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PREDESTINATION AND FREE WILL 

Over the years, I have been asked many times by members of my congregations to explain the topic 

of predestination.  Because it is such a deep and not-easily-explained subject, I typically have put off 

a thorough answer. I just cannot answer it in two or three sentences. So, for some years now, it has 

been in the back of mind to try and write down an explanation.  

Recently the topic has come up a number of times, so I shall try in this book to shed some light on this 

difficult and sometimes troubling topic. 

This text message I received from a young lady in college, illustrates the concern. 

YOUNG LADY: I’d say that I’m spiritual but I’m not quite sure what I believe yet. I do have a 
question that is very important to me. I do believe in God, theoretically speaking, but why 

would God make a young person’s life very difficult if that child/young person hasn’t been alive 
long enough to commit the sins that’d be worth such punishment? Like losing a mother, 
planting an abusive step-parent in their lives, and a general array of unfortunate occurrences 

happening to this person? 

ME: Hi! What I share here may or may not make sense, but it is the teaching of the Bible – and 

I believe it to be true. God is not the cause of your past pain. In fact, one day you will be able to 

look back and see a multitude of ways God spared you. The sad fact is that you and I were born 

into an existence which had already become infected by evil. Satan and evil spirits had already 

been present here – along with sinful people. This world was originally created very good, but 

sin entered the world through Adam and Eve. Jesus Christ has come to deliver us in the midst 

of this painful existence and to make our lives useful for eternity. God is not the cause of your 

step-father abusing you. Nor is He the cause of the loss of your mother. BUT God will turn these 

terrible events into good if you will trust Him. I am happy to continue this conversation if you 

would like. Bless you! 

YOUNG LADY: Thank you, that actually helps a lot! 

What we believe about FOREORDINATION (God planning all that happens) and PREDESTINATION 

(God choosing those who will be saved) are VERY important topics for what we believe about the 

character of God Himself. Furthermore, it shapes the meaning we assign to the events of our life 

(especially hardship, suffering, wrong choices, and tragedies), and ultimately the grounds we have (or don’t have) for the security of our hope for heaven in the next life. 

Multiple VOLUMES have been written on this subject. Tragically, some of the most hostile and bitter 

debates among Christians historically have been over these matters. I present here my best 

understanding of what the Bible teaches about these matters – admitting freely, I DO NOT KNOW IT 

ALL. Recently I heard a man say, “If everything about God could fit into my little pea-brain, then God would not be very great!” 
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He makes a good point, I think. We have to live with the discomfort of not understanding everything, 

if we are to live peacefully with these issues. In addition, we MUST have the humility to believe we 

could be wrong at points. Furthermore, we MUST deal charitably with those who hold competing 

ideas. 

A FRAMEWORK FOR UNDERSTANDING. 

What counts, of course, is what the Bible has to say about these matters. Not just what the 

Presbyterian Church says. Or the Catholic Church. Or the Methodist Church. However, that is easier 

said than done. Those on ALL sides of these issues claim the Bible as their support.  

Here is my own framework for thinking through these issues. 

First, it is not enough to lift up isolated texts to prove a point. It is the WHOLE of the Biblical message 

we want, with the proper EMPHASES, and not just proof texts. For example, in terms of emphasis, a 

sincere case could be made from 1 Peter 3 that believing women today should not wear gold jewelry. 

I respect those who hold that view. But in terms of EMPHASIS in the Bible, wearing gold jewelry is 

surely not of much significance. 

Second, Jesus Christ is THE “message” of the Bible. Jesus said, “When you have seen me, you have seen 
the Father” (John 14:6). In other words, if we want to know what God is REALLY like, we look at Jesus. 

If our understanding of God does not match the teachings, actions, and personality of Jesus, then we 

need to change our understanding of God. 

Third, since Jesus is the very image of God (Hebrews 1:3), we must view the entire Bible and 

especially the New Testament writings as reflective of everything Jesus taught and stood for. Those 

to whom He gave apostolic authority were literal AMBASSADORS of Jesus Christ. Under the anointing 

of the Spirit, what the authors of the New Testament wrote is what Jesus Christ continues to say. 

Fourth, I am an ordained Presbyterian minister by conviction. Calvinism, otherwise known as 

Reformed Theology, if charitably understood, does in my opinion, present the best (though not only) 

Biblical view of these issues. 

THE TWO BIG ISSUES. 

Here in blunt and brief form are the big issues as I understand them. 

1) FOREORDINATION of all events. 

• Does God CAUSE all things that happen – or – does He cause some and just PERMIT others? 

• Does prayer and obedience in any real way change events? 

• Does God alter His plans at all? Or are they so pre-determined that there is no possible 

change? 

• Should we view our tragedies and hardships as signs of God’s displeasure and punishment? 

 

2) PREDESTINATION (“election”) of some to salvation and the passing over of others. 
• To what extent do we really have free will to choose Christ? 

• Is the Gospel message truly available to all, or only the “elect”? 
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• If we are the “elect” could we still ultimately be lost? 

• To what extent does our faith and obedience matter? 

 

FIRST: THE FOREORDINATION OF EVENTS. 

The WESTMINSTER CONFESSION OF FAITH (the doctrinal standard of my denomination, written in 

1646) says this about foreordination (from Chapter 3, “God’s Eternal Decrees”): 
From all eternity and by the completely wise and holy purpose of His own will, God has freely 

and unchangeably ordained whatsoever comes to pass. This ordainment does not mean, 

however, that God is the author of sin (He is not), that He represses the will of His created 

beings, or that He takes away the freedom or contingency of secondary causes. Rather, the will 

of created beings and the freedom and contingency of secondary causes are established by 

Him. 

So, what is this doctrinal statement written really saying? 

The statement is an effort to briefly condense what the Bible says about events past, present, and 

future. Briefly put, it says that ALL that happens is not only foreknown by God, but pre-planned as 

well. The Old Testament prophets spoke about the future, not simply because God could see into the 

future, but because God had ordained AHEAD OF TIME the things that would happen. 

HOWEVER (and this is really important) the Bible shows us that God carries out His foreordained 

plans throughout history in such ways that He is NOT THE CAUSE of sin or evil (the premature loss 

of a mother and an abusive step-father) or that God forces the will of human beings. On the other 

hand, God’s foreordination encompasses SECONDARY causes as well, such as our own stupid 

decisions, the laws of nature, mathematical probabilities, “accidents,” and the choices (impulsive or 

planned) of OTHER people, as well as those of angels and demons. 

God did not cause that young lady to be abused by her step-father. 

How many times in the Bible do we see Jesus inflicting pain (except by way of disturbing the 

conscience)? NONE AT ALL. Instead, we see Jesus RELIEVING pain and suffering. If healing, 

deliverance, and mercy is not God’s “will,” then Jesus Christ was surely living in great disobedience.  

On the contrary, Jesus is EXACTLY like God. God is exactly like Jesus. 

If your view of God is that he is vengeful, arbitrary, or quick to anger, you desperately need to revise 

your thinking. God is like Jesus. Jesus Christ is the Good Shepherd. We are His sheep. It is God’s job to 
take care of us. It is our job to stay close to Him by trusting and obeying. 

My parents got divorced when I was in college. It was extremely painful for everybody. The ripples 

of that event continue even today. However, my three siblings and I all converted to Christ as a direct result of that divorce. Did God therefore “cause” the divorce and all that led up to it so that the Hilborn 
children could be saved? Of course not. God is not on the side of wrong-doing. God is on the side of 

people staying married! 
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However, did God USE that divorce to work His miracle of salvation in the four of us? Certainly. At some vast and high level of God’s foreordained plan, our salvation included the event of my parents 

divorcing. 

HERE IS THE POINT, though. You and I do not live in light of God’s foreordination of history. That 
remains hidden to us, except in hindsight. We cannot make daily decisions wondering if what we are 

presently deciding is His foreordained plan – or not. We must live in light of God’s ALREADY 

REVEALED will, as shown in the Bible, and most of all through Jesus Christ. 

The most extreme example along these lines I personally know about is that of a former student of 

mine, who confided to me that she was the product of her mother being raped. This student was a 

Christian and was confident God intended her to be born, despite the circumstances of her 

conception. 

But how do you square that act of evil violence with God’s having formed her in His mind’s eye before the universe was made? I can’t. I resolve to live with the tension of trusting but not understanding 

the interplay between BOTH God’s sovereign foreordination AND human choices. 

The “why” of a good God permitting evil remains a mystery to us now. We are confident however that 

Jesus Christ is returning again to make all things right. We also know that our present responsibility 

is to trust God and obey Him. As we do so, we increasingly rest secure that God has everything UNDER 

CONTROL. God’s foreordination of whatsoever comes to pass is NOT fatalism. Life is not a cynical “what will be, will be.” Active trust in God, acts of obedience, and believing prayer are ways God DOES intervene in 

human affairs. To not believe that is to throw out most of the stories of the Bible. 

In some ultimate sense, our prayers themselves are ordained ahead of time. Prayer, faith, and acts of 

obedience (including repentance from sin) are all PART OF GOD’S PLAN. From our point of view, 

prayer, faith, and obedience bring into existence things that would NOT have otherwise happened 

and work to prevent things that otherwise WOULD have happened. 

When we pray, we should never paralyze ourselves with, “What if what I am asking is not God’s will?” 
Jesus taught us, “Ask and you shall receive, seek and you shall find, knock and the door will be opened.” 

(Matthew 7:7) 

God is on the side of bringing about GOOD things.  

God is in favor of people having enough food to eat. He is in favor of people being healthy and 

recovering from illness. He is in favor of people getting along. God is on the side of bringing about 

justice. God loves LOVE. 

So, I pray, taking the authority of Jesus Christ, and BELIEVE for God to bring about that which is good. Some years ago, a friend of mine (now deceased) told me about his adult daughter’s wreckage of life 
due to her drug addiction. Because of her incapacity, he and his wife had custody of their grandchild. 
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My friend was an alcoholic of 30+ years’ sobriety. One day he mournfully shared with me, “God must 
be paying me back for all the wrong things I did when I was drunk.” I told him, “Absolutely not. Payback for your sins fell on Jesus Christ!” He was a little surprised by 

how firmly I spoke. But what else can it mean when the Bible prophesies about Jesus Christ in Isaiah 

53:4-5: 

Surely He has borne our griefs 

    and carried our sorrows; 

yet we esteemed Him stricken, 

    smitten by God, and afflicted. 

But He was pierced for our transgressions; 

    He was crushed for our iniquities; 

upon Him was the chastisement that brought us peace, 

    and with His wounds we are healed. Yes, there are always consequences for the choices we make. Perhaps his daughter’s addictions were 
passed along genetically or even encouraged by his drinking. Nevertheless, the idea of God “getting me back for what I have done” is not a helpful way to view God. Personal payback WOULD be our just 

desserts - apart from God in Christ. However, the Bible assures us,  

“God was in Christ, reconciling the world to Himself, NOT counting men’s sins against them” (2 

Corinthians 5:19). 

God has made His peace with us. We must make our peace with Him.  

How do we make our peace with God? We make our peace with God by entrusting ourselves to Jesus 

Christ and following Him. 

My favorite verse describing BOTH God’s foreordination as well as the believer’s predestination to 
salvation is this:  

“In Him [Christ] we have obtained an inheritance, having been predestined according to the purpose of 

Him who works ALL THINGS according to the counsel of His will” (Ephesians 1:11). 

This is not an isolated text, but captures the sense of both Old Testament and New Testament 

teaching. God is so great that he orchestrates ALL THINGS to conform to His eternal purposes – and – He has lovingly chosen believers in Christ to experience their own exodus from sin and live from an 

eternal perspective. 

GOD IS NOT MEAN. 

I do not think we can say it enough. GOD IS LIKE JESUS. One of the reasons God came in the flesh was 

to REVEAL Himself to humanity. Prior to the coming of Christ, a visible manifestation of God looked 

like blazing fire suddenly appearing in mid-air. That would scare me but would not engender my love. 

I would NOT want to draw near to blazing fire. 
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Foreordination is not fatalism. God’s foreordained plans WILL be done – but in terms of the life we 

live, we cannot and must not live in passivity. We are NOT to just shrug our shoulders and 

apathetically or bitterly say, “well, what will be, will be.” 

On the contrary, we must stand for the right and resist the wrong. We must renew our repentance 

and faith every morning. We must choose to trust God in good times and bad. 

God used Pharaoh to show forth His judgments on earth. The Bible says God hardened Pharaoh’s 
heart. How did God do that? Was Pharaoh eager to obey God – but God would not let him? Not at all. God hardened Pharaoh’s heart by letting Pharaoh DO WHAT HE WANTED – namely HARDEN himself 

against the command and clear demonstrations of the true and only God. 

It was prophesied in Scripture that Judas Iscariot would betray Jesus Christ. Did Judas therefore have 

no choice? Did Judas privately want to be loyal to Jesus but God wouldn’t let him? Of course not. Could 
Judas have made another choice? YES. The responsibility for choosing betrayal lay with Judas alone – even though it was foreordained. 

Foreordination does NOT guide us in the daily choices we make. We cannot say, “Well, if God wants 
me to be safe while driving today, then I don’t need to drive carefully, because it is foreordained.” No. 
If you do not drive carefully, you very well may have an accident. 

What the doctrine of foreordination DOES do is give the believer CONFIDENCE. Even the WORST event will ultimately be managed by God for the believer’s good. NOTHING irredeemable will ever 

happen to the believer. 

One last word about the troubles of life. We have eliminated the notion of “payback” from God. All 
payback fell on Jesus. However, the question remains if the believer should examine his life to find 

out if his present hardship or temptation is for discipline and brought about by God’s plan?  

In other words, should we inquire of God if our behavior brought this situation about? Are we being 

spanked? Being taught a lesson? Perhaps we are. We must ask God. If we are being disciplined, then 

our response is to repent, ask for and receive forgiveness. In so doing, the hardship will then take the 

form of our training.  

SECOND: GOD’S PREDESTINATION OF BELIEVERS. 

The doctrine of election (predestination) has VERY important pastoral implications. Let me put it this 

way. If you are a believer in Jesus Christ, how do you know that you will continue in the faith? Are 

you sure you will not face some tragedy or sin or persecution that might cause you to renounce your 

faith in Jesus? 

Jesus warned His disciples about terrible times near the end of time and said, “Because of the increase 

of wickedness, the love of most will grow cold, but the one who stands firm to the end will be saved” 

(Matthew 24:13). Can you be sure that YOU will stand firm to the end? 

Every Christian denomination agrees that salvation is by faith in Jesus. However, to what extent do GOOD WORKS factor into “faith?” After all, the Bible teaches us, “faith without works is dead” (James 
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2:17). How many and what kind of good works are necessary to prove you have real faith? Can you 

be sure you have done enough good works and that those works have been good enough? 

Moreover, what about the matter of continuing to sin? We all know from first-hand experience that believers continue to have “little” sins. The occasional loss of temper, small dishonesties, grumbling 
and complaining, over-eating, perhaps drinking too much, over-spending, lapses into lust, and so on. 

What about big sins, though? Murder? Acts of adultery? Criminality? Betrayal of friends? Deliberate 

deceitfulness? Failure to stand up for Christ?  How badly can you as a believer sin and still be “saved”? 

Let me be as honest as I possibly can about myself. It is crystal clear to me that if Jesus Christ is not 

sufficient to save me, through what He did historically by shedding His blood on the cross, AND in that which He CONTINUES to do by way of “keeping me saved,” I don’t have a chance. 

Either JESUS saves me – or I am lost. I know that IN MYSELF I do not have sufficient strength, courage, faith, or virtue to “stand firm to the end.” Jesus Christ ALONE must do the complete saving of me if I am to stand firm to the end. 
If Jesus is not sufficient to the task, I have no other hope. But I have EVERY reason to believe though 

that Jesus is sufficient to the task. 

My complete reliance is on Jesus Christ. I have put all my eggs in His basket. He is the one I depend 

upon. NOT ME. 

Jesus said, “I give my sheep eternal life and they shall never perish. No one can snatch them out of my 
hand” (John 10:28).  

I am counting on that. 

“WHOEVER COMES TO ME I WILL NEVER CAST OUT.” 

Jesus said, “All that the Father gives me will come to me, and whoever comes to me I will never cast out” 

(John 6:37). 

Please do not let the doctrine of predestination EVER persuade you that God’s promise of salvation 
to those who place their faith in Christ is somehow insincere. It is not! As Jesus said in the verse above 

(and we assume He knows what He is talking about!) WHOEVER comes to Him will never be driven 

away, but rather, completely accepted.  

Think about the numerous examples in the Gospels of VERY unlikely persons coming to Jesus and 

receiving His warm welcome. Consider Zacchaeus and Matthew, both despised tax collectors; Mary 

Magdalene, from whom seven demons had been cast out; the Samaritan woman at the well, having 

had five husbands and currently living with a sixth man; a prostitute weeping at His feet; a woman 

caught in adultery;  unclean people such as lepers, and Roman Centurions – ALL who came to Jesus 

seeking mercy found mercy. 
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Jesus accepts you – as you are RIGHT NOW – and invites you to pick up the pieces of your life, your 

shattered dreams, your misbehavior, the wrong turns, tragedies, hardships, and entrust yourself to 

Him once again. 

“ALL THAT THE FATHER GIVES ME WILL COME TO ME.” 

In this same verse above, John 6:37, we also see that those who do come to Jesus have previously 

been “given” to Jesus by God the Father. 
I particularly like this verse. It combines BOTH the promise of acceptance for all, no matter who they 

are, together with the unveiling of the mystery that those who do come to Jesus were actually 

CHOSEN by God to do so. 

That God chooses individuals He wants for Himself is one of the major themes of the Bible. Think of 

all the heroes of the Bible. Not ONE of them applied for or volunteered for their calling. Consider 

Abraham, Joseph, Moses, David, Elijah, Isaiah, Jeremiah, Daniel (and all the other prophets), 

Nehemiah, Esther, Mary and Joseph, John the Baptist, Peter, James, John (and all the Apostles), and 

the Apostle Paul. NOT ONE volunteered. ALL WERE CHOSEN. 

Jesus made this point to His twelve disciples (and by extension, to us as well), “You did not choose me, 
but I chose you” (John 15:16). 

God pre-selects the individuals He wants. I admit this goes against our American way of thinking. 

Nevertheless, that is what God does. God’s chooses those He wants and passes over others. 

God says, “I will have mercy on whom I have mercy, and I will have compassion on whom I have 
compassion” (Exodus 33:19; Romans 9:15). 

WHAT ABOUT THOSE WHO WILL ULTIMATELY BE IN HELL?  No one in hell will EVER say, “Woe is me! I SO wanted to be saved. I loved God, trusted Him, and did 

my best to obey Him! But alas, I was not one of His chosen.” 

That scenario is not possible. Far be it from God! Our God is the one “who desires all to be saved and 
come to a knowledge of the truth” (1 Timothy 2:4). Our God is the one who “so loved the world that He 

gave His only Son that whosoever believes in Him might not perish but have eternal life” (John 3:16). 

Hell is not only the punishment that results from a chosen life apart from God, but it is also a form of 

quarantine. There is no please else to put them. God would have them – but they will not have God! 

Those in hell will be in hell because they steadfastly and persistently resisted God and refused to 

come to Him. “They perish because they refused to love the truth and so be saved” (2 Thessalonians 

2:10). 

WHAT ABOUT YOUR OWN SALVATION? 

You are saved because you entrusted yourself to Jesus Christ, yielded your will and life to Him, with 

the intention of following Him as a disciple. Various Christian groups add other things such as 
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baptism, public confession of faith, church membership, and so forth. However, the heart of the 

matter is YOUR TRUST in Jesus Christ. 

Think with me now. How did your faith in Jesus come about? Were you just so smart? So noble? So 

worthy? 

Of course not. Of all people to realize their LACK of wisdom and virtue, it is the believer in Christ. So 

how did it happen? How did you become a believer? According to the Bible, GOD did it. God brought 

you to faith. 

In various times and ways, you heard about Jesus. Circumstances in your life may have moved you to 

a point of desperation. Or, perhaps, you simply became convinced of the truth of the matter, that Jesus 

Christ is indeed Lord. You saw that the only reasonable thing to do was to surrender your will and 

life to Him. 

If God is the one who ultimately brought you to faith, why then did God do it for YOU?  

Because you were CHOSEN by God to have faith.  

You are saved by GRACE (God doing for you what you cannot do for yourself), through FAITH (you 

trusting Jesus). Furthermore, your faith itself is not something you chose but is itself a GIFT from God 

(see Ephesians 2:8-9). 

So WHY did God choose YOU to receive the gift of faith and be saved? 

We do not know. God had His reasons. However, God’s having chosen you was never “spur of the moment,” or based on pros and cons of your merits, or based on what God SAW you doing in the 

future. Simply put, for reasons known only to Him, we who are believers in Christ were “foreknown” by God in His mind’s eye before He created the universe (see Ephesians 1:4-14). 

Here is a very important part of Scripture on this subject (Romans 8:28-29): 

“And we know that in all things God works for the good of those who love Him, who have been 

called according to His purpose. For those God foreknew he also predestined to be conformed to the 

image of His Son, that he might be the firstborn among many brothers and sisters.” God’s foreknowledge mentioned above does NOT mean God looked down the corridors of time and 

saw that you would be one of those worthy ones who WOULD accept Jesus, and seeing that, 

predestined you on that basis. No, that is not the case at all. If that were so, YOUR future choosing 

would be the cause of your salvation, not God’s grace. In the Bible, to “know” is almost always the 

knowledge born of the intimacy of relationship. “Adam knew his wife Eve, and she conceived…” 

(Genesis 4:1).  

God’s “foreknowing” mentioned above in Romans 8:29 means that God “KNEW” you ahead of time in His mind’s eye, from eternity past, regarded you as precious in His sight, and determined that YOU 

would be one of the elect, one of His children, whom He could trust to join with Him in reigning for 

all eternity (see Revelation 22:5). 
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DO WE HAVE FREE WILL? 

Do we really have free will to choose Christ? In particular, do we have enough free will to repent to 

God ON OUR OWN and choose to submit ourselves to Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior? For that matter, 

do we have free will at all in our daily choices? Or has “fate” determined all that we will choose? 

No and yes and no. 

The Bible says God previously determined the EXACT time and place of our birth (Acts 17:26). Clearly 

though, you were not born out of mid-air. Your parents also had something to do with that! In my early 20’s I came to believe God was calling me into the Gospel ministry. Yet, I was the one who 

made that choice. I could have walked away from it. 

Here is another example. In 1990, my wife and I were actively seeking to be “called” to a new 

congregation. During that time, search committees from FIVE different churches each said to me, “We believe God is calling you to be our pastor.” 

Well, they surely could not all have been right. My wife and I ultimately had to make a choice born out of our own prayer and sense of God’s direction. We had to make the choice. We concluded that the congregation from Los Angeles was indeed God’s call for us. Looking back at the various things 

that developed from that choice, it would seem we made the right decision. 

However, I am confident that even if our choice from among those five invitations had not been the “right” one, God would still have made it work out according to His good pleasure. 
Why do I believe that? Because the Bible says that our God is a God “who works out EVERYTHING in 
conformity with the purpose of His will” (Ephesians 1:11). 

Once again, in terms of God’s will and our choosing, we enter into the mystery of how God’s 
foreordination, foreknowledge, predestination, election, and providence, together with OUR 

responsibility to make choices, can both run concurrently. Somehow, at a level stratospherically 

beyond our ability to understand, BOTH are true. God’s predetermined plan works TOGETHER with 

our free-will choices. As mentioned before, if we completely understood God’s ways, we would be at His level. Which we 
are not. The Bible declares, 

Oh, the depth of the riches of the wisdom and knowledge of God! 

    How unsearchable His judgments, 

    and His paths beyond tracing out! 

Who has known the mind of the Lord? 

    Or who has been His counselor?” 

Who has ever given to God, 

    that God should repay them?” 

For from Him and through Him and for Him are all things. 

    To Him be the glory forever! Amen. (Romans 11:33-36). 
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WHERE WE HAVE FREE WILL AND WHERE WE DO NOT. 

We do not pray or agonize over whether the color of socks we choose today somehow aligns with God’s eternal plan. There are LOTS of choices we make in which God does not care one way or 

another. Most daily choices are like that.  

What God has already shown us in Scripture, we do not need to pray about. For example, I never pray 

in the early morning as to whether God wants me to go to work that day or not. Or whether I should 

be honest. Or whether I should bear with someone in love. 

I fear that some Christian anxiety over correctly choosing God’s EXACT will is not so much to honor 

God but to keep from making a mistake that may cost us materially. Generally speaking, as long as we 

are living within our means, I doubt God cares whether we buy a Toyota or a Ford. 

It IS important that we pray and seek God’s face about larger decisions, where God’s specific will is 
not known. Sometimes we will get a “word” from the Lord, or a leading, or the surprising congruence 

of events by which we make our decisions.  

BUT WE HAVE TO CHOOSE. And we cannot blame God or the devil for our choices. So YES, in our 

daily choices we do have free will to choose. God Himself will not force our hand. 

Consider this. If you have adult children, I am sure you are pleased if they ask your advice from time 

to time. But do you really want them asking you each time whether they should be avoid stealing? Or 

whether they should buy the steak or the flounder at the grocery store? No, we do not. We have raised 

them to mature to the point where they are capable of making their own decisions. 

Let me back up a bit. If you are not presently surrendering yourself daily and asking God what you 

should do in your days, YES, do that. But if you are asking God which particular apples to choose in 

the grocery store, probably not. 

However, we DO want to keep a listening ear on the inside, in case some seemingly trivial choice on our part DOES have consequences the Holy Spirit would warn us about. Remember Joshua’s failure 
to pray when the Gibeonites were deceiving him (see Joshua 9).  

ELECTION TO SALVATION. 

We can be at peace with the idea that our everyday choices are indeed free for us to make, PROVIDED 

they are possible to make. For example, though I would dearly love to fly like Peter Pan, I am not free 

to do so, in that IT IS NOT POSSIBLE. 

Herein lies the need for God’s election of believers to salvation. It is why God’s predestined choosing 

of us to salvation is so critical. Had God not chosen us, it would NOT HAVE BEEN POSSIBLE for any 

one of us to be saved. 

Why is that? 

The Bible teaches that we are not just floundering around in sin, nor paralyzed in sin, nor held captive, 

nor lost in sin, but that WE WERE DEAD in sin. Dead people cannot bring themselves to life. 
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THIS IS THE CRUCIAL POINT. Because of the fall of Adam and Eve, all human beings born into this 

life are already dead. Not biologically, but spiritually. We have no LIVING connection with our 

Creator. We entered into biological life with a spiritually dead heart towards God. 

This deadness towards God does not manifest itself at once. But it will inevitably. Do we teach our 

children to be selfish or unkind? Or does that somehow come out all on its own? 

The tragedy of humanity is that even though God is as close to us as our breath, WE DO NOT SEEK 

HIM so as to honor Him. Every human being knows there is some kind of God out there. Yet we have 

all deliberately pushed Him out of our thoughts so we could do what we knew to be wrong (see 

Romans chapter 1). This deliberate “pushing away” of God from our mind is the essence of what the 

Bible calls SIN. 

Yes, people like the idea of a God they can control by bribes and offerings, to get God on their side. Or 

to at least placate Him and avoid His anger. Even better, what if God was like a genii in a bottle? Take 

Him out when you need Him, get Him to grant your wishes, and then put Him back in the bottle when 

you are done? 

But the real God is not like that. He is not controllable by human beings (or anything else for that 

matter). The real God does exactly what He wants, when He wants, and the way He wants. 

If the real God wanted to turn us all into pumpkins, who could prevent Him? As the Bible says, the 

clay does not say to the potter, “Why did you make me like this?” (Romans 9:21) 

WHY GOD ALONE MUST SAVE US. 

It is very important to realize that we are not sinners because we sin. We sin because we are sinners. 

SIN is a malignant, God-rebelling power that lies within each one of us. The first feature of sin, as a 

power, is that it renders us absolutely DEAD to God. 

That being the case, only God can save us. We do not just need “a little help.” We need an entire 
spiritual RESURRECTION to life. We can only come alive to faith as God gives GRACE to those He has 

chosen. Remember, “grace” is God doing for us what WE CANNOT do for ourselves. 
This is such a crucial idea that I hope you will read all of Ephesians 2:1-10 below, one of the great 

texts about our desperate human condition and need of grace. 

And you were dead in the trespasses and sins in which you once walked, following the course 

of this world, following the prince of the power of the air, the spirit that is now at work in the 

sons of disobedience – among whom we all once lived in the passions of our flesh, carrying out 

the desires of the body and the mind, and were by nature children of wrath, like the rest of 

mankind.  

 

But God, being rich in mercy, because of the great love with which he loved us, even when we 

were dead in our trespasses, made us alive together with Christ – by grace you have been 

saved – and raised us up with Him and seated us with Him in the heavenly places in Christ 

Jesus, so that in the coming ages he might show the immeasurable riches of His grace 

in kindness toward us in Christ Jesus.  
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For by grace you have been saved through faith. And this is not your own doing; it is the gift 

of God, not a result of works, so that no one may boast. 

 

If you are alive in God ONLY BY GRACE, the next best question is “Why me?” 

I assume you are a believer in Jesus Christ. Please think through this with me. I touched on this earlier, 

but it needs repeating. WHY are you a believer? Because you are so smart or virtuous? No, it is 

because God gave you GRACE to come alive spiritually and have FAITH in Jesus Christ. Why then did 

God give YOU grace to become a believer and (at least to date) not certain other people you know?  

Because God foreknew you and CHOSE you to be one of His “elect.” 

This grace was given you BEFORE the beginning of time.  

“He has saved us and called us to a holy life—not because of anything we have done but because of 

His own purpose and grace. This grace was given us in Christ Jesus before the beginning of time” 

(2 Timothy 1:9). You do not need to know the “why?” You do need to have humility to accept His acceptance of you 

(and cease trying to earn it), to rejoice, to continually give thanks to God, and to trustingly, lovingly, 

follow Christ, carrying His easy yoke (see Matthew 11:28-30). 

WHAT IS THE GOSPEL? 

The message of the Gospel is expressed in various ways. Jesus Himself announced it as “The long-

awaited time has come. The kingdom of God is available now. Change your mind in light of this new 

possibility and begin to live BELIEVING.” (My paraphrase of Mark 1:15; Matthew 1:17) 

Elsewhere, Jesus made this wonderful promise, “Come to me ALL you who are weary and burdened 

and I will give you rest. Take my yoke upon you and learn from me, for I am gentle and humble of heart 

and you will find rest for your souls. For my yoke is easy and my burden is light.” (Matthew 11:28-30) 

The Gospel message is NOT “If you are elect will be saved!” 

No, the Gospel message is that ALL who entrust themselves to Jesus Christ with the intention of being 

His follower WILL BE SAVED. 

ALL WHO CHOOSE JESUS CHRIST WILL BE SAVED NOW AND FOREVER. 

If predestination is not the missionary message of the Gospel, why then is it in the Bible? The doctrine 

of predestination is given us to show us the sovereign greatness of God and for the ASSURANCE OF 

THE BELIEVER. 

Having chosen Christ, our assurance is that NOTHING will come between us and Jesus Christ keeping 

us. Ever. Nothing from our past, nothing in our future, no demonic being or strategy, no personal 

weakness or sin, will overthrow us or take us away from Christ (Romans 8:35-39). 
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We can rest secure in God knowing it is JESUS CHRIST HIMSELF who saves us, not we ourselves. That 

is the good news! 

WHAT ABOUT THOSE WHO SEEM TO HAVE FALLEN AWAY? 

The key word in this heart-felt question is “seem.” We do not know what is going on in the heart of 

another human being. But God does. God alone knows those who belong to Him.  

Scripture does show us examples of those who fell away. Jesus Himself spoke of the “many” who take 

the wide road to destruction and refuse the narrow path to life. Yet our Lord says nothing about those 

who start down that broad way, change their mind, and come back to follow Jesus. The “broad way 
that leads to destruction” is NOT the inevitable final destination.” 

Surely, there are many (like me) who once came to life in Jesus and started down His way of life but 

stopped and left it to go back down the broad way of destruction once more. Yet grace was victorious 

in me and so in December 1979, I surrendered myself fully to God, saying to Him, “Whatever you 

would like to do with my life, you may do.” I began once more to follow Jesus and have not stopped. 

WHERE ELSE SHALL WE GO? WHO ELSE SHALL WE FOLLOW? 

My mentor, Dr. Dallas Willard, when asked inquired as to why he followed Christ, would kindly 

respond, “Who else did you have in mind?” 

We may forget that it is recorded in the Gospels, that many people, who were initially attracted to 

Jesus became disillusioned with Him and no longer followed. Once Jesus asked His disciples if THEY 

were going to walk away from Him as the others had done.  

Speaking for them all, Peter replied, “Where else would we go? You alone have the words of eternal life” 

(John 6:68). 

That is my response as well. Where else would I go to for life? Who else is there worth following? 

 

SOME PEOPLE I KNOW WHO RECEIVED GRACE. 

Since my ordination as a pastor in 1984, I have had the privilege of being a close part of many peoples’ 
lives. Without using their names, I am listing here a few whose life situations were such that ONLY 

UNFAILING GRACE kept them together. And they knew it. 

- A personal friend, whose unbelieving husband threatened to tell all her “secrets” if she became a 
deacon. 

- A woman whose entire life was taken up by caring for two daughters with cerebral palsy. One died in her 30’s, the other in her 50’s. 
- A young woman with addictions to alcohol and sex but did not give up. 

- A man married to an abusive wife, yet stayed married out of Christian conviction, and learned to 

live peacefully and lovingly. 

- A woman whose sister stole part of her inheritance. 
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- A man fired from his job of many years just days before he would be entitled to a retirement 

bonus. 

- A woman in her early 30’s dying from ovarian cancer. 

- A mother whose son was in jail but once out returned to that way of life. 

- A young woman with an abusive father, agonizing over how to forgive. 

- A Muslim man who must be a secret believer in Jesus. 

- A woman whose son’s greed for his inheritance broke their relationship. 
- A girl ritually abused by her father. 

- A woman who spent 10 years caring for her invalid mother in her home. 

- A pastor whose granddaughter was discovered to have been sexually abused by a close family 

friend. 

- A woman whose husband no longer knew her because of Alzheimer’s, yet visited him every day 
for years and years. 

WE WHO BELIEVE ARE RECIPIENTS OF UNFAILING GRACE. 

God chose us before He made the universe. 

God will bring meaning and good out of our suffering.  

God will use our suffering to train us to reign with Him forever. 

God will never let us go. 

God will keep us saved until the end. 

 

 

Oh, the depth of the riches of the wisdom and knowledge of God! 

    How unsearchable His judgments, 

    and His paths beyond tracing out! 

Who has known the mind of the Lord? 

    Or who has been His counselor?” 

Who has ever given to God, 

    that God should repay them?” 

For from Him and through Him and for Him are all things. 

    To Him be the glory forever! Amen.  

Romans 11:33-36 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

17 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Pastor Scott Hilborn 

 

https://www.facebook.com/PastorScottHilborn/ 

 

https://www.helpforliving.org/ 

 

PastorScottHilborn@gmail.com 

 

 

 

 

https://www.facebook.com/PastorScottHilborn/
https://www.helpforliving.org/
mailto:PastorScottHilborn@gmail.com

