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Predestination vs Free Will?

I was reading recently a list of difficult questions that the author didn‘t know the answers to. I wonder if you can help him and me with some of the answers…
1. If humans evolved from monkeys and apes, why do we still have monkeys and 
apes? 
2. Is there another word for “synonym”? 
3. What do you do when you see an endangered animal eating an endangered plant? 
4. Would a fly without wings be called a walk? 
5. Why do they lock petrol station bathrooms, are they afraid someone will clean them? 
6. If the police arrest a mime artist, do they tell him he has the right to remain silent? 
7. What was the “best thing” before sliced bread? 
8. And if you try to fail, but succeed, which have you done?

When you think about it, life is full of difficult questions. But to me as a Christian, there is no more difficult a question than the one about whether God chooses me to be a Christian or do I choose God? Does God predestine someone to become Christians, or is it up to their own free will? It’s the sort of question that one always dreads coming up because there is never an answer that satisfies everyone.

And yet when we reach chapters 9 and 10, for the preacher, there is no avoiding this question. Which is good, because it is an important question and we do need to try and wrestle with it once in a while.

But to make matters worse, Paul deals with the question of predestination from a bit of an unusual angle, at least for us in the 21st century. Because he has already told us that all people are sinners, both Jew and Gentile. That only Jesus death on the cross brings us back into a right relationship with God. But that raises a question for his readers. What about the Jews?

Weren’t they God’s elect? God’s chosen people? Didn’t God give them the promises, the law, the covenant, the spiritual heritage, his very own presence? And yet if what Paul is saying in Roman’s is true, they have, on the whole, rejected God! So is God really sovereign? Did God break His promises or did the Israelites frustrate God’s plans by rejecting his salvation? Did their free will over-ride God’s predestination?
When we consider the Israelites in the OT did God really elect them or did they have the power to reject Him? Did he select them or did they elect to ignore him? Were they predestined or did they have free will? Well let’s dive in and see what Paul says.

1. Predestination (chapter 9) - God’s election. For in the first 13 verses of chapter 9, Paul wants to talk about God’s election of the nation Israel. It pains Paul, it breaks his heart, it cuts him to the quick, that his own brothers and sisters, his own nation have turned away from God. Didn’t God choose them as his special people, didn’t God adopt them as his own? Didn’t God give them the law, the temple, His promises?
Why he must have! For when he was talking to Abraham he said that he would place his love upon his offspring, his children. And yet Ishmael, Abraham’s oldest child doesn’t receive God’s special favour, instead Isaac is chosen. And Isaac is born when Abraham was nearly 100, and Sarah was nearly 90 years old. That shows that God is choosing this child and his descendents to be His special people.

But once again, not all of Isaac’s descendents are chosen by God. Isaac marries Rebekah and she has twin boys. But while they are both still in the womb, God chooses the youngest over the oldest. He places his favour on Jacob not Esau. Not because one was better than the other, neither of them had been yet born. But his love is so great for Jacob and his descendents that it is like he hates Esau in comparison.

God has a plan. The whole world is his, but out of all the people of the earth he will choose one family, one nation, one group of people whom he will bless and so through them the whole world will be blessed. Yes he has elected Israel. But doesn’t that make God unfair? If he chooses Israel, and not Egypt for example, isn’t God showing favouritism? Isn’t he unjust? Don’t the non Israelites have a case in the court of law for being unfairly treated? 

No way! God isn’t unjust. Hasn’t Paul being saying again and again and again, that all men and women are sinners. All have fallen short of God’s standards. All deserve God’s judgment. So if God doesn’t choose someone, they still get what they deserve. They still get justice. It’s just that the Israelites get their justice sweetened with God’s mercy as well.

I remember reading of a man who visited his minister one time, greatly concerned with this passage. He said, I just don’t understand, God loves Jacob and hates Esau. Why would God do that? The minister nodded his head in agreement, I agree, I don’t fully understand that either, he replied. Then he stopped. “What part don’t you really understand?” The man said with a look of disbelief, the part where it says God hates Esau. The minister thought for a moment. I can understand that part, He was just getting what he deserved. What I don’t understand is how God could love Jacob.

How can God love Jacob? Only because of his mercy. God gives Jacob what he deserves. He deserves death. But then God sends Jesus to die on the cross for Jacob’s sins and now this terrible price has been paid. But on top of that justice, we see God’s compassion and God’s love and God’s mercy is added.

The story has been told of a mother who sought from Napoleon the pardon of her son. The emperor said it was the man’s second offence and justice demanded his death. “I don’t ask for justice,” said the mother, “I plead for mercy.” “But”, said the Emperor, “he does not deserve mercy,” “Sir” she cried, “it wouldn’t be mercy if he deserved it, and mercy is all that I ask.” “Well then,” said the emperor, “I will show mercy”. And her son was saved.

Predestination is based on God’s sovereignty, on his mercy. Pharaoh, Paul says, is another example. God’s messenger, Moses spoke that word to Pharaoh. But Pharaoh resisted the truth and hardened his heart. And God is so powerful that He used that rebellion to judge Pharaoh and to save Israel. As a wise man once said, “The same sunlight that melts the ice hardens the clay.”

So God is not unfair, he is just showing his mercy. Then why should God blame us when we do the wrong thing? If God is sovereign. If God can melt the hardest heart, then who can stop his will from happening? Aren’t we just puppets on a string?

Be careful what you say to God, says Paul. Can the clay talk back to the potter? Can the clay say, I don’t think you have made me the right way? Surely the Potter is the one in control, he can determine whether he is making ornate vases today or just common every day cups.

For just as the GARDENER has the right to move his plants around, as the FARMER has the right to send some cattle to slaughter and keep others at home, as the HOUSEWIFE has the right to kill a fly that comes into their kitchen? So God has the right to exercise his sovereignty in any way he determines. He is able to elect people into the kingdom by his mercy if that is what he so desires to do.

In fact that is the way he has always worked. And to defend this position, Paul quotes from the prophets Hosea and Isaiah. In Hosea he shows how God has always chosen some people from outside the nation of Israel and brought them into being his people. People like Ruth and the Queen of Sheba and Naaman, have been chosen out of the nations. But conversely according to Isaiah, not all of the Israelites were ever saved. But out of his chosen people are a remnant, a small portion, who remain faithful and so enter the Kingdom of God. So in the past not all of Israel were saved and not all the nations were lost.

Now I’m not pretending that Paul’s argument satisfies all our questions. But we do have to be clear about what he has said up till now. If salvation is to do with grace not works, then it begins with God not us. He chooses the nation of Israel over all the other nations. He elects some people to receive his mercy & to become Christian men & women. For God is sovereign. God does give us the whole picture but this part of the picture is crystal clear.
It is a bit like when Jemma used to fold her arms and boldly proclaim, "that’s not fair." As her father I can’t explain to her that the reason it is fair is that her Mum and I have the authority in the home. We can only stand our ground. Likewise God doesn’t take a whole lot of time to stop and explain his authority either. He is God and He can do what He chooses whether we like it or not.

2. Free Will - chapter 10. But that isn’t the end of the story. For if Romans chapter 9 is all about God’s election, Romans chapter 10 is all about mankind’s selection. Yes God is sovereign, but that doesn’t take away our human responsibility, our free will.
For if you put to one side God’s role in our salvation for a moment or two, we have to agree that the ball is also fairly and squarely in our court as well. So why does the nation of Israel not believe despite everything God has done for them? Why in Paul’s time were there so few Christians who were Jews? 

Because they have pursued a righteousness based on works not based on faith.  They passionately headed down the race of life but ran in the completely wrong direction. They are zealous & committed. They desire a relationship with God, but they don’t want to follow Jesus, they want to do it by themselves. They think it’s about what they DO, not what Christ has DONE. And because of this, because they reject Jesus, they no longer come under God’s hand of grace.

It reminds me a bit of the young man in college who was out of money and wrote to his father to send him some more funds. He thought it might be better to be creative so he sent the following note to his dad: No mon, no fun, (signed) Your son. His dad, knowing that his son tended to squander money on things not necessary to his education sent the following reply: Too bad, so sad, (signed) Your dad.


The free will given to the Jewish nation has seen them stumble over the way of salvation. They have been zealous but their zeal has taken them in the wrong direction. But God is still not far from them. He is not way above them, high in the heavens. He is not hidden away in the depths of the ocean, where they can’t find him. He is nearby. He is close at hand. In fact he is only a confession away.

What does Paul say? If you confess that Jesus is Lord with your mouth and believe in your heart that Jesus came back from the dead, then you will be saved. That’s true of the Jew and the Gentile. All anyone has to do is trust God. Turn from their sins, give their life to Jesus and they will be saved. They don’t have to crawl on their hands and knees for a 100 kilometres to proof their devotion to God. They don’t have to go to Church for their rest of their lives to gain the necessary credits to pass God‘s exam.

No they just have to call out to the Lord. They need to have faith in what Jesus has done for them. They need to hear the preaching of the gospel and believe in it. For God is holding his hands out to them all day long. God is there like the father of the Prodigal Son ready and willing to run to them and embrace those who turn back to him. All people do have a free will and so they have no one to blame but themselves.

So that helps to fill in a bit more of the puzzle doesn’t it? Yes we have a choice whether we use the rock of Jesus as a foundation stone or as a stumbling stone. Yes we determine whether our zeal for God will take us toward him or away from him. 

Yes we are able to make a credible confession about Jesus and put our faith in Him.
So now we don’t have all the pieces of the puzzle completed, unfortunately that will only happen when we get to heaven. But we do know that God chooses, he elects, he is sovereign in whom he shows mercy to. But we also need to send out people with the good news because everyone has a choice in whether they have faith or not. But to have faith they must hear, they must be taught and they must make a confession of faith. And their zeal must be turned away from a righteousness based on works to a righteousness based on God’s grace.

There we have it. Predestination and Free Will. Together in the one picture. Helping us to understand a bit better the nature of our world. So you can’t deny God’s sovereignty, that he elects and chooses those he wishes to save, based not on their own actions but on his mercy. And you can’t deny human responsibility - we must confess our faith. We must call upon the name of the Lord. So somehow the whole story has to take in both sides of the truth.

How does God do that? Let me cautiously offer an explanation. God elects for himself a people. He chooses them before the creation of the world. He doesn’t just look into the future and selects those who will choose him. He determines who will be saved and he places his Holy Spirit within them. And that Holy Spirit is the one who draws those people to God through his son Jesus Christ. Yet the Holy Spirit doesn’t go against the free will of the individual. So they hear the gospel and they make a decision to call upon God’s name. They believe in Jesus. And if they don’t they have no one to blame but themselves. So mankind can’t come to God unless he elects them and unless they select Him.

And the example of how this works in practise is Pharaoh in the book of Exodus. Half the time we read that God hardens his heart. Half the time we read that Pharaoh hardens his own heart. Both are true. Both are part of the puzzle. And because that seems contradictory, that is why we don’t have an easy explanation about how they both work together on the one canvas. As someone has said, “Try to explain election, and you may lose your mind, but explain it away and you will lose your soul!” 
In the end it is not about Predestination or our Free will, but it’s about where the DESTINATION of our FEET WILL take us. So will we be like the Jews of Paul’s time and squander the spiritual heritage that has been given us? Will we think because we brought up a Christian, go to Church and are good people that we will somehow impress God? Or will we use our free will to confess with our mouth that Jesus is Lord and believe in our heart that God raised Jesus from the dead?

This is an important issue. Our family, our heritage, our actions cannot and will not save us, it is only god’s grace that does so. And if god’s grace saves us and if god doesn’t change his mind, our salvation is secure. I can’t lose it. I can’t  fall so far that I am move beyond his grace. Its up to him and so if God chooses me, I know where I am going and nothing, nothing can take that gift of eternal life away from me.

But that’s doesn’t make me arrogant but thankful. So thankful that I want others to experience such a wonderful salvation. So I speak to others about Jesus. I want my life to reflect what Jesus has done for me. I am so filled with gratitude that I make sure I play my part so that the voice of god, the word of the Lord goes to the very ends of the earth. 

I love the doctrine of predestination for it reminds that of God’s sovereignty and mercy. But I love the doctrine of free will because it means that the next person I speak to about Jesus has a chance to respond to Jesus and come with me to heaven.

