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F   O   R   E   W   O   R   D

For centuries theologians have debated the concept of God’s sover-
eignty as it relates to the salvation of man. There have been great men 
of God on both sides of the debate. Many believers, assuming their 
understanding of Scripture to be less competent than that of the theo-
logical scholars, have stood back almost in fear, reasoning that since 
great scholars cannot agree on the issues, how could they ever hope 
to understand them? Others have boldly taken sides, thinking they 
clearly understood the issues, only to be viewed as naive by those who 
considered themselves more scholarly.

Keep in mind that God’s plan for providing salvation for sinful 
man was originated by the omniscient God Himself. As His created 
beings, we can never hope to fully understand the complexities and 
seeming contradictions which confront our finite minds as we search 
the depths of this awesome subject. Anyone who thinks he has it all fig-
ured out with every piece neatly categorized in its place does not begin 
to understand how much he does not yet understand. 

On the other hand, God has told us much that we can understand 
about this fascinating area of study. At least two things are abundantly 
clear about this intriguing subject. First, God is totally sovereign in the 
affairs of our lives. Second, God holds people responsible for their deci-
sions. The resolution of these complementary concepts is the basis of 
the debate on divine election.

May God use these pages to confront us with His greatness. May 
He also use them to recall our responsibilities, remembering that:

we are ambassadors for Christ, as though God were making an ap-
peal through us; we beg you on behalf of Christ, be reconciled to 
God (2 Cor. 5:20).
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C   H   A   P   T   E   R       O   N   E

The Sovereignty of God

One of the most foundational tenets in all of Scripture is the doc-
trine of the sovereignty of God. This doctrine makes everything else 
fit together. God’s sovereignty is broad and inclusive. One area where 
God’s sovereignty is evident to believers is in the salvation of human 
beings. This is called the doctrine of election. As various passages of 
the Scriptures are carefully examined, the sovereign work of God in 
selecting some for salvation becomes evident.

Scriptural Fact: God’s Sovereignty
In studying the doctrine of salvation, the sovereign work of God in 

bringing men to believe in Christ is clear. Some are drawn to Christ by 
the Father and some are not.

Five-Point Calvinism. This interpretation of Scripture is often re-
ferred to as Calvinism, a name used by the followers of John Calvin. 
Calvinism can be summarized by five points, commonly called the five 
points of Calvinism, which are easily remembered by an acrostic of the 
word “TULIP”:

T: Total depravity of man
U: Unconditional election
L: Limited atonement
I: Irresistible grace
P: Perseverance of the saints

This booklet will focus on the first two of the five points: total de-
pravity and unconditional election.
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First, consider the last two of the points. The “I” refers to irresistible 
grace which means that God works in grace in an irresistible way with 
those He has elected. All whom God has chosen He draws to Christ in 
an irresistible way. They cannot resist the grace of God in being drawn 
to Jesus Christ; they are the elect. The “P” refers to perseverance of the 
saints which describes the security of the believer. Once someone is 
truly saved, he is always saved and will persevere to the end. That is 
inherent in the doctrine of election.

Four-Point Calvinism. The “L” refers to limited atonement which 
marks the difference between five-point Calvinism and four-point Cal-
vinism. A four-point Calvinist believes that limited atonement is not 
biblical. The concept of limited atonement is that Christ died only for 
those whom God chose. He did not die for every person in the world; 
He died only for the elect, those chosen by God. Rather than holding 
to the position of limited atonement, a four-point Calvinist believes in 
unlimited atonement, meaning Christ died for everyone in the whole 
world. “And He Himself is the propitiation for our sins; and not for 
ours only, but also for those of the whole world” (1 John 2:2; see also 
John 6:51; 2 Cor. 5:19; 1 Tim. 2:6; 4:10; Titus 2:11; Heb. 2:9; 10:29; 2 Pet. 2:1; 
1 John 4:14). Even though Christ’s death was satisfactory for the sins of 
the whole world, it is only applied to the elect.

No doctrine is more encouraging and comforting to believers than 
the sovereignty of God, which may explain why the Devil has brought 
such confusion and misunderstanding into this area. The foundational 
concept for understanding everything is that God is totally in control 
and there are no chance happenings anywhere at any time in the world. 
Everything, down to the minutest detail, is part of the pre-planned, 
foreordained plan of God. He has determined what is to happen, and 
that is a great encouragement to believers.

Practical Application. In practical application, it means a person 
cannot just by chance get cancer and die. It may happen in the plan of 
God, but it will not be by chance. A child cannot just by mistake run 
out into the street and get hit by a car. It must be in the plan of God 
for that to happen. If it does happen, there is no need to lament, “Oh, 
if only it had been different.” There is great assurance and comfort in 
knowing that God is in total control of every detail, every tragedy and 
every heartache. All these things are under the control of a sovereign 
God who is working out His purposes. That is why believers can say:
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And we know that God causes all things to work together for good 
to those who love God, to those who are called according to His 
purpose (Rom. 8:28).
God is in total control in moving everything toward that end.

Examples of God’s Sovereignty
In the Book of Isaiah, several passages stress the sovereignty of 

God. To understand His sovereignty does not mean that one under-
stands why He does everything, but it does mean it is possible to rest 
in the assurance that He has a purpose in everything. Everything God 
allows to come into a person’s life is there by design.

Sins of Men and Nations. In Isaiah 14, God says even the sinful 
acts of nations and people are included in His sovereign plan. “The 
Lord of hosts has sworn saying, ‘Surely, just as I have intended so it has 
happened, and just as I have planned so it will stand’   ” (Isa. 14:24). In the 
context of this passage, God is saying that He will raise up the nation of 
Assyria as a punishing agent for Israel. He has intended it to happen; 
He has planned it, and it is sure. There is a finality in God’s plan and 
program with the nation Israel. 

Past and Future Events. God also speaks of His sovereignty in Isa-
iah 46:

Remember this, and be assured; recall it to mind, you transgressors. 
Remember the former things long past, for I am God, and there is 
no other; I am God, and there is no one like Me (vv. 8-9).
What uniqueness does God reveal about Himself? He is sovereign-

ly in control of everything. Isaiah continued in verse 10d:
Declaring the end from the beginning, and from ancient times 
things which have not been done, saying, “My purpose will be es-
tablished, and I will accomplish all My good pleasure.”
God declares that He is the One who is in control of the future. 

Much of the Bible is prophetic. Every time God gives a prophecy, He 
has settled in concrete an event that will happen, even sinful events.

The Role of Judas Iscariot. The Old Testament prophesied that Ju-
das Iscariot would betray Jesus Christ. Centuries before there was a 
Judas, centuries before Jesus Christ walked the earth, it was settled in 
the plan of God that Judas would betray Jesus Christ. “Even my close 
friend in whom I trusted, who ate my bread, has lifted up his heel 
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against me” (Ps. 41:9; cf. John 13:18). It could not be altered. What if Ju-
das had changed his mind? What if something had gone wrong? What 
if Judas had fallen down the steps leaving the upper room and broke 
his leg? Why are these suggestions ridiculous? When the plan of God 
was fixed, it was settled, and nothing could or can frustrate that plan. 
Prophecy is a revelation of the plan that God has established, and His 
plan cannot be changed.

In Isaiah 46:10b God said, “My purpose will be established, and I 
will accomplish all My good pleasure.” “All My good pleasure” is the 
foundation and basis for the purposes of God.

The Call of Cyrus. God refers to the leader of Persia in Isaiah 46:11:
Calling a bird of prey from the east, the man of My purpose from a 
far country. Truly I have spoken; truly I will bring it to pass. I have 
planned it, surely I will do it.
God gave this prophecy of Persia’s conquest of Babylon at least 150 

years before it happened. God said, “I have planned it, surely I will do 
it.” Could something have happened to keep Cyrus out of Babylon? 
No. What if someone had assassinated Cyrus and he had never made it 
to Babylon? That would have been impossible because God planned it 
otherwise, and He is totally, completely, absolutely in control.

Lightning Striking its Target. God’s sovereignty is also demon-
strated in Job 36:32: “He covers His hands with the lightning, and com-
mands it to strike the mark.” Lightning seems to go randomly across the 
sky, but Job says God directs every bolt of lightning to its mark. There 
is no random streak of lightning. All those flashes of lightning are di-
rected in the plan of God to the mark He has established for them. That 
is a very important concept to keep in mind. If a thunderstorm came 
up right now, it would be even more important. Why? Because it is im-
portant to know that if a bolt of lightning strikes me, God has it under 
control. It did not happen by accident. If such an event were just an 
unimportant factor outside the sovereignty of God, it could upset the 
course of events. However, this is not the case. What if two dominant 
world leaders were struck by lightning and killed today? That could be 
very significant from a worldly perspective, but whatever happens is 
controlled and directed by God.

David, Jeremiah, and Daniel. In Psalm 139 David said, “O Lord, 
You have searched me and known me. You know when I sit down and 
when I rise up” (vv. 1-2). That prompts the question, Who cares? God 
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does. He knows every detail. “You understand my thought from afar” 
(v. 2b). God knows what you are thinking right now. He knows what 
you are thinking about your job, the business deal you must make this 
week, or what is going on in sports on television.

You scrutinize my path and my lying down, and are intimately 
acquainted with all my ways. Even before there is a word on my 
tongue, behold, O Lord, You know it all. You have enclosed me be-
hind and before, and laid Your hand upon me. Such knowledge is 
too wonderful for me; it is too high, I cannot attain to it (vv. 3-6).
As David thinks about this, it is as though his head is going to burst; 

he cannot grasp it. It is beyond him that God is intimately acquainted 
with him.

David continued describing God’s knowledge of him:
Where can I go from Your Spirit? Or where can I flee from Your 
presence? If I ascend to heaven, You are there; if I make my bed in 
Sheol, behold, You are there (vv. 7-8).
You cannot go anywhere to get away from God; that is the futil-

ity of trying to run from Him. Where could you go? He fills the earth, 
the universe, heaven and hell alike. David continued describing God’s 
knowledge of his future in Psalm 139:16: “Your eyes have seen my un-
formed substance; and in Your book were all written the days that were 
ordained for me, when as yet there was not one of them.” David is say-
ing that all his days, and everything he would do were written down in 
God’s book even before David was conceived in the womb.

With all that knowledge God had about David, one might think Da-
vid must have been a fatalist. In reading the Psalms, however, clearly, 
he was not. He was a man who prayed, who was moved to beseech 
God and to commit his life to Him. David often asked God to act on his 
behalf. Yet it is evident that God has determined the course of human 
events within the bounds of time.

Other Old Testament passages declare the truth of God’s sover-
eign control of all events. Jeremiah said in chapter 1 that God called 
him from the womb to be a prophet. That was not a decision Jeremiah 
made. It was a decision God made while Jeremiah was in the womb. 
Isaiah 40 acknowledges the same fact.

Many other passages through the Old Testament have the same 
emphasis. In Daniel 4:17,  25, 34, and 35, Daniel makes the point that 
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God does among men what He chooses. He is sovereignly working out 
His plan. God is totally sovereign and in control of everything. He is 
doing everything for one purpose—for His glory. He is totally selfish in 
all that He does, and that selfishness is in the good sense. It is wrong 
for me to be selfish because I would take that which is God’s and use it 
for myself. God says everything is to be done for His glory, and that is 
the reason why He does everything. 

Several passages in the New Testament speak to the subject of God’s 
sovereignty in election.

John 6. John chapter 6 is a passage in which the doctrine of election 
is very clear. John wrote in verse 29, “Jesus answered and said to them, 
‘This is the work of God, that you believe in Him whom He has sent.’ 
” The work of God referred to in this verse could be an indication that 
this is the one thing a person can do that is pleasing to God—believe 
in His Son. The statement “that you believe” is a purpose clause which 
states the purpose of God’s work. In all the work that God is doing, the 
purpose is that you might believe.

Jesus said in verse 37, “All that the Father gives Me will come to Me, 
and the one who comes to Me I will certainly not cast out.” Those who 
come to Christ are the ones whom the Father has given to Him. That 
indicates selective dividing. The Father has given some to Christ; all 
those He has given to Him will come to Him. It becomes clear that God 
has not given everyone to Christ because not everyone comes to Him; 
but everyone the Father has given to Christ comes to Him. There has 
been a selective determination made regarding certain ones coming to 
Christ for salvation.

Verse 39 continued the emphasis, “This is the will of Him who sent 
Me, that of all that He has given Me I lose nothing, but raise it up on the 
last day.” In saying “of all that He has given Me I lose nothing,” Christ 
declared that those the Father gave to Him will come to Him, and they 
are secure in Him. All those whom the Father has given to the Son are 
guaranteed ultimate glorification, the completion of their salvation.

It is the work of the Father to draw men to the Son. “No one can 
come to Me unless the Father who sent Me draws him; and I will raise 
him up on the last day” (v. 44). Therefore, it is clear that no one can 
come to the Son unless he is drawn by the Father. This again denotes 
a selection process. Evidently not everyone is drawn because not ev-
eryone is coming. That is the reason for the explanations that Jesus is 
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giving. It is also the reason why so many rebel and reject salvation, 
because only those whom the Father draws will come.

In addition to the Father drawing men to salvation, He is also in-
volved in teaching them.

It is written in the prophets, “And they shall all be taught of God.” 
Everyone who has heard and learned from the Father, comes to Me 
(v. 45).
Before a person can come to Jesus Christ and believe in Him, it is 

essential that he hear and be taught by the Father. This again empha-
sizes that not everybody is taught by the Father, but those who are 
taught by the Father come to Christ.

Jesus explained why some do not come in verse 64, “ ‘But there are 
some of you who do not believe.’ For Jesus knew from the beginning 
who they were who did not believe, and who it was that would betray 
Him.” The next verse clarifies this even further: “And He was saying, 
‘For this reason I have said to you, that no one can come to Me unless 
it has been granted him from the Father’ ” (v. 65). Obviously, there are 
two groups, those who come and those who do not come. Those who 
have been given the privilege by the Father of coming to Christ are the 
only ones who can come.

Ephesians 1. Ephesians 1 is another great chapter on election and 
predestination. This chapter tells why God is doing many of the things 
He is doing. Paul wrote in verses 5 and 6, “He predestined us to adop-
tion as sons through Jesus Christ to Himself, according to the kind 
intention of His will, to the praise of the glory of His grace.” God pre-
destines some to be adopted as sons so His glory and the majesty of 
His person might be praised. That is why He appointed some to His 
sonship.

That purpose continues in verse 12: “To the end that we who were 
the first to hope in Christ would be to the praise of His glory.” Paul 
said that the Holy Spirit “is given as a pledge of our inheritance, with 
a view to the redemption of God’s own possession, to the praise of His 
glory” (v. 14). God is doing everything, even salvation, so that He will 
be praised. God does not save sinners primarily so they can spend 
eternity in heaven; He saves them primarily so He will be praised. By 
providing salvation, the majesty of His Person will be honored and 
exalted as it deserves to be. That does not mean that believers are not 
the beneficiaries of a great salvation; but the benefit of salvation is not 
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its ultimate end. Salvation is part of the means to glorify God. God is 
doing everything for Himself. Other passages such as Philippians 2:11 
and 2 Corinthians 4:15 speak to the same issue. Thus, the totally sover-
eign God is doing all things for one purpose—His own glory.

If you are not careful, you may begin to resent this. The conflict 
comes because man likes to have a certain degree of sovereignty. Peo-
ple do not like to be told that God is totally in control and that He is 
doing everything for Himself. People are preoccupied with their own 
importance and desire to control, but Scripture is clear, God is totally 
sovereign with absolute control, and He is doing everything for Him-
self. That is His ultimate purpose and goal, and that is right. He alone 
is the One who is worthy of praise, glory, and honor. The fact that peo-
ple resist is simply an indication of their own sinfulness.
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The Need for Election

Man Is Totally Depraved
The first major point that will be dealt with in detail is the sinful-

ness of man, also referred to as total depravity. This concept is foun-
dational to understanding the doctrine of election. If the depravity of 
man is understood, the doctrine of election is simple to grasp.

Depravity Defined. Total depravity does not mean that everyone 
is as bad as he could possibly be in his actions, but that man is as bad 
off as possible. Sin has pervaded everyone’s life. The totality of a hu-
man being is affected and infected by sin. That does not mean that the 
manifestation of sin is as bad as it could be in every area, but it means 
a person is infected by sin in every area. It means there is nothing good 
or righteous in anyone.

Relative Good. There is a concept referred to as relative good. 
Within certain confines, people can do relative good, but this relative 
good cannot become ultimate good. In the Scripture, ultimate good is 
that which is done for the honor and glory of God. In the ultimate sense 
that is the only thing that is truly good.

Paul said, “Whatever is not from faith is sin” (Rom. 14:23b). Does 
the unregenerate, unbelieving person ever do anything through faith 
in God relying upon Christ? Obviously not. If he did, he would not be 
unregenerate. An unbeliever does not act out of faith in God and recog-
nize who God is, what God has done, and what God’s purposes are for 
him. An unbeliever cannot do anything good from God’s perspective. 
The only thing that is good in God’s eyes is that which is done in faith. 
The unregenerate person can do no ultimate good.
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As an example of relative good, you may be sick and find that your 
unsaved neighbor brings you dinner for the evening. That was relative 
good. His actions would be good within the confines of sinful activity, 
but he did not do it from a relationship of faith in Jesus Christ. There-
fore, it was only relative good. The sinner can do relative good, but he 
cannot do ultimate good. Only ultimate good is acceptable before the 
holy and sovereign God.

God’s Description of Humanity. How does Scripture describe 
man’s condition? Romans 3 is often quoted for this description. In Ro-
mans 3:10-18 we have a series of quotes from the Old Testament, espe-
cially from the Psalms. It brings together in a concise way a description 
of the condition of humanity.

Paul wrote in Romans 3:10, “There is none righteous, not even one.” 
Notice the finality of that statement. This is not a statement of relative 
righteousness or good. It speaks of ultimate good from God’s perspec-
tive. Paul continued the description in verses 11 and 12:

There is none who understands, there is none who seeks for God; 
all have turned aside, together they have become useless; there is 
none who does good, there is not even one.
Paul described in detail the character of the unbeliever from God’s 

perspective. In Romans 3:23 he made a sweeping statement: “For all 
have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.” This means all are 
separated from God. Romans 6:23 identifies the results: “For the wages 
of sin is death, but the free gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our 
Lord.” 

In Ephesians 2:1–3, Paul described man’s condition as being dead 
in sin.

And you were dead in your trespasses and sins, in which you for-
merly walked according to the course of this world, according to 
the prince of the power of the air, of the spirit that is now working 
in the sons of disobedience. Among them we too all formerly lived 
in the lusts of our flesh, indulging the desires of the flesh and of the 
mind, and were by nature children of wrath, even as the rest.
That was man’s condition—totally absorbed in sin, obeying the dic-

tates of the flesh and the Devil. Man is described as dead; that means 
separated from God and having no relationship with Him. In this con-
dition man is a slave to sin, living in the lusts of the flesh and indulging 
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the desires of the flesh. By nature, men are children of wrath. In John 
8:34b Jesus said, “Everyone who commits sin is the slave of sin.” 

The Question of Free Will
Acknowledging man’s slavery to sin is extremely important to the 

concept of the total depravity of man. People often have trouble recon-
ciling these concepts with the idea of free will. Free will, as it is com-
monly thought of, is not a biblical concept—if by free will one thinks 
that man is free to do what he wants to do. Man is free in the sense that 
he is responsible and does make a choice, but man is not free because 
he is a slave to sin and always exercises his freedom to obey his mas-
ter. That is why God says there is none that does good, there is none 
that seeks after Him. Each person uses his will to obey sin. Any time a 
person exercises his will, he exercises it in a negative way to obey and 
pursue sin. Therefore, man is not as free as he would like to think he is.

True Freedom. A person is free only when he can function in the 
context for which he was created. That is real freedom.

When Jesus Christ sets you free, you are free indeed. You were cre-
ated for a relationship with God, and only by faith in Christ can you 
have that relationship. When a person believes in Jesus Christ, for the 
first time he is free. He is free to function in the relationship for which 
God created him. He has freedom for a personal relationship with the 
personal God who made him.

A person who thinks he is free to do whatever he wants to do is 
deceiving himself. He is doing what the Devil wants him to do. He is 
under Satan’s domination and control. He is a slave to sin.

All Are Condemned. The unregenerate man, the one who has not 
been born again, has no ability to perceive and know the things of God. 
Paul said in 1 Corinthians 2:14, “But a natural man does not accept the 
things of the Spirit of God, for they are foolishness to him; and he can-
not understand them, because they are spiritually appraised.” God is 
not dealing with innocent people. He is dealing with people who are 
sinners by birth and sinners by choice. Sinners are under condemnation 
because the Bible says the penalty for sin is death—physical, spiritual, 
and eternal death. Remember, God is not dealing with poor, innocent 
people. He is dealing with guilty, vile, condemned, rebellious sinners. 
This point may be difficult to accept, but it is important to understand.

God is dealing with humanity, and every human is sinful. The pen-
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alty for sin is death which includes eternity in hell. God would be to-
tally fair if He sent every member of the human race to hell. God did 
condemn the angels who sinned to hell. Hebrews 2 indicates that God 
never provided any opportunity for the fallen angels to be forgiven. 
He simply sentenced every one of them to hell with no chance to ever 
change His mind. God is not obligated to forgive. He is only obligated 
to be just. Justice demands that sinners go to hell. If God stopped at this 
point, He would be totally justified to send everyone to hell and no one 
to heaven.

Some Will Be Saved. When looking at the doctrine of election from 
fallen humanity, God has sovereignly chosen to save some. Is it fair to 
save some and not to save all? It has already been established that it is 
fair if He condemns everyone. God is not obligated to save anyone, but 
He has sovereignly chosen to save some. The only issue is that He must 
do it in a way that is consistent with justice. Since all men are sinners 
deserving hell, God cannot forget about the penalty. If He saves some, 
He must do it in a way consistent with His righteous character.

Everyone who truly believes the Bible, believes in election. The 
word “election” is used some 30 times in the New Testament, so it must 
be accepted. However, not all may believe in election in the same way.

“Election” is a common word. In the United States, a new president 
is elected every four years. What does that mean? The voters select or 
choose a president. That is the meaning of election—to select, to choose, 
or to pick out. In the biblical doctrine of election, God has selected cer-
tain ones to experience His salvation and spend eternity in heaven. 
Fairness or justice would dictate that all be condemned to an eternity 
in hell. Since all mankind deserves hell, God’s election of some to expe-
rience salvation is evidence of His mercy.
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The Basis for Election

How did God select those He elected? Peter says God selects can-
didates for salvation based on His foreknowledge. He says believers 
are those “who are chosen according to the foreknowledge of God the 
Father” (1 Pet. 1:1b-2a). There are two basic possibilities for interpreting 
this passage.

Election Based on Knowing in Advance
One interpretation is that in eternity past God looked down the 

corridor of time and saw a person. God watched that person, and he 
came to believe in Christ. Therefore, when God saw that he would be-
lieve in Christ, God chose him for Himself on that basis.

Who Is in Control? Those who agree with this interpretation must 
explain who is really in control. If all God does is sit in the past and 
investigate the future to see what will happen and then make that part 
of His plan, God is only a spectator. Knowing ahead of time what will 
happen is different from claiming credit for making the plan. In the 
Old Testament, God claimed credit for determining what would hap-
pen.

Who is in control of a believer’s salvation, God or the believer? If 
God just looked ahead to see which people would choose Him, then 
man is the one who determines those whom God will choose. If God 
determined beforehand which people are chosen for salvation, then 
God is the One who determines whom He will choose. It fits human 
nature to believe that man can be the one who determines. People want 
to be the masters of their own destiny.

God’s Plan Is Still Set. Even under this interpretation, man does 
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not have free will. God’s plan is set. If in eternity past God looked into 
the future and set His plan based on what He saw, it is still true that 
God’s plan is set. If God selected me on that basis, it is still a settled fact 
that I am selected. That fact cannot change.

For example, if God looked into the future and saw that Judas Is-
cariot was going to betray Jesus Christ and then made that part of His 
plan, it was still a settled fact when Judas was born that he would be-
tray Jesus Christ. Believing that God elected some based on what they 
would do does not eliminate God’s plan. Whether you believe God’s 
choice was based on something man did or not, the result is the same 
and this approach does not make man free to do whatever he wants to 
do and then have God simply make adjustments to His plan.

Election Based on Sovereign Determination
The other interpretation of foreknowledge is that God sovereignly 

selected some for Himself, not based on anything they would do. 
Definition of Foreknowledge. Central to the discussion is the defi-

nition of foreknowledge. The meaning of foreknowledge that is most 
consistent with the teaching of the Word of God does not simply mean 
to know ahead of time, but rather to determine or to set ahead of time. 
The reason God can foreknow anything is because He has determined 
it to happen. When He has determined that something will happen, He 
knows it will happen. The reason for God’s foreknowledge is that He 
has laid the plan. 

Look at a simple illustration which may help clarify the point. If a 
person plans to go to lunch with his friend tomorrow at 11:30, he knows 
he is going to lunch with his friend tomorrow because he fore-planned 
it. He planned that it would happen, so he has knowledge ahead of 
time that it will happen. Obviously, this illustration breaks down, but 
it helps to clarify the point.

First Peter 1:1b-2a says that believers “are chosen according to the 
foreknowledge of God.” The word translated “chosen” is the word 
“elect.” In verse 20a of that same chapter, speaking about the death of 
Jesus Christ, Peter wrote, “For He was foreknown before the founda-
tion of the world.” Would you say that God just looked down in time 
and saw that men would crucify His Son, so He incorporated it into His 
plan? If that were true, who is responsible for salvation, God or man? If 
all God did was look ahead to see what man would do, then man was 
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in control and man decided what would happen to God’s Son. That is 
not the idea conveyed in Isaiah 53 and related passages in the Old and 
New Testaments where God’s plan to send His Son is presented. Obvi-
ously, such an interpretation is not consistent with God’s sovereignty.

In Acts 2 the term foreknowledge is used dealing with the coming 
of Christ. In verse 22 Peter talks about Christ being attested with signs, 
wonders, and miracles. Verse 23 says:

This man, delivered over by the predetermined plan and fore-
knowledge of God, you nailed to a cross by the hands of godless 
men and put Him to death.
The phrase “the predetermined plan and foreknowledge of God” 

indicates that it is the predetermined plan that enables God to fore-
know or to know ahead. There is a grammatical construction in this 
Greek phrase that is interpreted using Granville Sharp’s Rule of Gram-
mar. That rule basically says that the two words in this construction 
refer to the same thing with different shades of the same idea. There-
fore, the predetermined plan of God is basically the same thing as His 
foreknowledge. Man did what God predetermined and knew would 
happen. He knew what would happen because He predetermined that 
it would happen. Such an interpretation is fitting for 1 Peter 1:20 be-
cause Christ was predetermined before the foundation of the world to 
be the Lamb of God.

Examples of God’s Foreknowledge. God’s foreknowledge is what 
God has predetermined. He knows the future because He determined 
the future. In the New Testament foreknowledge is used of God in Acts 
2:23; Romans 8:29; 11:2; 1 Peter 1:2 and 20. In these passages foreknowl-
edge is synonymous with God’s predetermined plan. 

The word has a similar meaning in the Old Testament. It is used in 
Exodus 2 of God’s foreknowledge. “And God saw the sons of Israel, and 
God took notice of [literally, knew] them” (Ex. 2:25). God saw the sons 
of Israel and knew them.

God Knew Israel. God did not look down from heaven and say, 
“There are the sons of Israel; hey, I know them.” That does not make 
sense. Of course, He knew them. He knows everything. Omniscience 
is one of His attributes. Then what does this phrase mean? It means He 
selected them out; He put His favor upon them to choose them. He pre-
determined to use them and to have them for Himself. Therefore, when 
Moses wrote, “God saw the sons of Israel and knew them,” it means He 
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chose them with favor. That meaning fits the context.
Consider another example of this concept in Amos 3. Speaking to 

the nation Israel, God said, “You only have I chosen among all the fami-
lies of the earth” (v. 2). The King James Version translates it more liter-
ally, “You only have I known of all the families of the earth.” The He-
brew word is “to know.” It is not that God did not know about Assyria, 
Egypt, or Babylon, rather that He did, but God chose to put His favor on 
and chose for Himself, the only nation that He had determined would 
belong to Him. Israel is the only nation that He has chosen or known.

God Chose Abraham. Does the Old Testament present the idea 
that God looked down and saw that Abraham would become a be-
liever and that his descendants would be a faithful people, that they 
would choose God as their God, and therefore, on that basis, God chose 
them? No. Exactly the opposite happened. Abraham was evidently an 
idol worshiper living in a pagan land. God arbitrarily reached down 
and took hold of Abraham and selected him out of idolatry. In Romans 
11:2 Paul wrote, “God has not rejected His people whom He foreknew.” 
God has put His favor upon Israel; they belong to Him. To say that 
God simply knew ahead of time what Israel would do does not fit at 
all. Israel did not choose God; God chose Israel. He takes credit for that 
choice repeatedly through the Old Testament. Yet if God had simply 
looked ahead to see what Israel would do, He could not have taken that 
credit. He would have simply been responding to them. The picture, 
however, is clear: God is in control.

God’s Sovereignty with Job. To see something of the absolute sov-
ereignty and greatness of God, read Isaiah 40 and the closing chapters 
of Job (chapters 38-42). Job was a righteous man according to God’s 
own declaration, but through the experiences recorded in this book, 
Job grew in his appreciation of who God is.

Job challenged God. As he was brought under the tremendous 
pressures of suffering, he began questioning God, to know the reasons 
for his suffering.

God tells Job to wrap himself in his mantel, stand up and see just 
how great a person he is. “Could you weigh out the mountains?” God 
asks Job. “Could you control all the details of nature? Could you create 
anything?” Obviously, the answers are no. With Job’s knowledge clear-
ly limited, God asks Job why he thinks he has the privilege of question-
ing Him. After God’s questions to Job in chapters 38 through 41, Job is 
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all but devastated when he sees himself as God sees him. Job concludes 
at the end of chapter 42 that God is greater than he had ever estimated 
Him to be.

Job’s response is in the final chapter.
Then Job answered the Lord and said, “I know that You can do 
all things, and that no purpose of Yours can be thwarted. ‘Who is 
this that hides counsel without knowledge?’ Therefore I have de-
clared that which I did not understand, things too wonderful for 
me, which I did not know. ‘Hear, now, and I will speak; I will ask 
of You, and You instruct me.’ I have heard of You by the hearing of 
the ear; but now my eye sees You; therefore I retract, and I repent in 
dust and ashes ” (Job 42:1-6).
When Job finally came to a proper perspective of the greatness of 

God and His total sovereignty and control over His creation, Job came 
to a proper perspective of himself and realized his attitude ought to be 
one of submissiveness as the learner rather than as the challenger.

It is necessary to be careful that our attitude toward God is proper. 
We must recognize that He is the One who is totally sovereign and we 
are created beings with the goal to learn more of Him. We have no right 
to put Him on trial or to question what He does. Our responsibility is 
simply to learn from Him. What He does is right, and He has the right 
to do what He chooses.

If God is obligated to give an account to anyone, then to that extent 
He must be submissive to that person. If a person is obligated in his 
job to give an account to someone else, he is responsible to that person. 
God is accountable to no one, but Himself. That means He is not obli-
gated to answer anyone’s questions. He has very graciously answered 
many of them, but when it comes to the basis for God’s choice, He sim-
ply says, “I did it because I chose to do it. I am sovereign.”

God’s Right to Choose. In Ephesians 1 Paul wrote in verses 3-5:
Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has 
blessed us with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly places in 
Christ, just as He chose us in Him before the foundation of the 
world, that we would be holy and blameless before Him. In love He 
predestined us to adoption as sons through Jesus Christ to Himself, 
according to the kind intention of His will. 
The last phrase is translated more accurately in the King James Ver-
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sion, “according to the good pleasure of His will.” Verse 9 has the same 
emphasis: “He made known to us the mystery of His will, according to 
His kind intention,” literally, according to His good pleasure. He did 
that simply because it pleased Him to do it.

How far back did God make His choices? Verse 11 says, “Also we 
have obtained an inheritance, having been predestined according to 
His purpose who works all things after the counsel of His will.” That is 
as far back as man can go. Scripture says no more. God counseled with 
Himself and decided to do it that way. What was His basis for electing 
some to salvation? Simply that it pleased Him to do it; and after coun-
seling with Himself, He did it.

It is easy to be uncomfortable with that statement. Job experienced 
the same feelings. The more directly we are confronted with the great-
ness of God and the might of His person, the more we see ourselves 
in a proper perspective. We do not like to be told we are not in charge. 
We do not mind sharing sovereignty with God, but we chafe under His 
total sovereignty. He does everything according to what pleases Him, 
and He acts only on the counsel of His will. That makes Him totally 
sovereign and us totally subject to Him.

God Chose Jacob. In Romans 9 Paul described the birth of twins to 
Isaac and Rebekah—Esau and Jacob. He wrote in verse 11, “For though 
the twins were not yet born and had not done anything good or bad, 
so that God’s purpose according to His choice would stand [literally, 
according to election], not because of works but because of Him who 
calls.” Why did God choose Jacob and not Esau? So that His purpose 
according to election might stand. That does not answer every ques-
tion one would like to have answered, but God is totally sovereign and 
decided to do it that way.

For example, parents have the option to make certain choices at 
their discretion. They decide to do something simply because it is with-
in their prerogative as parents to make that decision. If their children 
question them saying, “Why are you doing this?” the parents some-
times remind them that they are the parents, and they do not have 
to give them answers for all their decisions. Parents have the right to 
make those decisions within certain limits. Children do not have the 
right to put their parents on trial for the decisions they make.

If you expand that concept to God, His decisions and His sover-
eignty become clearer. Don’t forget that He is absolutely and totally 
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sovereign. He is not accountable to us. God simply decided to do it that 
way, and He is not obligated to tell us the reasons for His choice.

It is encouraging to remember that God always does the right thing. 
Just as children must trust their parents because they do not under-
stand all the decisions that are made, so we must trust God because we 
don’t understand all He is doing. Remember that God always does the 
right thing. He always does what is best and decides that in a way that 
is consistent with His character.





21

C   H   A   P   T   E   R         F   O   U   R

The Rationale of Election

The Time of Election
Scripture indicates that God sovereignly chose some for salvation 

a long time ago: “Just as He chose us in Him before the foundation of 
the world” (Eph. 1:4).

Before the Foundation of the World. The choice was made before 
the foundation of the world. That concept is important because some 
people think that by altering the definition of foreknowledge (that God 
chose based on knowing ahead of time) it allows man a certain free-
dom today. However, Scripture is clear: the elect were chosen before 
the foundation of the world. Whatever the basis of God’s choice, it was 
made before He ever started creation in Genesis 1:1. He chose believers 
before the foundation of the world. We do not know how many thou-
sands of years ago the world was created, but before that, God chose 
believers for salvation in Jesus Christ. 

From the Beginning. In 2 Thessalonians 2:13 Paul wrote, “But we 
should always give thanks to God for you, brethren beloved by the 
Lord, because God has chosen you from the beginning for salvation 
through sanctification by the Spirit and faith in the truth.” When did 
God choose believers? From the beginning. Going back to the begin-
ning in Genesis 1:1, we are reminded that some were already chosen for 
salvation at that point. 

What if one of the elect dies before believing? The last phrase of 2 
Thessalonians 2:13 indicates that God has not only ordained the end, 
salvation, but also the means—“through sanctification by the Spirit and 
faith in the truth.” God chose some for salvation before He created the 
world. He determined that through the ministry of the Spirit in set-
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ting them apart, they would believe the truth and thus enter salvation. 
It is not possible for one of the elect to die before believing. None of 
the elect could die before believing because God is totally sovereign, 
and in His sovereignty, those He elects will believe. They are brought 
under the sound of the Gospel because “faith comes from hearing, and 
hearing by the word of Christ” (Rom. 10:17). As they hear, the Spirit 
of God gives them understanding to cause them to believe that Jesus 
Christ died for them. God ordained the process from beginning to end 
in eternity past.

From the Foundation of the World. Amid some great prophetic 
material in Revelation 17, the Apostle John writes about things that oc-
curred before the creation of the world.

And those who dwell on the earth, whose name has not been writ-
ten in the book of life from the foundation of the world (Rev. 17:8b).
The emphasis in this verse and in Revelation 20:15 is on those whose 

names are not written in the Book of Life:
And if anyone’s name was not found written in the book of life, he 
was thrown into the lake of fire (20:15).
All those whose names are in the Book of Life are going to spend 

eternity in God’s presence. Anyone whose name is not found in the 
Book of Life will be cast into the lake of fire, which is hell. It is an awe-
some concept when one considers that those whose names are in the 
Book of Life were put there before the foundation of the world.

Regardless of the view one holds on election, God says that those 
who will believe already have their names written in the Book of Life. 
Any view of election must allow for Revelation 13:8 and 17:8. If you are 
unhappy with what God says He has done about election, it is an indi-
cation that there needs to be an adjustment made in your submission to 
Him and to His purposes.

The Fairness of Election
Is it fair that God chooses some for salvation and does not choose 

others? It appears God has determined that some will go to hell without 
any chance of salvation. However, the point that must be remembered 
is that God is dealing with sinful human beings, and He is not obli-
gated to save anyone. All He is obligated to do is to be just. The writer 
of Hebrews wrote, “Therefore, since the children share in flesh and 
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blood, He Himself [Christ] likewise also partook of the same” (Heb. 
2:14). Those God was going to save were flesh and blood—humanity. 
Jesus Christ had to become a human being with flesh and blood to die 
for them and be their representative. Taking their place in dying on the 
cross for their sins was the only way God could save them.

No Salvation for Angels. Note the contrast in Hebrews 2:16-17: 
For assuredly He does not give help to angels, but He gives help to 
the descendant of Abraham. Therefore, He had to be made like His 
brethren in all things.
He had to be made like mankind in every way so He could be iden-

tified with mankind in His death. God gave no such hope to angels.
Lucifer, the Son of the Morning, who is known as Satan, rebelled 

against God. A host of angels followed him. That act of rebellion settled 
forever their destiny in hell. There is no provision of salvation for Satan 
or any of the fallen angels. For a fallen angel to have been saved, Jesus 
Christ would have had to become an angel and die in the place of an-
gels, identifying with them so they could believe in Him and be saved. 
God made no such provision. Is that fair? Obviously, it is fair because 
God did it. He is not obligated to save them; all He is obligated to do is 
to judge them for their sins.

No Obligation to Save Man. The situation is the same for human 
beings. They are sinners in rebellion against God, and God is not ob-
ligated to save any of them. As soon as it is pointed out that God has 
sovereignly chosen to save some, someone cries, “that’s not fair!” It is 
fair if those He saves are saved in a way consistent with His justice.

The question is not, “Can God be just in sending people to hell?” 
The real question is, “Can God be just in sending people to heaven?” 
Rightfully, sinful people should go to hell. That is the penalty for their 
sin. However, since all are sinners, how is God going to be just in tak-
ing anyone to heaven?

Salvation Provided by Grace. God’s great provision is that He sent 
His Son, Jesus Christ, to die on the cross so that sinners might believe 
in Him and experience His salvation. From fallen humanity—every-
one—God has sovereignly chosen some for Himself.

What about those He did not choose? They are going to hell, which 
is consistent with their choice to be sinners. Is that fair? Even if we don’t 
like it, we must admit it is fair and just.
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Regardless of our perspective on the sovereignty of God and the 
doctrine of election, we must all grapple with the same issue. God is 
omniscient. He knows everything from the beginning. He knew from 
before the creation that some people would not believe in Him and 
would go to hell. Why did He create them in the first place? Because 
He chose to create them; it suited Him to do it. No more answers are 
provided other than those included in the Scriptures. God recorded 
in Proverbs 16:4, “The Lord has made everything for its own purpose, 
even the wicked for the day of evil.” He did it this way because it suited 
Him. It will magnify and honor Him.

If we are not careful, we will begin to chafe against that. If we do 
chafe against God, that reveals just how sinful we really are—to the 
point of challenging God.

We must acknowledge that God is totally sovereign. Rebellious 
man does not like that. Man likes to think of himself as being the boss, 
or at least of having a share in the decisions. But the Judge of all the 
earth does right.

Remember God is not a capricious god acting out of hardness, but a 
God of love, kindness, and mercy. Romans 11 speaks of God gracious-
ly choosing some for salvation: “In the same way then, there has also 
come to be at the present time a remnant according to God’s gracious 
choice” (v. 5). Literally it says according to the election of grace. Even in 
Paul’s day, there was an election of grace among the Jews in Israel. Paul 
continued, “But if it is by grace, it is no longer on the basis of works, 
otherwise grace is no longer grace” (v. 6). Election must be based on 
grace. There can be no works involved. That was the point in Romans 9 
with Jacob and Esau. Before they had done good or bad, God chose Ja-
cob. If God had chosen them based on what He saw they would do, He 
would have chosen them based on good or bad. The point is that their 
works did not affect the choice. It was an election of grace.

A Christian’s salvation can in no way be based on anything he has 
done. Otherwise, grace would no longer be grace. Grace is something 
unmerited or undeserved.

All of humanity is fallen. All are under condemnation. All are sin-
ners rebelling against God. All are rejecting the salvation that God has 
provided. If God chose to send all of mankind to hell because they are 
sinners, He would be totally fair in doing so. However, He did not do 
this. God is a God of love and He chooses some to be recipients of His 
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grace. Why didn’t He select them all? No answers are revealed except 
that it was not His purpose to do it. The fact is that not everybody is 
saved. God could have saved everyone if He had chosen to, but He 
didn’t.

It is easy to lose sight of what a glorious thing salvation is. Rebel-
lious, sinful humanity says no to God and to His salvation. God lov-
ingly decides to select out some for salvation. The amazing thing is that 
many are going to heaven. The emphasis of Scripture is that God has 
chosen to save some out of the mass of fallen humanity to experience 
His eternal salvation.

God’s Purposes in Election
Why did God choose to do things this way? What were His pur-

poses in election? Scripture reveals some answers.
To Manifest the Glory of His Character. The ultimate purpose of 

election, of course, is for the glory of God. Paul gives one of God’s pur-
poses for election in Ephesians 1:4, “Just as He chose us in Him before 
the foundation of the world, that we should be holy and blameless be-
fore Him.” According to this verse, God’s purpose in choosing some for 
salvation was so there would be a group of humanity who would be 
holy and blameless. They will fulfill the purpose God has for creation 
in manifesting the glory of His character, holiness, and blamelessness.

To Demonstrate the Glory of His Grace. A second purpose is seen 
in Ephesians 1:12: “To the end that we who were the first to hope in 
Christ would be to the praise of His glory.” That is why He predestined 
some—that they would be to the praise of His glory. The Book of Ephe-
sians makes the point that for all eternity the elect will be trophies of 
grace for God. He will demonstrate the greatness of His grace in eter-
nity. The elect’s presence in heaven is going to be an evidence of the 
greatness of God’s grace. For all of eternity, those in heaven are going 
to be trophies to the greatness of God’s grace. Those in hell will be evi-
dence of the greatness of God in His justice and holiness.

To Proclaim the Excellencies of His Name. Peter gives another 
purpose for election in 1 Peter 2:9:

But you are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people 
for God’s own possession, so that you may proclaim the excellen-
cies of Him who has called you out of darkness into His marvelous 
light.
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God has chosen some that they might proclaim His excellencies. 
That is why making Him known to people all around the world should 
be a priority. One of God’s specific purposes in choosing the elect is 
that His excellencies, the greatness of Him who called us out of dark-
ness into light, might be proclaimed.

To Bear Fruit That Will Remain. Jesus gave another purpose for 
election in John 15:16, “You did not choose Me but I chose you, and 
appointed you that you would go and bear fruit, and that your fruit 
would remain.” He chose and appointed some to the task of being 
fruit-bearing Christians. He did not choose based on what they would 
do, but He chose and appointed them to do something in His sovereign 
control. The elect were chosen to glorify Him.
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Evangelism and Election

Another aspect of the sovereignty of God relates to the subject of 
evangelism.

God’s or Man’s Responsibility
The responsibility to evangelize. A different view on election of-

ten influences the way people evangelize. With a strong emphasis on 
the sovereignty of God, they ask, “If God has elected certain ones to 
salvation, why should I evangelize?” The answer is very simple—be-
cause the sovereign God has commanded Christians to evangelize. 
Evangelism is the means to the end. The means is the hearing of the 
truth; the end is salvation.

In his efforts to present the Gospel, Paul said:
For this reason I endure all things for the sake of those who are cho-
sen, so that they also may obtain the salvation which is in Christ 
Jesus and with it eternal glory (2 Tim. 2:10).
A believer’s responsibility is to present the Gospel at every oppor-

tunity, praying that the Spirit will take the Gospel and apply it to the 
hearts of those God has elected causing them to believe. As Christians 
present the Gospel, they can keep in mind that there are some whose 
names are in the Book of Life and some whose names are not.

Remember that God is totally sovereign. He has such total, absolute 
control over all the details of life that the elect will believe. Nothing 
can happen to thwart that. It is so settled that God has already put the 
names of the elect in the Book of Life. In a similar way, the messages 
preached by the Old Testament prophets confirm God’s sovereignty. 
When they spoke about the future, they spoke of it in the past tense, 
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which is referred to as the prophetic past. When God says something is 
going to happen, it is so settled that He can write about it as though it 
has already happened. God is confident about what is going to happen 
because He has determined and settled it.

Concern for Family Members. God lists in the Book of Life those 
whom He has elected because it is settled that they will hear the truth, 
believe it, and spend eternity in the presence of God. Right away some 
may think: “What does this mean if my child’s name is not in the Book 
of Life? What does it mean if my spouse’s name is not in the Book of 
Life? It would mean they could not be saved; that is not fair.”

Remember, it is fair if God sends sinners to hell. It should be a com-
fort to know that the destiny of loved ones ultimately depends on God 
and not on you or me. A Christian has no need to lie awake at night 
wondering whether his children or spouse is elect. That question is in 
the hands of God. God has simply said to train children according to 
the truth of God, to pray for them, and to present the Gospel to them. 
While it is natural to want loved ones to believe, Christians must rec-
ognize that ultimately this is in the hands of God. God always does the 
right thing. God could not make a choice that would be wrong. Believ-
ers sometimes try to take God’s responsibilities on themselves. “Shall 
not the Judge of all the earth do right?” (Gen 18:25b, KJV). Does that not 
mean He will do right with children, spouses, and friends?

God challenged Job with that same concept. God asked Job if he 
could feed all the animals or take care of all of creation. Obviously, Job 
could not. Then why was Job worrying about God’s responsibilities?

The doctrine of election is a great comfort to believers as they share 
the Gospel, knowing that God is sovereignly in control. The destiny 
of the people with whom the Gospel is shared is in God’s hands. A 
believer is merely an instrument through whom He can work by His 
grace. Evangelizing Christians present the truth so the Spirit of God 
might use it in the lives of those He has elected.

Balance in Responsibility. How do the sovereignty of God and a 
Christian’s responsibility in proclaiming the Gospel fit together? Alva 
J. McClain, a former president of Grace Theological Seminary, made 
the statement that Romans 9 ought never be studied apart from Ro-
mans 10. Romans 9 conveys why some people are saved, but Romans 
10 relates why some people are lost.

Paul summarizes that God is in charge, not man, in Romans 9:16, 
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“So then it does not depend on the man who wills or the man who 
runs, but on God who has mercy.” Verse 19 raises the question, “You 
will say to me then, ‘Why does He still find fault? For who resists His 
will?’ ” If God is sovereignly determining the course of events and the 
destiny of mankind, why does He find fault with those who function in 
a way contrary to the Scriptures? After all, since everything is happen-
ing according to His determination, who can resist His will?

God Not Obligated to Answer. Paul acknowledged that this is a 
question that many would like to have answered, but no answer is giv-
en in Scripture. Paul concluded that man is not in a position to ask such 
a question. God has told His creation that He is sovereignly in control 
of everything. In verse 20 Paul said that God is the potter and man is 
the clay. God does just as He chooses with His clay. That is as much as 
man can understand because God has not chosen to say more about it. 

It is settled that God is completely sovereign in determining the 
destiny of man. In Romans 9:30, Paul moves on to the subject of salva-
tion for Jews and Gentiles.

What shall we say then? That Gentiles, who did not pursue righ-
teousness, attained righteousness, even the righteousness which is 
by faith; but Israel, pursuing a law of righteousness, did not arrive 
at that law (vv. 30-31).
The Gentiles were never interested in keeping the Law of God as 

given to Moses in the Old Testament, yet the Gentiles have attained 
righteousness. They acquired that for which they were not looking be-
cause they attained it by faith. They believed in the death and resur-
rection of Jesus Christ, therefore, they have righteousness. In contrast, 
the Jews, who were meticulously trying to keep the details of the Law, 
could not attain righteousness through the Law. The Law could reveal 
sin, but it could not provide righteousness.

There are 613 commandments in the Old Testament. Obviously, no 
one attained the righteousness that the Law offered because no one 
kept the Law perfectly except Jesus Christ. He did not need to gain 
righteousness. He had it by virtue of who He was.

The Gentiles experienced salvation by believing while the Jews did 
not. They stumbled over Jesus Christ. Why? Because they did not pur-
sue it by faith, but as though it were by works. They stumbled over the 
stumbling stone, just as it is written:



30

Election: Whose Choise?

Behold, I lay in Zion a stone of stumbling and a rock of offense, and 
he who believes in Him will not be disappointed (Rom. 9:32-33). 
Jesus Christ was an obstacle to the Jews and they stumbled over 

Him.
Prayer and the Sovereignty of God. Paul began Romans 10 by say-

ing, “Brethren, my heart’s desire and my prayer to God for them [Israel] 
is for their salvation” (v. 1). This is an interesting statement, especially 
since Paul explained that God’s sovereignty determines the destiny of 
all men. Yet Paul had a burden to pray for the salvation of Israel. If God 
has already determined to save any Jews, He will save those Jews. If He 
has not determined to save them, all the praying in the world will not 
change that.

The apostle who wrote in chapter 9 about the sovereignty of God 
and its relationship to the election of believers is the same apostle who 
wrote chapter 10. As recorded in Romans 10, Paul’s desire and prayer, is 
that Israel be saved. That helps put things in the proper balance.

Why should Christians pray if God has already elected some for 
salvation? Why should believers witness and be burdened for the lost 
if God has sovereignly determined their destiny? Yet Paul said he was 
burdened, praying for their salvation. This is consistent with the teach-
ing of Scripture as written by Peter.

The Lord is not slow about His promise, as some count slowness, 
but is patient toward you, not wishing for any to perish but for all 
to come to repentance (2 Pet. 3:9).
Paul prayed according to the burden God gave him for the Jews. 

These two points should be the guidelines for the Christian’s prayer 
life. It is scriptural to pray for the salvation of the lost, and God gives 
believers a burden to pray for them.

Paul and Christ prayed for the salvation of the lost. God gives bur-
dens to certain individuals to pray for the salvation of specific people. 
If God has given you a burden to pray for certain family members and 
friends, you ought to follow the example of the Apostle Paul with Is-
rael—take those people to the Lord in prayer. It may be that the Spirit 
has burdened you to pray for them, and God is going to answer your 
prayer to save them. Therefore, there is no contradiction between Paul’s 
burden to pray for the salvation of Israel and the fact that God has sov-
ereignly determined the destiny of those He has elected.
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Man Needs Salvation
In Romans 10, Paul continued his discussion of the Jews who are 

typically religious people.
For I testify about them that they have a zeal for God, but not in ac-
cordance with knowledge. For not knowing about God’s righteous-
ness, and seeking to establish their own, they did not subject them-
selves to the righteousness of God (vv. 2-3).
Self-righteousness Insufficient. Paul testified that the Jews were 

zealous for God and that there were no people more religious than the 
Jews on the face of the earth. He said that they were ignorant of the fact 
that there is nothing they can do to acquire righteousness; it can only 
be obtained by believing in Jesus Christ. They were trying to establish 
their own righteousness. Paul points out that in doing so they are re-
jecting the righteousness God has provided for them.

Religious people today make the same errors. They are so busy be-
ing religious and trying to be acceptable before God that they neglect 
the righteousness God has provided for them at no cost. The only righ-
teousness that is of any value is the righteousness that comes through 
faith in Jesus Christ.

The Message of Salvation. Paul discussed the matter of revela-
tion—how one finds out about God. There were some who thought they 
should bring Christ back from the grave to find out how to get to heav-
en, but, the revelation had already been given according to Romans 
10:8: “But what does it say? ‘The Word is near you, in your mouth and 
in your heart’—that is, the word of faith which we are preaching.” What 
is necessary for righteousness is the word of faith that Paul proclaimed. 
It is the message that Jesus Christ, God’s Son, died for the sins of man. 
When a person believes that message, he experiences the salvation that 
God has provided.

What does the message contain? “That if you confess with your 
mouth Jesus as Lord, and believe in your heart that God raised Him 
from the dead, you will be saved” (v. 9). It is interesting to note how 
often confession and faith are brought together. There is no contradic-
tion in these terms. In 1 John, confession is equated with salvation five 
times in 1:9; 2:23; 4:2, 3, 15. Jesus made the same point in Matthew 10:32: 
“Therefore everyone who confesses Me before men, I will also confess 
him before My Father who is in heaven.”
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Confession means to say the same thing. Christ said that it is out 
of the abundance of the heart that the mouth speaks (Matt. 12:34). A 
person who agrees with God concerning Jesus Christ is indicating his 
faith in Jesus Christ—the concepts go hand in hand. One who does not 
agree with God about Jesus Christ does not believe in Jesus Christ. Of 
course, it is possible for a person to say something and not believe it. 
But 1 John 4:3 says, “and every spirit that does not confess Jesus is not 
from God.” The one who does not confess Jesus is not saved.

Romans 10:10 continues:
for with the heart a person believes, resulting in righteousness, and 
with the mouth he confesses, resulting in salvation.
This is not saying that there are two things that bring about salva-

tion. Faith in Jesus Christ results in righteousness. Inseparably linked 
with that is the concept of acknowledging who Jesus Christ is. You can-
not be saved if you do not acknowledge Jesus Christ as Lord—the One 
who died and has been raised from the dead. The Lordship of Christ 
is always related to His resurrection in the New Testament. That is an 
essential ingredient in salvation.

As noted previously, Romans 9 discusses the sovereignty of God in 
determining the destiny of men. Men are saved because of the gracious 
work of God in electing them. Why are men lost? Chapter 10 discusses 
man’s responsibility and why men are lost. They are lost because they 
will not believe in Jesus Christ. If you will believe what you have been 
reading, you will be saved. It is just that simple—Jesus Christ died for 
your sins. Believe in Him and you will be saved. If you are not saved, 
it is because of your own decision. You simply refuse to believe Him. 
That is your responsibility, not God’s.

In Romans 10:11 Paul quotes from Isaiah 28:16: “For the Scripture 
says, ‘Whoever believes in Him will not be disappointed.’ ” Everyone 
gets what is promised—righteousness and salvation. “For there is no 
distinction between Jew and Greek; for the same Lord is Lord of all, 
abounding in riches for all who call on Him; for ‘Whoever will call 
on the name of the Lord will be saved’ ” (vv. 12-13). There is only one 
source of salvation for the Jew and Gentile alike.

The Process for Salvation. The process for salvation begins in 
verse 14.

How then will they call on Him in whom they have not believed? 
How will they believe in Him whom they have not heard? And 
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how will they hear without a preacher? How will they preach un-
less they are sent? (vv. 14-15).
The process is simple. God sends a preacher, someone hears the 

message proclaimed, he believes it and calls upon the name of the 
Lord. Calling upon the name of the Lord becomes synonymous with 
believing. When you believe the message concerning Christ, you turn 
to God for your salvation and call upon Him. In writing to the Corin-
thians, Paul used the same expression in 1 Corinthians 1:2 indicating 
that the Corinthians are saints who have called upon the name of the 
Lord. If you believe that Jesus Christ died for your sins, you will turn 
to Him for your salvation; in effect, you will call upon Him. You seek 
your salvation from Him, not from your own good works or from keep-
ing the Law.

The Believer Is a Herald
It is important to notice the process. Paul does not say, “How then 

will they call on Him if they have not been elected?” or, “How will they 
believe in Him if they have not been elected?” Rather, he says, “How 
will they believe in Him whom they have not heard? And how will 
they hear without a preacher?” (Romans 10:14b). The word “preacher” 
in this verse is not to be thought of in the technical sense as the voca-
tion of a preacher. Rather, the word indicates a herald, one who speaks 
or proclaims an appointed message. A herald is one who is given a 
message to proclaim. That is true of every believer—believers are those 
who herald Jesus Christ. Believers have an appointed message about 
Him to proclaim. Only those who are sent can do that. Only those who 
are believers in Jesus Christ can tell people about salvation in Him.

What is a believer’s responsibility? A believer is one who has been 
sent by God to present the message that God has given to him. This 
seems too simple. God has not instructed believers to come up with a 
good, convincing message. If He had told you to write a story of salva-
tion to tell your friends, where would you begin? When you finished, it 
would be so complicated no one would understand it. He has not asked 
believers to originate a message; that is not the responsibility of a her-
ald. A herald is simply to take the message he has been given and pass 
it on to those to whom he has been told to communicate it.

God has given believers the message that Jesus Christ, God’s Son, 
died to pay the penalty for sin. If a person will believe in Christ’s death 



34

Election: Whose Choise?

on his behalf, he will be saved. That is the message He has given believ-
ers to proclaim.

Paul saw no conflict between his responsibility to proclaim the 
message God had given him and God’s election of certain individuals 
to salvation. Paul was supposed to proclaim the message because that 
is God’s pattern in calling out the elect. God’s purpose for a believer is 
to be one who makes Jesus Christ known. The amazing simplicity of 
this message confuses people. A four-year-old can take that message 
and pass it on to someone else.

Do not get tied up in trying to figure out God’s responsibility in 
election so that you lose sight that He has given a message to proclaim. 
In His sovereignty, He will use that message according to His plan, but 
a believer’s responsibility is to pass on the message. Have you passed 
the message on this week? No one can be saved without hearing the 
message. “So faith comes from hearing, and hearing by the word of 
Christ” (Rom. 10:17). The elect cannot be saved if they do not hear the 
Gospel. In God’s plan, it is ordained that they will hear it from us.

Fear in Witnessing. The simplicity of this message is amazing, yet 
adults get tongue-tied in trying to share it. People can talk about many 
other things very fluently. Yet, it is so difficult to herald the message 
God has given. People often grasp for the excuse, “I don’t have the gift 
of evangelism.” Having the gift of evangelism is not a requirement for 
being a herald. It is easy to hide behind that excuse. However, whether 
one has the gift of evangelism or not does not change the fact that be-
lievers are heralds to make the message of Christ known.

Fragrance in Witnessing. The same principles come through clear-
ly in 2 Corinthians 2. To those Corinthian believers Paul wrote, “But 
thanks be to God, who always leads us in triumph in Christ, and mani-
fests through us the sweet aroma of the knowledge of Him in every 
place” (2 Cor. 2:14). In this passage Paul uses the analogy of a pleasing 
fragrance. As believers give off the knowledge of Christ making Him 
known to others, this is a pleasing fragrance to God. He is pleased when 
a believer makes Jesus Christ known. Such action is a sweet aroma to 
Him and believers are to make the knowledge of Him known in every 
place. Is there any place you have been this week where Jesus Christ is 
still unknown?

Paul continued in 2 Corinthians 2:15, “For we are a fragrance of 
Christ to God among those who are being saved and among those who 
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are perishing.” This passage can revolutionize one’s thinking about 
ministry. It is easy to think that God is pleased when people get saved 
as a result of heralding the message, but God is pleased when Christ is 
made known whether people believe it or not. What is important: what 
God thinks or what men think?

Believers constantly must remind themselves that they are heralds, 
those who are to make Jesus Christ known in every place. There can be 
opportunities in many different circumstances. Think about the time 
spent in an airplane. It is easy to think, “the person next to me does 
not want to listen to me. I need to relax and take it easy. I do not like 
talking to strangers.” If I sit there and don’t tell that person about Jesus 
Christ, who will? And besides, why shouldn’t I tell him? He isn’t going 
anywhere until we land. I sit shoulder to shoulder with that person 
knowing I have a certain amount of time to tell him about a matter that 
has eternal significance, yet I wonder whether I ought to do it. If I make 
Jesus Christ known to him, God is pleased with that. What do I care 
if he thinks I am a nut? Scripture tells me that if I make Jesus Christ 
known to him, that will be pleasing to God. But if I think he might not 
like it, and I decide based on not offending him, that shows I am more 
concerned with what he thinks of me than of what God thinks of me. 
That lets me know I have a problem with my spiritual life.

Think of all the places you have gone during the past week. In how 
many of those places have you made Jesus Christ known? As you have 
made your appearance at all those places, has your presence made any 
difference about the knowledge of Christ being made known there? 
Unfortunately, it is easy to never get around to matters of eternal im-
portance.

A Proper Perspective on Evangelism
The Reality of Death. One of the things that helps keep this in 

proper perspective is to be reminded of the reality of death. Today’s 
society and culture tries to hide death as much as possible by removing 
death and dying from view. People often die in hospitals or rest homes 
away from their families and friends. That seems to mute the reality of 
death to some extent. A reminder of the reality of death helps put life 
in a better perspective. Paul gives a reminder of the process of dying at 
the end of 2 Corinthians 4. He mentions that his body is getting older, 
it is gradually deteriorating and it is only a matter of time until he will 
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be taken by death. 
Whether short or long, it is only a matter of time until everyone 

faces death unless Jesus Christ comes. It is important to live consider-
ing that fact.

In the first ten verses of 2 Corinthians 5, Paul goes into a deep dis-
cussion of the death of a believer. He tells believers that when they 
leave their bodies, they will be going into the presence of the Lord. 
That is an encouraging prospect. For Paul being in the presence of the 
Lord was preferable to continuing in this life. “We are of good courage, 
I say, and prefer rather to be absent from the body and to be at home 
with the Lord” (2 Cor. 5:8).

Motivation for Witnessing. One’s view of death affects the way 
one uses his life. “Therefore we also have as our ambition, whether at 
home or absent, to be pleasing to Him” (2 Cor. 5.9). For Paul, he stated 
that the determining factor in his life was to be pleasing to God. Be-
cause he was going to spend eternity with God, this was his ambi-
tion. The English word “ambition” comes from a Latin word meaning 
“two”—as a double-minded person, or one who will do two things. He 
may do anything to get ahead. He may say one thing at one place and 
another somewhere else if it will help him get ahead. The Greek word 
is a little more honorable. It means a lover of honor; thus it came to 
mean ambition.

What is your ambition in life? What makes you go? What do you 
live for? What determines the activities of your life day after day? Paul 
said his ambition was to be pleasing to God. Everything else in his life 
is seen in subjection to that ambition. Most Christians mouth that as 
their goal, but how many live it?

The Judgment Seat of Christ. Paul had a motivation for his desire 
to be pleasing to the Lord. It was fear.

For we must all appear before the judgment seat of Christ, so that 
each one may be recompensed for his deeds in the body, according 
to what he has done, whether good or bad. Therefore, knowing the 
fear of the Lord, we persuade men (2 Cor. 5:10-11).
Paul knew that someday he was going to stand in the presence of 

Jesus Christ who is going to evaluate his life, including everything he 
has done while living in this body.

The “judgment seat of Christ” (v. 10), also known as the bema seat of 
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Christ, refers to the judgment of believers. Believers will not be there to 
be judged for their sins because Christ bore all the penalty for their sins 
when He died on the cross. But they will be judged according to what 
they have done with their bodies, whether good or bad. Bad does not 
denote sinful in this case, but rather worthless. Believers are judged ac-
cording to what was profitable and what was worthless. All the neutral 
things done in their lives are classified as worthless. The neutral things 
are not necessarily good, not necessarily bad, they just have no value 
in light of eternity.

It is of great concern that believers often fill their lives with trivia 
which has little eternal significance. Their lives become filled with triv-
ial matters just like the unbeliever. All these activities that would be 
considered mundane will be lumped in a pile of worthlessness.

Paul said, “Therefore, knowing the fear of the Lord, we persuade 
men” (2 Cor. 5:11). The connection between the elements in these verses 
is interesting. Paul starts out with his ambition being to please God 
because he is going to stand before Christ and be evaluated and judged 
by Him. That causes fear in him—not a scared kind of fear, but rather a 
fear of awe or reverence. If you aren’t awestruck that someday you will 
stand in the presence of Jesus Christ and be exposed for exactly what 
you are and what you have done, you don’t have any conception of 
what Paul talked about. That concept should provoke everyone to awe-
some reverence and fear of God. Such an evaluation of one’s life comes 
about by realistically facing the meaning of death. Death reminds ev-
eryone that they are going to stand in His presence to be judged.

Seriousness in Witnessing. There are those who take their pre-
sentation of the Gospel lightly. They conclude that it doesn’t make any 
difference to them how the person responds. Since they can’t save the 
unbeliever, they think that all they can do is tell the person of his need, 
then the responsibility is shifted to the unbeliever. Gospel presenta-
tions using that approach will be piled on the worthless stack in the 
presence of Jesus Christ. That is not the way Jesus Christ confronted 
men. Neither is it the way the Apostle Paul confronted them. Paul saw 
that his responsibility was to persuade men.

What about the doctrine of election? Doesn’t Paul understand about 
the sovereignty of God? He can’t persuade anybody to be saved; only 
God can save men. 

Yet, Paul saw his responsibility to persuade men to trust Christ. 
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The Gospel must be presented with the desire that the people who hear 
it will believe it. It is important to try to persuade them to trust Christ. 
It is not a matter of indifference; it is a matter of utmost importance. 
Our greatest desire in telling people that Christ died to pay the penalty 
for their sins is that they might believe it. That is to be a controlling and 
motivating factor in witnessing.

A New Control. In 2 Corinthians 5:14 Paul said, “For the love of 
Christ controls us, having concluded this, that one died for all, there-
fore all died.” “Controls” means to have in the grip. It is used of Peter’s 
mother-in-law when she had a fever; she was in the grip of the fever. It 
means to be pressed in. Can you say the love of Christ is what controls 
you? Are you in the grips of the love of Christ?

In 2 Corinthians 5:17 Paul said, “Therefore if anyone is in Christ, he 
is a new creature; the old things passed away; behold, new things have 
come.” It is a tragedy that Christians do not look any different than 
others in the world. Christians are to be totally new and totally differ-
ent. They are to be living in the grip of the love of Jesus Christ, with 
their only ambition to be pleasing to Him. Every ambitious Christian 
should be ambitious to please God. Christians should be in the grip of 
His love, recognizing that His love is manifested in His death for them. 
If Christians truly recognize that fact, they will be persuading men to 
trust Christ.

Privilege Coupled with Responsibility. In the first half of 2 Cor-
inthians 5:18, Paul states that God has reconciled believers to Himself 
through Christ. But there is more to the verse: “Now all these things 
are from God, who reconciled us to Himself through Christ and gave 
us the ministry of reconciliation.” God has also given believers the 
ministry of reconciliation. Believers are to be heralds. There is a mes-
sage to proclaim; the ministry of reconciliation has been committed to 
believers.

Speaking of the ministry of reconciliation, Paul continued, “namely, 
that God was in Christ reconciling the world to Himself, not counting 
their trespasses against them, and He has committed to us the word of 
reconciliation” (2 Cor. 5:19). He then stated the intended result of rec-
onciliation, “Therefore, we are ambassadors for Christ, as though God 
were making an appeal through us; we beg you on behalf of Christ, be 
reconciled to God” (v. 20). There is no cold indifference in these state-
ments. Paul urged his readers to understand that someday they will 



  

39

Gil Rugh

stand in the presence of Christ to give an account for their lives. His 
desire was that our ambition would be to please God.

Do you understand that you are going to stand in the presence of 
Christ and be evaluated for what you have done? Are you living in the 
grip of the love of Christ? The manifestation of that will be seen in your 
proclaiming the message of reconciliation to other people. What have 
you done of eternal significance this week? It is tempting to look at 
others and feel they are wasting their lives. As God looks at you, does 
He feel you are wasting your life, or are you utilizing the opportunities 
God is giving you in light of eternity?

Second Corinthians 5 closes with the summary in verse 21. “He 
made Him who knew no sin to be sin on our behalf, so that we might 
become the righteousness of God in Him.” That is the message. Every-
one can share that simple message with someone else. If one is con-
vinced of its reality and importance and is ambitious to be pleasing to 
Him, then he will be sharing it. Believers have a tremendous respon-
sibility to reach those around them. Someday each believer will stand 
before Jesus Christ and give an account for whether he has been faith-
ful in this responsibility.

Paul didn’t sit in his rocking chair hoping Israel would be saved. 
He went out and shared with them the message of Christ so they might 
hear and believe. That is the privilege, responsibility, and obligation 
God has given believers.

Conclusion
In summary, all humanity is lost by birth and by choice. We are sin-

ners exercising our wills in rebellion against God. The fact of the mat-
ter is, “Whoever will call on the name of the Lord will be saved” (Rom. 
10:13), but men will not call. If you do not believe in Jesus Christ, you 
have no one to blame but yourself. Man will not come to Christ because 
of his sinfulness, his pride, his arrogance, and his rebellious character. 
But out of this rebellious group, God has sovereignly selected some, not 
based on who they are or what they do, but simply on the sovereign 
basis of His own determination. He has chosen them to experience the 
salvation He has provided in His Son, Jesus Christ.

What does God do with the rest that He does not choose? He leaves 
them where they choose to be—in their sin, under condemnation, des-
tined for hell. That is fair because they are there by their choice, not 
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by God’s choice. They have chosen to sin, to rebel against Him; they 
have chosen to reject His salvation. He leaves them in their chosen po-
sition—just condemnation.

All of this is for God’s glory—even those who will not believe. Each 
unbeliever is justly condemned because of his sin. Each believer is 
saved as a result of God’s sovereign work. In eternity past, God chose 
some to salvation. In time, He is working out His program of sover-
eignly drawing those He has elected to His Son, Jesus Christ. This doc-
trine causes me to be in awe of God.

In the study of this doctrine, it becomes clear that no one can say, 
“I understand it all.” If you think you do, that just shows you don’t un-
derstand it yet. The more you understand about it, the more clearly you 
see that you can’t understand it. You begin to feel like David expressed, 
“Such knowledge is too wonderful for me; it is too high, I cannot attain 
to it” (Ps. 139:6). This should cause us to bow down and worship the 
God who is so sovereign and so gracious that He has seen fit to save 
some from among sinful humanity.

You may think you are not one of the elect. Maybe you are not, but 
maybe you are. The very fact that you are reading this is an indication 
that God is doing a work in your life. In His grace, He has given you 
an opportunity to understand that Jesus Christ died for your sins. This 
salvation is now offered to you. If you will believe it, you are one of the 
elect. If you will not believe it, you have no one to blame but yourself. 
But the exciting fact is that God has made it possible for you to hear this 
message. If you have not believed it yet, it is offered to you now.

Jesus Christ is coming again. No one knows when that will be, but 
it is imperative that men and women hear the message of Jesus Christ 
so that the Spirit of God might use that message to draw them to salva-
tion through faith in Christ. Christians had better be about that work. 
What a tragedy it would be for a believer to stand before Christ and 
find out he had filled his life with worthless things. Believers, as sons 
of God, have the privilege of doing things that matter for eternity. God 
help us to devote our lives to these things with eternal value.






