Fact & Fiction on Predestination #5

“Discussion on Mankind’s Choice”

selected Scriptures

In our series, “Fact and Fiction on Predestination,” the emphasis has been on God: we’ve considered God’s sovereignty, God’s foreknowledge, God’s predestination, and God’s election. Very little has been said on the human side of the equation. I think that is appropriate, since everything about redemption was planned and performed by God.

There are some who would applaud this approach and leave it as is. According to this view, God has done everything in the process of salvation, from creating the plan, carrying it out, and even choosing who is saved and who is not. Humans, they claim, have absolutely nothing to do with their redemption. This extreme view, however, runs into problems, not the least of which is the Bible. As J. I. Packer wrote,

God’s sovereignty and man’s responsibility are taught to us side by side in the same Bible; sometimes, indeed, in the same text [as in, Luke 22:22: “The Son of Man will go as it has been decreed, but woe to that man who betrays him!”] Both are thus guaranteed to us by the same divine authority; both, therefore, are true. It follows that they must be held together, and not played off against each other.

Divine sovereignty doesn’t destroy human responsibility and turn humans into robots.
 The Bible teaches both the sovereignty of God and the free moral choices of men with equal emphasis.
 Divine sovereignty and human responsibility go hand in hand.
 We must not press man’s freedom to the point of limiting God’s sovereignty, and we must not misconstrue God’s sovereignty so as to make people mere puppets.

I like how Warren Wiersbe put it,

The Bible teaches both divine sovereignty and human responsibility, and when we accept both, we find no contradiction or conflict. No person is freer than the believer who surrenders to the sovereign will of God. To ignore God’s sovereignty is to exalt human responsibility and make a person his or her own savior, but to deny responsibility is to make people robots without accountability. The Bible preserves a beautiful balance that exalts God and enables His people to live joyously and victoriously, regardless of the circumstances.

So in this message I want to turn to the other side of the doctrine, dealing with mankind’s choice. How do we understand human responsibility alongside divine sovereignty? 

The Capacity of Choice

We begin with the capacity of choice. Turn with me to Genesis 2:15-17,

The Lord God took the man and put him in the Garden of Eden to work it and take care of it. 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.”
Notice the first words God speaks to Adam—the first communication between God and the human race as recorded in Scripture—are the words, “You are free.” Free!

John Stott observes,

We remember that when God made man, male and female, He did not make us animals. We do not belong to the animal creation. Animals are ruled by built-in reflexes and instincts, and we are not or we have certain instincts, but we are not just instinctual creatures. We are greater than that. God did not make us animals, nor did He create us as puppets to be dangled on a string or manipulated by a hand in a glove. Nor did He make us computers controlled by an external programmer. No, He made us persons who are self-conscious and self-determining. And as a result of our creation in the image of God, every one of us has a mind and a will of our own, which is distinct from other people’s minds and other people’s wills.
 

I personally believe that the will, along with the mind and heart (or intellect and emotions), make up the human personality. We have the capacity to think, to feel, and to choose. This is what it means to be created “in the image and likeness of God.” The Lord did not have to make us this way, but in His sovereignty He chose to make us this way.

Giving human beings the capacity to choose is necessary within God’s plan. Without choices we would be mere automatons, puppets on a string. Once the right to decide was invested in Adam, he became a moral being, but with that right there was always the possibility that his power of choice would be used amiss. So God set the alternatives before His creature, making the issues clear and plain.

In his book The Knowledge of the Holy, A. W. Tozer writes,

God sovereignly decreed that man should be free to exercise moral choice, and man from the beginning has fulfilled that decree by making his choice between good and evil. When he chooses to do evil, he does not thereby countervail the sovereign will of God but fulfills it, inasmuch as the eternal decree decided not which choice the man should make but that he should be free to make it.

In no way does this cancel or even limit God’s sovereignty. In His sovereignty He created humans as He did. He did not have to. But He did. And He is still sovereign.

God’s sovereign control doesn’t invalidate or override our ability to choose or to determine our own future. Within His plan, there is wide latitude for human free will. God’s foreordained plan does not reduce us to robots who must follow a program.

I have a will, and you have a will. We are independent human beings. God has a will, and I am responsible for what I do with my will. Free will is one of the glories of humans made in the image of God.

That choice, amazingly, includes our choice of destiny. 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.
 Even when it comes to redemption God does not force salvation on those who do not want it. He respects his own gift of free will to humans. He offers us salvation; however, he does not force anyone to accept it.

Someone might object and say, “Doesn’t that invalidate the sovereignty of God?” As one author writes, “God is in control; He is sovereign. He does whatever pleases Him and determines whether we can do what we have planned…. No creature, person, or empire can either thwart His will or act outside the bounds of His will.”

Agreed. But this does not cancel mankind’s ability to choose, either. I see this depicted in Esther 4:14. Mordecai begs Queen Esther to approach the king regarding a new law to exterminate the Jews. Esther hesitates, knowing that she could lose her life by entering the king’s presence uninvited. Mordecai replies, “For if you remain silent at this time, relief and deliverance for the Jews will arise from another place, but you and your father’s family will perish.” He does not say, “If you don’t do this, Esther, you will tie God’s hands and His will cannot be done!” No, he says, “If you don’t do this, relief and deliverance for the Jews will arise from another place…” We cannot undermine God’s sovereignty in any way, but we can choose whether we are a part of God’s plan or we will be excluded from God’s plan. His sovereign will cannot be stopped, but we decide whether we are a part of it or not.

Others might take God’s sovereignty to the extreme will say, “God’s to blame for my sin. If He foreknew and predestined everything, then He is the cause of evil.” Paul anticipated this in Romans 9:19, ”One of you will say to me: ‘Then why does God still blame us? For who resists his will?’” But that is wrong. God is holy, and when it comes to sin, you make your own choice. You decide it. God has nothing to do with that.

The Corruption of Choice

So from the beginning God created mankind with the capacity of choice. “Yes, Adam had the freedom to choose obedience or disobedience,” Calvinists argue, “but since the Fall, man loses the liberty he enjoyed prior to the fall.”
 Thus, no “free will.”

There is some truth to that statement. When Adam and Eve exercised their autonomy and disobeyed their Creator, they became less like Him and, therefore, less human. In many ways, they lost their free will by becoming slaves to sin. Their rebellion made a mess of the world with repercussions we continue to suffer to this day.

Since the fall, our will has become self-centered. And behind our self-centered will, lies our self-centered nature. And we find that we are in bondage to our own self-centeredness.
 Nevertheless, in spite of that important caveat, our will is also free in the sense that we are not coerced from the outside by anybody. We have to make our own choices. We have to make our own decisions. God holds us accountable for the decisions we make, and He does not compel us against our will. His will may be different from our will, but He doesn’t impose His will upon us. He will not coerce us against our will. 

Last week I mentioned Luke 13:34, where Jesus said, “O Jerusalem, Jerusalem, you who kill the prophets and stone those sent to you, how often I have longed to gather your children together, as a hen gathers her chicks under her wings, but you were not willing!” The Greek literally means, “I willed to do it, but your will was against my will, and I could not do what I willed because of the perversity of your will.”

Paul demonstrates the corruption of the human will in Romans 7:15-24,

I do not understand what I do. For what I want to do I do not do, but what I hate I do…. For what I do is not the good I want to do; no, the evil I do not want to do—this I keep on doing…. So I find this law at work: When I want to do good, evil is right there with me. For in my inner being I delight in God’s law; but I see another law at work in the members of my body, waging war against the law of my mind and making me a prisoner of the law of sin at work within my members. What a wretched man I am! Who will rescue me from this body of death?

This is a struggle we can all relate to. Even when we want to do right, we have this propensity to do wrong. Don’t misunderstand me: we still choose the wrong and are responsible for that choice! Because of our inherited sin nature, though, we are drawn toward sin like a magnet. As one song says, “Moral depravity pulls us like gravity.”

God will not force anybody to go to heaven against his or her will. And rather than violate our personality, or force our will, or impose His will upon our will, ultimately He will give us up to our own willfulness. So I have a will of my own, indeed tainted and twisted by self-centeredness, but it is a will of my own.

The Command to Choose

So how do I know that I still have the capacity to choose God’s grace? I know this because of the command to choose seen throughout the Bible. The opportunity to choose to obey or disobey God in the Garden of Eden was not the last chance human beings were given to choose. And though have been corrupted by sin, the human will is still capable of choosing to follow God or not.

Deuteronomy 30:11-20 records some of the last words spoken by Moses:

Now what I am commanding you today is not too difficult for you or beyond your reach. It is not up in heaven, so that you have to ask, “Who will ascend into heaven to get it and proclaim it to us so we may obey it?” Nor is it beyond the sea, so that you have to ask, “Who will cross the sea to get it and proclaim it to us so we may obey it?” No, the word is very near you; it is in your mouth and in your heart so you may obey it. 

See, I set before you today life and prosperity, death and destruction. For I command you today to love the Lord your God, to walk in his ways, and to keep his commands, decrees and laws; then you will live and increase, and the Lord your God will bless you in the land you are entering to possess. 

But if your heart turns away and you are not obedient, and if you are drawn away to bow down to other gods and worship them, I declare to you this day that you will certainly be destroyed. You will not live long in the land you are crossing the Jordan to enter and possess. 

This day I call heaven and earth as witnesses against you that I have set before you life and death, blessings and curses. Now choose life, so that you and your children may live and that you may love the Lord your God, listen to his voice, and hold fast to him. For the Lord is your life, and he will give you many years in the land he swore to give to your fathers, Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. 

Notice verse 11: “Now what I am commanding you today is not too difficult for you or beyond your reach.” Here God is telling the Israelites that the command He is giving them is not impossible for them to do! If Calvinism is correct that fallen humanity is unable to choose God on their own, then this verse is a lie! And, may I remind you, this took place after Adam and Eve sinned in the Garden of Eden. In fact, all the commands we will consider hereafter fall into that category.
What is the command? Verse 19 says, “Choose life, so that you and your children may live.” God has set before them a decision: life or death, blessings or curses. Choose! 

Furthermore, Joshua challenged the Israelites of his day in Joshua 24:14-15,

“Now fear the Lord and serve him with all faithfulness. Throw away the gods your forefathers worshiped beyond the River and in Egypt, and serve the Lord. But if serving the Lord seems undesirable to you, then choose for yourselves this day whom you will serve, whether the gods your forefathers served beyond the River, or the gods of the Amorites, in whose land you are living. But as for me and my household, we will serve the Lord.” 

They are commanded to choose whom they would serve.

In 1 Kings 18:21, “Elijah went before the people and said, ‘How long will you waver between two opinions? If the Lord is God, follow him; but if Baal is God, follow him.’” The prophet confronted the people the people and said, in effect, “Get off the fence! Make up your mind whom you will serve!”

In Proverbs 1:29-31, Wisdom says, “Since they hated knowledge and did not choose to fear the Lord, since they would not accept my advice and spurned my rebuke, they will eat the fruit of their ways and be filled with the fruit of their schemes.” Not choosing is a choice, and that choice has consequences.

For those who prefer the New Testament, Jesus said in John 6:36-40,

“I am the bread of life. He who comes to me will never go hungry, and he who believes in me will never be thirsty. But as I told you, you have seen me and still you do not believe. All that the Father gives me will come to me, and whoever comes to me I will never drive away. For I have come down from heaven not to do my will but to do the will of him who sent me. And this is the will of him who sent me, that I shall lose none of all that he has given me, but raise them up at the last day. For my Father’s will is that everyone who looks to the Son and believes in him shall have eternal life, and I will raise him up at the last day.”

These are among the most profound words Jesus ever spoke, explaining that salvation involves both divine sovereignty and human responsibility. The Father gives people to the Son, but these people must come to Him, that is, believe on Him.

Mankind’s choice in no way interferes with God’s sovereignty. God need not worry that his purposes will be countermanded by society’s sinful actions. Nor will God have to limit the freedoms which all individuals have, both believers and unbelievers, in order to preserve His sovereignty. He can cope with it, and He does succeed. The result is that God remains God and individuals remain responsible for all their choices.
 I agree with Warren Wiersbe’s conclusion, “The church loses power when God’s people get out of balance and overemphasize either sovereignty or responsibility.”

The key is balance. Both divine sovereignty and human responsibility are true, but taken to extremes, both are false. God’s foreknowledge, predestination, and election are all biblical principles, as is the capacity of human beings to choose whether to trust in God or not. It’s not “either/or” but rather “both/and.”

So if you are worried that you may not have been predestined and chosen by God to be saved and are thus hopelessly lost with no say in the matter, lay aside that worry. God has done everything He can to provide salvation for you, but He has sovereignly chosen to allow you to choose your eternal destiny. And if you haven’t made that choice yet, you can do so today.
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