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Is it Predestination or Free Will? Romans 8:28-30; 9:10-22  6/8/14 

 This morning we continue our series of sermons in the book of 

Romans.  Paul begins this book with three chapters about human sin, 

concluding that all of us are under sin’s power, unable to free ourselves 

from it.  Then in chapter 5 he reminds us of the good news that through the 

life, death, and resurrection of Jesus, God has done for us what we could 

not do for ourselves- namely forgiving our sins and breaking the power of 

sin over us!  Last week, Lou preached on the beginning of chapter 8, which 

talks about the role of the Holy Spirit in our lives.  Then Paul introduces one 

of the most controversial teachings of the New Testament:  Predestination.  

This has been a hallmark teaching of the Presbyterian Church, although it 

has often been misunderstood.  I hope you’ll have a little better 

understanding of it when we are finished this morning. 

 However, I need to warn you that this will be a demanding sermon for 

you all.  After Bonnie finished reading through it for me yesterday, I believe 

she used the word “dry,” and mentioned that she fell asleep when she 

finished it!  We’re dealing with complex issues here and you’ll have to work 

at listening this morning if you’re going to be able to stay with me.  I’ve 

provided a note-taking guide in your bulletin that may help you to stay on 

track.  We’re going to begin by looking at what the Bible has to say about 

both predestination and human choice.  Then we’ll look at how Christians 

have dealt with this issue and, finally, draw some conclusions.  Ready? 
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 When the Bible talks about predestination it is talking about God 

choosing us for salvation- that God has called some to respond to Jesus 

Christ and receive forgiveness of sins through the grace and mercy of God.  

It is not talking about God predetermining all the choices we make in our 

lives, like what color shirt I’m wearing or where you’ll go for lunch today!  It 

is about salvation.  Listen to what Paul has to say about predestination in 

chapter 8 of Romans.  

28We know that all things work together for good for those who love God, 

who are called according to his purpose. 

29For those whom he foreknew he also predestined to be conformed to the 

image of his Son, in order that he might be the firstborn within a large 

family. 30And those whom he predestined he also called; and those whom 

he called he also justified; and those whom he justified he also glorified. 

(Romans 8:28-30)  All things work together for those whom God has called 

or chosen. 

 Then in chapter 9 Paul continues this theme of God choosing by 

talking about how Israel was chosen by God for a special purpose.  He 

begins by discussing how God chose one Hebrew ancestor, Jacob over his 

brother, Esau.  

11Even before they had been born or had done anything good or bad (so 

that God’s purpose of election might continue, 12not by works but by his 
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call) she (their mother) was told, “The elder shall serve the younger.” 13As it 

is written, “I have loved Jacob, but I have hated Esau.” 

14What then are we to say? Is there injustice on God’s part? By no 

means! 15For he says to Moses, “I will have mercy on whom I have mercy, 

and I will have compassion on whom I have compassion.” 16So it depends 

not on human will or exertion, but on God who shows mercy. 19You will say 

to me then, “Why then does he still find fault? For who can resist his 

will?” 20But who indeed are you, a human being, to argue with God? Will 

what is molded say to the one who molds it, “Why have you made me like 

this?” 21Has the potter no right over the clay, to make out of the same lump 

one object for special use and another for ordinary use? 

(Romans 9:11-16, 19-21).  Wow.  It’s stated pretty baldly here, isn’t it?  God 

chose Jacob over Esau, even before they were born. 

 Some of us recoil in horror at the idea that God chooses only some 

for salvation.  So did Martin Luther, who called it a “horrible decree of God.”  

And we may wonder, “What if I’m not one of the chosen ones?  Does that 

mean I have no chance?”  But there is no doubt that the Scripture teaches 

this hard doctrine of God’s choosing, no matter how offensive we may find 

it.  

 But, is there anything good to be said about this belief?  I think that 

the best thing about it is that predestination emphasizes that salvation is 

totally God’s work.  As Paul says in verse 16, “So it depends not on human 
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will or exertion, but on God who shows mercy.” This doctrine gives comfort 

to the many Christians who live in a state of constant anxiety, wondering if 

their faith in Christ is strong enough to secure their salvation.  

Predestination teaches that our salvation is totally dependent on God, not 

us.  That gives us assurance. 

 But there are some obvious problems with this doctrine.  For 

example, what does it say to us about God?  God appears to be arbitrary, 

randomly selecting some and rejecting others.  That seems grossly unfair.  

Theologians acknowledge this problem, but point out that God is not really 

being unfair to anyone, since none of us deserves God’s grace, because 

we all rebel against God, cause pain to other people that God loves, and 

abuse the gifts God has given us.  So predestination doesn’t cause anyone 

to receive anything that they don’t truly deserve.  And if God chooses to go 

beyond justice and extend mercy to some, that is God’s business and not 

ours.  It’s not really unjust, but it’s still hard! 

 But what about human choice?  Doesn’t the Bible also teach that 

human beings make real choices that affect our relationship to God?  Yes, 

it does.  In John 3:16 we read that God so loved the world that he gave his 

only Son, so that everyone who believes in him shall not perish but have 

everlasting life.  Here it is clear that salvation is available to all who believe 

in Christ, who put their full faith and trust in him.  And that the offer is open 

to anyone. 
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 Or, consider the parable of the Prodigal son.  The errant son is 

restored to a right relationship with his father only when the he realizes the 

depth of his sin and chooses to return home to him.  The father simply 

awaits his return and joyfully receives him.  That’s an illustration of human 

choice leading to reconciliation with God. 

 So, clearly the Bible teaches that human choice matters.  But there 

are also problems with making salvation solely a matter of our choosing.   

Human choice or “free will” as it is often called, assumes that everyone has 

a real, equal opportunity to choose or decide.  That it is truly a free choice.  

But that simply is not true.  Someone like myself, who grew up in a good 

Christian home, who participated in a vibrant church all through childhood 

and adolescence, and who grew up in a culture which supported 

Christianity, is more likely to respond positively to Christian faith than 

someone who never participated in a loving Christian fellowship or worse- 

grew up in a mean-spirited, judgmental church.   

 The problem with our salvation being determined solely by human 

choice, is that “free will” doesn’t really exist!  Our choices are affected by a 

wide variety of factors outside our individual control, making some much 

more likely to respond than others.  Is that any more fair than 

predestination? 

 OK.  The Bible clearly teaches predestination and clearly teaches the 

importance of human choice.  There are problems with both of them, and 
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they seem to be mutually exclusive concepts.  If God chooses us, then 

what difference does human choice make?  So we’re stuck with a real 

conundrum.  (By the way, I used that word “conundrum” in honor of our 

graduating seniors, who think they no longer have to work hard on their 

vocabularies!)  So, which is it, predestination or free will? 

 Let me briefly outline a couple ways that Christians have tried to 

reconcile these two biblical teachings.  You can follow along on your guide. 

 The first is Double Predestination.  This means that some are 

predestined for heaven and others are predestined for hell.  This has been 

the primary way Presbyterians have dealt with predestination over our 

history.  It’s taught in several of our confessions. 

 On the positive side, this view certainly emphasizes that salvation is 

by God’s grace alone.  It takes human sin very seriously, saying that even 

the human will has been so corrupted by sin that if God didn’t call us, we 

would be unable to respond to him.  It takes seriously both the 

righteousness of God and the love of God.  And there seems to be some 

biblical support for this view, as we read earlier concerning Jacob and Esau 

in Romans 9. 

 On the other hand, it completely ignores the biblical teaching on 

human choice that we read earlier.  And while it’s true that it says God is 

just to everyone, it also says that God is only just and loving to a few.  Isn’t 

God always both loving and just?  With this view, the Good News becomes 
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bad news for some.  And any invitation to follow Jesus has to be hedged a 

bit.  “Believe on the Lord Jesus Christ and you will be saved (if you’re one 

of the elect)!”  That’s double predestination. 

 A second way of dealing with this issue is Universalism.  

Universalism teaches that God chooses everyone to be saved and rejects 

no one.  This view is growing in popularity in our culture and in many 

churches.  In fact, it is the central doctrine of the Unitarian Universalist 

Church.  It sounds appealing, but let’s look at it more closely. 

 Universalism does take seriously biblical texts like the one which says 

“God is not willing that any should perish, but that all should come to 

repentance.”  Like double predestination it also emphasizes that salvation 

is entirely up to God- a result of God’s grace and not our “good” works.  

And it clearly emphasizes the love of God. 

 But, it has some problems, too.  First of all, it ignores all the biblical 

teaching on judgment and accountability, including the many things that 

Jesus himself had to say on the subject.  It also ignores the justice of God.  

Shouldn’t Adolf Hitler, Joseph Stalin, and Bashar al-Assad be held 

accountable for the unimaginable pain and suffering they caused others?  

Finally, like double predestination, it also ignores the role of human 

response in our salvation.  Universalism teaches that all will be saved, 

whether they want to follow God’s ways or not!  So it overrides human 

choice just as much as double predestination seems to do.  And, by the 
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way, the early church declared universalism to be a heresy! 

 Next we come to Pelagianism, named after the 5th century British 

monk, Pelagius.  (Stay with me now.  We’re almost there!)  Pelagianism 

teaches that God gives us laws and commandments.  We are free to obey 

them or ignore them.  If we choose to obey them, then God chooses us for 

salvation.  If we choose not to obey them, God does not choose us.  It’s 

that simple.  This view is a kind of “pull-yourself-up-by-your-own-

bootstraps” theology which appeals to us “can-do” Americans.  We like 

being the masters of our own fate!   

 Unfortunately, every Christian denomination has rightly declared this 

view to be wrong.  It is salvation by our works, not by God’s grace.  The 

whole point of the gospel is that sin is too strong for us to overcome it by a 

simple choice.  We need the grace of God and the work of God’s Spirit to 

do it.  (Are you still awake?  Here’s the last one!) 

 A variation of this view, “Semi-Pelagianism” is the official view of the 

Roman Catholic Church and is, in practice, the view of most Protestant 

churches today.  This view acknowledges that sin is way too powerful for 

us to simply decide to stop sinning and follow God’s ways.  But we are free 

to acknowledge our need for God and ask for his grace and salvation.  

When we do that, when we confess Jesus Christ as Savior and Lord, God 

chooses us and we receive his gift of salvation. 

 On the positive side, this view emphasizes the biblical teaching that 



 

 

9

God’s grace is freely available to all people.  It also takes seriously the 

importance of our decision to accept God’s offer of grace. 

 Those who reject this view (including Lutherans and classic 

Presbyterians) say that it overestimates the freedom of the human will to 

respond to God- that our wills have been corrupted by sin like the rest of us 

and we are unable to freely choose Christ without the intervention of God’s 

Spirit.  And it may cause us to wonder, “Is my faith in Christ strong enough 

to be effective for my salvation?”   

 OK.  Enough already.  The Bible teaches both predestination and 

human choice.  Whether we like it or not, as people of the Book we’re stuck 

with it!  We’ve looked at four ways of trying to reconcile the two and seen 

that there are strengths and weaknesses of all these views.  And we 

haven’t solved the problem, have we?  So what do we do?  Here are a 

couple suggestions for thinking about predestination: 

 We need to take seriously all the teaching of the Bible and not just 

the portions of it which we prefer.  We must admit that our human minds 

are unable to embrace both predestination and human choice at the same 

time.  They seem to contradict each other, but the Bible teaches that both 

are true.   

 Perhaps predestination and human choice are like a rope looped over 

a pulley high above us.  We are hanging onto both ropes, suspended, 

grasping one rope in each hand.  One rope represents predestination.  The 
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other represents human choice.  If we are to remain supported by the 

ropes, we can’t let go of either one.  If we let go of human choice, we will 

fall into a misunderstanding of how God works.  If we let go of 

predestination we will also fall into a similar misunderstanding.  Our small, 

limited minds can’t comprehend both at once, but we need to hold onto 

both because both are true. 

 I suspect we’ll always struggle with this teaching of predestination.  

Let me remind you that our faith is in the goodness and justice of God 

revealed to us most fully in Jesus Christ.  We can rest assured that God will 

treat all people with love, mercy, and justice. 


