simple in him, it appears
manifold to us because, on account of our
mental incapacity, we do not grasp how in
diverse ways it wills and does not will
something to take place.”

So how does our understanding of
predestination apply to the way we live our
lives as followers of Jesus this side of his
return? It has bearing on many areas of life. 
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In the one area of evangelism, we ought to
remember that it is part of who we are as disciples
of Christ to go and make more disciples through
the proclamation of the gospel (Matt 28). The
greatest commandments, from the lips of our
saviour, are to ‘Love the Lord your God with all
your heart and with all your soul and with all your
mind’ and to ‘Love your neighbour as yourself’
(Matt 22, Mark 12). What greater need has man
than to know Christ, and what an opportunity to
bring glory to God when we make Christ known.
The doctrine of predestination gives us confidence
in this. Our presumption might be that because
God has already predestined the eternity of every
human, there is no point in our evangelistic efforts.
The opposite is true. The sovereignty of God in
salvation is what prevents our efforts being futile.
It gives us the certainty that our evangelism will
be fruitful. However clear and persuasive we may
be, by ourselves we cannot bring life to the
spiritually dead. But we trust in a God who works
repentance and faith in the hearts of those who
are his, the God who does raise from death to
eternal life (Eph 2). As we faithfully work at and
pray towards the task of preaching the gospel,
those who are His sheep will hear his voice (John
10). God, in his own time, will use our efforts to do
his work of salvation in them (2 Pet 3:15). We can
be confident in the effectiveness of our effort
because of the sovereignty of God in
predestination. If it was by our work at all that
people came to Christ, we would have no hope.
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God has revealed to us a great deal about
himself; through his world, through his
prophets and ultimately through his son
(Rom 1, Heb 1). He has given us minds to think
through scripture, to keep wrestling with our
understanding of him and glimpse something
of his glory. But ultimately, as have already
reflected on, there are mysteries of God we
cannot grasp. As we learn more of who God is,
we must be careful not to draw conclusions
from one part of scripture that contradict
another part of scripture. In predestination,
God is completely sovereign in salvation, yet
humans are held accountable for the life they
live and their attitude towards God. We must 

hold, side by side, the realities of scripture and the
nature of God. As we seek to know God more,
through his word and by the help of his Spirit,
God-willing our trust in him will deepen. And as we
trust him more, God-willing we will take refuge in
him, resting in his promises and sovereignty
(Psalm 62:8, John 14:1). As Don Carson puts so
reassuringly in his book How Long O Lord?, ’we
may not know the future [including who God has
predestined to salvation and who he has not], but
we know the God who controls the future’. Let’s
trust in this sovereign, good, transcendent,
personal God, and faithfully persevere in our task
of calling people to repentance and faith in him. 


