Fact & Fiction on Predestination #3

“God’s Predestination”

selected Scriptures

What are you afraid of? 

Franklin Roosevelt famously said, “The only thing to fear is fear itself.” But, let’s be honest, many of us are afraid of a lot of things. Some of us even have phobias, which Webster defines phobia as “an exaggerated usually inexplicable and illogical fear of a particular object, class of objects, or situation.”
 The DSM-5, considered by some as “the Bible of mental health,” defines a phobia as “an anxiety disorder, defined by an irrational, unrealistic, persistent and excessive fear of an object or situation. Those affected go to great lengths to avoid the situation or object, to a degree greater than the actual danger posed.”

I believe there are spiritual phobias, as well, especially areas where folks go to great lengths to avoid the situation or object. One of them is the topic of our present study, “Fact and Fiction on Predestination,” though I don’t think “predestinationphobia” is an actual word.

Why does this concept produce fear? For some, the fear may be of conflict, and as we have seen, “no doctrine in the Christian faith engenders more debate than the doctrine of predestination.”
 For this reason many Christians—and even pastors—go to great lengths to avoid the subject altogether.

For others, the fear is more personal. The minute you mention that word, some people get nervous because right in the middle of predestination is the word destiny. It sounds so fatalistic and frightening.
 They, too, go to great lengths to avoid the subject.

As you have come to know by now, I do not suffer from “predestinationphobia” as we have made this the subject of this sermon series. Not that I am without phobias—heights and snakes top that list for me—but I don’t find this subject to be scary.

Simple, though, it is not. That is why Bible scholars and students have been discussing…well, arguing, to be accurate…this doctrine for centuries. This is a complex issue that must be approached in humility and honesty.

“Why bother with it at all?” some might wonder. “Why not just talk about the love or the grace of God?” For the same reason Jude began his letter, “I fully intended, dear friends, to write to you about our common salvation, but I feel compelled to make my letter to you an earnest appeal to put up a real fight for the faith which has been once and for all committed to those who belong to Christ” (Jude 3, jbp). Lately I have felt compelled to address this subject because of the devastating impact the misunderstanding of it has on people’s lives. This is not merely an academic exercise or scholarly debate. What we believe on this issue deals with our view of God, salvation, and eternity.

After laying the groundwork by studying God’s sovereignty and foreknowledge, this morning we will take a look at God’s predestination. 

What is predestination? The English prefix pre- means “beforehand,” and destinate means “destiny.” Predestination means, “a destination planned beforehand.”
 This word translates the Greek term proorizo (pro-or-id’-zo), a compound of the Greek prefix pro- meaning “prior” or “before”; and horizo (hor-id’-zo), from which we get “horizon” or “boundary.” 

Probably the best known text containing this word is Romans 8:29-30,

For those God foreknew he also predestined to be conformed to the likeness of his Son, that he might be the firstborn among many brothers. And those he predestined, he also called; those he called, he also justified; those he justified, he also glorified.

Next is Ephesians 1:3-14,

Praise be to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed us in the heavenly realms with every spiritual blessing in Christ. For he chose us in him before the creation of the world to be holy and blameless in his sight. In love he predestined us to be adopted as his sons through Jesus Christ, in accordance with his pleasure and will—to the praise of his glorious grace, which he has freely given us in the One he loves. In him we have redemption through his blood, the forgiveness of sins, in accordance with the riches of God’s grace that he lavished on us with all wisdom and understanding. And he made known to us the mystery of his will according to his good pleasure, which he purposed in Christ, to be put into effect when the times will have reached their fulfillment—to bring all things in heaven and on earth together under one head, even Christ. In him we were also chosen, having been predestined according to the plan of him who works out everything in conformity with the purpose of his will, in order that we, who were the first to hope in Christ, might be for the praise of his glory. And you also were included in Christ when you heard the word of truth, the gospel of your salvation. Having believed, you were marked in him with a seal, the promised Holy Spirit, who is a deposit guaranteeing our inheritance until the redemption of those who are God’s possession—to the praise of his glory.

Other Scriptures where the Greek proorizo is found include Acts 4:27-28, 

Indeed Herod and Pontius Pilate met together with the Gentiles and the people of Israel in this city to conspire against your holy servant Jesus, whom you anointed. They did what your power and will had decided beforehand should happen.

And 1 Corinthians 2:7, “No, we speak of God’s secret wisdom, a wisdom that has been hidden and that God destined for our glory before time began.”
In the Bible predestination is an activity only attributed to God. As we saw last week, God is all-knowing and eternal, so in reality there is no past or future with Him. But so we could understand (to the degree we can), He put it in terms of time.

Fiction about God’s Predestination

I want to begin again with the fiction before we move on to the facts about God’s predestination. 

The first fiction about God’s predestination states, “in His sovereignty God predetermines every detail of our lives.” There are some who take predestination to the extreme and think that God has preplanned every aspect of their lives, like the man who tripped and fell and said, “Well, I’m glad that’s over with!” Or the woman looking in her closet asking, “Which outfit would be in God’s will for me to wear today?”

To be fair, even most Calvinists don’t go to such an extreme. R. C. Sproul, one of the premier defenders of Calvinism in recent years, wrote, 

Without being fatalists, thinking that everything that happens falls out according to some impersonal guiding principle, we can say that we each have a destiny…. With respect to salvation, the doctrine of predestination does not include the concept that every detail of our lives is foreordained and predestined by God. Rather, this doctrine deals with our ultimate destiny.

Another fiction about predestination, which we actually addressed last week, states, “God predestined based on His foreknowledge of what individuals would do.” This view, known as the prescient view, holds that God, from all eternity, looks down the corridors of history and knows in advance who will and will not respond positively to the invitation of Christ and His gospel. He knows that some will say yes to Christ and others will say no. From all eternity, God ordains that every person who says yes to the gospel will go to heaven. He chooses them for heaven based on their foreseen faith.
 One such proponent of this writes, “Whether God predestines a particular individual to heaven is conditioned upon his foreknowledge of whether that person will meet these conditions.”

This view is often based on Romans 8:29, “For those God foreknew he also predestined…” Yet, as John Stott points out, “if God predestines people because they are going to believe, then the ground of their salvation is in themselves and their merit, instead of in Him and His mercy, whereas Paul’s whole emphasis is on God’s free initiative of grace.”
 
Perhaps the best known fiction about predestination states, “God predestined some to be saved and some to be damned.” For Calvinists, everything about an individual’s salvation is predetermined by God—not just the final gift of eternal life but also the required means by which the gift is received. God chooses from among the mass of unbelievers the ones He wants to save, then He predestines the chosen ones to become believers and thereby to receive eternal salvation. The ones He does not choose are predestined to remain in their unbelief and thereby to be eternally lost.

Now some Calvinists are uncomfortable with such an extreme statement and even object that John Calvin himself did not espouse such a view. So I went to the original source, Calvin’s Institutes of the Christian Religion,
 where I found these statements:

· By predestination we mean the eternal decree of God, by which he determined with himself whatever he wished to happen with regard to every man. All are not created on equal terms, but some are preordained to eternal life, others to eternal damnation; and, accordingly, as each has been created for one or other of these ends, we say that he has been predestinated to life or to death.

· Although it is now sufficiently plain that God by his secret counsel chooses whom he will while he rejects others, his gratuitous election has only been partially explained until we come to the case of single individuals, to whom God not only offers salvation, but so assigns it, that the certainty of the result remains not dubious or suspended.
· We say, then, that Scripture clearly proves this much, that God by his eternal and immutable counsel determined once for all those whom it was his pleasure one day to admit to salvation, and those whom, on the other hand, it was his pleasure to doom to destruction.
This was the view of John Calvin. And it is the Reformed view, as Sproul writes,

The Augustinian view, also called the Reformation view, holds that God, from all eternity, not only predestines those who will believe to be saved, but He also predestines those who will believe to believe. In other words, apart from God’s predestinating grace, no one would ever believe. People are not predestined to heaven because they believe or because God knows that they will believe; they are predestined to believe that they might go to heaven.

The Augustinian view maintains that from the foundation of the world—before anyone was born or did anything—God decided who would be brought to faith and who would not. Eternal destiny is rooted and grounded in God’s predestinating grace. Those who are not predestined from the foundation of the world will not come to faith, and their destination will not be heaven.

At this point the doctrine of predestination somewhat overlaps the doctrine of election, which we will cover next week. But let me go on the record as saying that I believe the view that God sovereignly predestines some to be saved and some to be condemned is fiction.
Some who would align themselves with Calvinism counter this by saying, “God only predestined the saved.” Warren Wiersbe writes, “I do not know any place in the Bible where it says that God predestines people to go to hell. I do not find any place in the Word of God where we are told that God predestines people to be lost.”
 While I appreciate the sentiment, when we see what predestination is, it applies to everyone.
Facts about God’s Predestination

Let’s move on to the facts about God’s predestination. The first one, while seemingly self-evident, is a necessary starting point: Predestination is a fact. It is in Scripture. It cannot be denied. We cannot simply ignore it because we don’t understand it or we don’t like it.

That being said, what is a proper understanding of God’s predestination? I believe that God predestined in the sense that He established the rules in advance and set the consequences of following or breaking those rules. The first example of this is found in Genesis 2:16-17, “And the Lord God commanded the man, ‘You are free to eat from any tree in the garden; but you must not eat from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, for when you eat of it you will surely die.’” God established the choices for the man and He set the consequences of those choices. God did not determine in advance that Adam and Eve would disobey, but He did tell them what would happen if they did. Simply put, God does not predestine our choices; He predestines the consequences of our choices.
Jack Cottrell writes, 

Arminians insist, however, that God predestines only the ends and not the means. He predetermines to give salvation to all believers, but he does not predestine certain unbelievers to become believers and the rest to remain in their unbelief. Those who accept Christ through faith do so of their own free choice. Their choice of Jesus Christ is not predestined.

Chuck Swindoll adds,

I personally believe that our Lord God has given us the privilege of choice. We can choose for or we can choose against. But we cannot choose the consequences. If we choose against the person of Jesus Christ, we thereby step into God’s decree of eternal punishment. If we choose in favor of the Lord Jesus Christ, then we inherit all the rewards of heaven—the blessing of forgiven sins and eternity with God. God rules. God reigns. And His way is right.

Our choices in no way diminish God’s sovereignty, since He gave human beings the capacity to choose in the first place. All of life is a result of God’s promises. God has designed life to be a fulfillment of his promises. But the way these promises are fulfilled is up to us. We make a decision, and God determines the consequence. If we confess our sins, he cleanses us and our union with him prevails. If we do not confess, we are not cleansed and consequences of grief prevail. Decision and consequence, decision and consequence, decision and consequence all of life results from our decisions concerning God’s promises. Mankind is free to make decisions, but is not free to choose the consequences of those decisions. The consequences are determined by God’s Word and His fulfilling of His Word.
 He is always in control.

“How does this fit in with God’s sovereignty, omniscience, and eternal nature?” you may be wondering. 

Since God is sovereign, He alone sets the rules over His creation. He alone sets the consequences. He decides when He will intervene and supercede His own natural laws and when He will not. 

Since God is omniscient, He knows every decision made by every human being and the effects of those decisions. He can arrange circumstances to bring about His ultimate plan with the complete knowledge of what everyone will choose to do.

Since God is eternal, He sees everything at once. His plan—including all choices and consequences of those choices—was established in eternity. God is not making it up as He goes along. His plan, sovereignly established with full knowledge of what will happen, was set “before the foundation of the world,” to quote the Scriptures. Within that plan, God allowed Lucifer and other angels to choose to rebel, though God did not make them revolt. Within that plan, God allowed human beings to choose whether to love and trust Him or to go their own way. He still does. But He set out the rules beforehand and established what the consequences of those choices would be.

You can choose to believe that or not!

�Merriam-Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary, eleventh edition (Springfield, MA: Merriam-Webster, Inc., ©2003).


�Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, fifth edition (Washington, DC, London, EN: American Psychiatric Publishing, ©2013).


�R. C. Sproul, What Is Predestination? (Sanford, FL: Ligonier Ministries, ©2019).


�Warren W. Wiersbe, Key Words of the Christian Life: Understanding and Applying Their Meanings (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, ©2002).


�Wiersbe, op. cit.


�Sproul, op. cit.


�Ibid.


�Jack W. Cottrell, “The Classical Arminian View of Election,” Perspectives on Election: Five Views, ed. Chad Owen Brand (Nashville, TN: Broadman & Holman Publishers, ©2006).


�John R. W. Stott, The Message of Romans: God’s Good News for the World, The Bible Speaks Today (Leicester, EN; Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, ©2001).


�Cottrell, op. cit., emphasis his.


�John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion (Bellingham, WA: Logos Bible Software, ©1997).


�Sproul, op. cit.


�Wiersbe, op. cit.


�Cottrell, op. cit., emphasis added.


�Charles R. Swindoll, The Mystery of God’s Will (Nashville, TN: Thomas Nelson, ©1999).


�T. Max Melonuk, “I Promise,” Discipleship Journal, Issue 10 (July/August 1982) (Colorado Springs, CO: NavPress, ©1982).





PAGE  
6

