Fact & Fiction on Predestination #1

“God’s Sovereignty”

selected Scriptures

Some folks just like to fight. Unfortunately, Christians are not immune from this. In his book, Great Church Fights (gotta love that title!), Leslie Flynn writes about a father who heard a commotion in his yard and looked outside to see his daughter and several playmates in a heated quarrel. When he asked what was going on, his daughter explained, “We’re just playing church!”

Flynn also tells of a group of theologians discussing predestination and free will. When the argument became heated the dissidents split into two groups. One man, unable to make up his mind, slipped into the predestination crowd. Challenged as to why he was there, he said, “I came of my own free will.” The group retorted: “Free will? You can’t join us!” He retreated to the opposing group and met the same challenge. “I was sent here,” he answered honestly. “Get out!” they stormed. “You can’t join us unless you come of your own free will.” And the confused Christian was out in the cold.

We may chuckle at the story, but I believe it is true that no doctrine in the Christian faith engenders more debate than the doctrine of predestination.
 And if it were only a matter for academic debate, I probably wouldn’t spend pulpit time on it. But this is not just something for scholars and theologians to argue over. This is mysterious, but one with great relevance for our lives.
 It affects our view of salvation, evangelism, and even if we have any say about the direction of our lives on earth. 

The word “predestination” wasn’t invented by Augustine or Luther or Calvin—the theologians usually associated with this doctrine. It is found in the New Testament itself, and therefore, it is not peculiar to a movement in church history. Every church and every Christian has some doctrine of predestination because the Bible has a doctrine of predestination. Any church body or individual Christian who takes seriously the contents of the New Testament must sooner or later struggle with this doctrine.

For the next several weeks we will deal with this doctrine under the heading, “Fact and Fiction about Predestination.” On Sunday mornings I will preach the material in a traditional sermon style, while on Sunday evenings I will cover the same information but in a more open, discussion style. Each week we will address one of the key terms in this discussion with a simple two-point outline: facts about… and fiction about…

We begin with God’s sovereignty, which means He is in control. There is a key in the word “sovereignty” itself. There’s a smaller word nestled in the heart of it, the word “reign”: sov-reign-ty.
 Sovereignty means that God reigns over His creation.

God’s sovereignty is one of His attributes—it’s what makes Him God. But what does it mean in practical terms? What does it not mean?

Facts about God’s Sovereignty

Let’s begin with the facts about God’s sovereignty. The Bible teaches that God is sovereign because He created all things and set them into motion. Genesis 1:1 states, “In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth.” The initial chapter concludes in verse 31, “God saw all that he had made, and it was very good.” John 1:1-3 echoes this, revealing the role of God the Son: “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. He was with God in the beginning. Through him all things were made; without him nothing was made that has been made.”
Many of the Psalms celebrates God creation, such as Psalm 148:3-6, “Praise him, sun and moon, praise him, all you shining stars. Praise him, you highest heavens and you waters above the skies. Let them praise the name of the Lord, for he commanded and they were created. He set them in place forever and ever; he gave a decree that will never pass away.” What is the “decree” mentioned here? This refers to the physical laws of nature built into creation. One way God reigns over the universe is through these natural laws that give permanence and stability.
 God can certainly override these natural laws—that is the definition of a “miracle”—but for the most part He rules through the rules He instituted at creation.

Second, God is in control over His creation. Contrary to the teaching of deism, though, which states that God created the universe and then left it alone, the Scriptures teach that God remains active in His creation. Paul writes in Colossians 1:16-17, “For by Him [Christ] all things were created: things in heaven and on earth, visible and invisible, whether thrones or powers or rulers or authorities; all things were created by Him and for Him. He is before all things, and in Him all things hold together.” God’s sovereign control is seen in creating and preserving all things. He rules and controls the forces of nature.

Psalm 22:27-28 states, “All the ends of the earth will remember and turn to the Lord, and all the families of the nations will bow down before him, for dominion belongs to the Lord and he rules over the nations.” Psalm 24:1 adds. “The earth is the Lord’s, and everything in it, the world, and all who live in it.” Psalm 103:19 concludes, “The Lord has established his throne in heaven, and his kingdom rules over all.”

God’s sovereignty also extends to human beings, as seen in the following texts: 

· In his heart a man plans his course, but the Lord determines his steps. (Proverbs 16:9)

· Many are the plans in a man’s heart, but it is the Lord’s purpose that prevails. (Proverbs 19:21)

· There is no wisdom, no insight, no plan that can succeed against the Lord. (Proverbs 21:30)

· Consider what God has done: Who can straighten what he has made crooked? (Ecclesiastes 7:13)

· Who can speak and have it happen if the Lord has not decreed it? (Lamentations 3:37)

· You ought to say, “If it is the Lord’s will, we will live and do this or that.” (James 4:15)

· “To the angel of the church in Philadelphia write: These are the words of him who is holy and true, who holds the key of David. What he opens no one can shut, and what he shuts no one can open.” (Revelation 3:7)

Another word sometimes associated with God’s sovereignty is “providence.” Tony Evans describes this connection this way: “The sovereignty of God means that he exercises his prerogative to do whatever he pleases with his creation. His providence is the outworking of God’s eternal plan for mankind and all of his creation. Providence is the invisible and mysterious hand of God at work in the details of history to bring to pass his sovereign will. God’s providence includes every part of creation, from the inanimate world to individuals and entire nations. In his righteous, wise, and loving providence, God is bringing to pass his eternal purposes for his glory and our eternal good.”

To say that God is sovereign is to say that He is in full control of all things. He is almighty. He is the possessor of all power on the earth, above the earth, below the earth, and in all matters pertaining to all existence. He is sovereign over all events, all blessings, and all disasters and calamities. He is over all of life in the realms of the seen and the unseen, good and evil. No one can undermine His purposes. He is never surprised. He never learns. He is never frustrated and never challenged. Nothing is ever an afterthought for Him. From His perspective, there are no mistakes, no accidents, no coincidences.

Third, God’s sovereignty means that sometimes God overrules…but not always. He is more than just a spectator on the sidelines of history. He can overrule the evil of His people, even through the lives of the unregenerate.
 God is on the throne, and when He isn’t allowed to rule, He overrules. He is the Lord of Hosts, and His purposes will be accomplished.

The Bible is filled with God’s miracles where He intervenes and temporarily suspends the laws of nature. Without question God has the power and the right to do so. But He doesn’t always. In fact, I would suggest that if miracles were commonplace, they wouldn’t be miracles! And we shouldn’t draw conclusions about those who don’t “get the miracle.” Consider Luke 13:1-5, where Jesus draws attention to people who lost their lives at the hands of the Romans and others who died in a natural disaster. He told His audience that those victims were no worse sinners than others around them. Or in Acts 12:1-3, where King Herod arrested James and had him executed, but when he tried to do the same with Simon Peter, God intervened and spared his life. What about James?

Unfortunately, we have the idea that when we are protected or divinely delivered, then the sovereignty of God is upheld, but when we suffer incredible defeat or loss, then we have to hide our faces and hope nobody asks us what kind of God we serve. Well, the answer is that He is a sovereign God—even when we don’t “get the miracle.”

Fiction about God’s Sovereignty

Let’s move on to the fiction about God’s sovereignty—what it is not. First, God does not directly do everything that happens. We have seen that, since God is sovereign, nothing that occurs is apart from His control, His command, or His permission.
 But not everything that happens is God’s doing, for reasons we will see in a moment.

In this overall discussion about predestination, folks tend to gravitate to either God’s sovereignty or human choice, sometimes called “free will.” Yet in Scripture there is no conflict between divine sovereignty (God’s plan) and human responsibility (man’s choice). In fact, Jesus taught both in one statement: “All that the Father gives Me [divine sovereignty] will come to Me [human responsibility], and the one who comes to Me I will by no means cast out” (John 6:37).
 Divine sovereignty and human responsibility go hand in hand.
 Divine sovereignty doesn’t destroy human responsibility and turn humans into robots.
 God’s sovereignty and man’s responsibility are taught to us side by side in the same Bible. Both are guaranteed by the same divine authority; both, therefore, are true. It follows that they must be held together, and not played off against each other.
 Just as we must not misconstrue God’s sovereignty so as to make people mere puppets, so we must not press man’s freedom to the point of limiting God’s sovereignty.
 Keep in mind that God’s sovereignty allows Him to even use that which is not cooperating with Him (the bad) in order to move things to where He wants them to go.

Second, God’s sovereignty does not mean that He is responsible for evil. This is where those who argue for God’s control of absolutely every decision ever made run into theological problems. One such author writes, “If God controls all things, does he also control the evil deeds of angels and men? This seems to follow logically from God’s control of all things, but it seems odd. Nonetheless, there are biblical indications that this is so.”
 I wholeheartedly disagree. The Bible says in James 1:13, “When tempted, no one should say, ‘God is tempting me.’ For God cannot be tempted by evil, nor does he tempt anyone.” Proponents of extreme predestination claim that God’s central attribute is His sovereignty, but the Bible teaches that God’s central attribute is His holiness. His holy nature precludes His involvement with evil in any direct way.

Paul seems to anticipate the argument in Romans 9:19, ”One of you will say to me: ‘Then why does God still blame us? For who resists his will?’” Paul recognizes that a person taking God’s sovereignty to the extreme will say, “God’s to blame for my sin.” But that’s 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. When you choose sin, there are consequences that He has a lot to do with. But you’re left to make that decision, just like you’re left with your decision about the gospel. You can choose to receive or to reject it.

God is never the author of sin. Though people’s sinful intents and actions serve the sovereign purpose of God, we must never conclude that God has induced anyone to sin. It is frequently asserted in the Scriptures that God uses the sinful actions of men to accomplish His purposes. But the fact that people’s sinful intents and actions serve the sovereign purpose of God does not make God the author of their sin nor make them any less culpable for their actions. God judges people for the very sins that He uses to carry out His purpose.

Finally, God’s sovereignty means that God does not always get what He wants. Now, before you throw hymnals at me, hear me out! Jesus said in Luke 13:34-35,

“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! Look, your house is left to you desolate. I tell you, you will not see me again until you say, ‘Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord.’”

Clearly Jesus wanted to gather the Jewish people to Himself, but they were not willing! God does not force the people He created and loves to receive His love and grace.

Peter wrote in 2 Peter 3:9, “The Lord is not slow in keeping his promise, as some understand slowness. He is patient with you, not wanting anyone to perish, but everyone to come to repentance.” Paul stated in 1 Timothy 2:4 that God “wants all men to be saved and to come to a knowledge of the truth.” Clearly God does not want anyone to spend eternity in Hell apart from Him, but the Bible teaches that many will. John Calvin taught that God chose some to be saved and some to be damned, but that flies in the face of the Scriptures. We will look into this further in a later study.

In saying that God does not always get what He wants does not make Him any less sovereign. The truth is that God’s ultimate purpose and plan transcends His immediate desires. He would rather have His creatures choose to receive His grace and love more than making everyone follow Him against their will. 

Why do some insist that God’s sovereignty means He makes every decision and controls every event? Why does one write, “Confidence in the sovereignty of God in all that affects us is crucial to our trusting Him. If there is a single event in all of the universe that can occur outside of God’s sovereign control then we cannot trust Him”?
 It seems that they are defending God’s sovereignty. Trust me, God’s sovereignty does not need to be defended! But neither does it need to be taken to an extreme so that it contradicts other teachings of Scripture. There is only one God, and He is responsible for the sovereignly decreed plan over this earth.

I am the Lord, and there is no other; besides Me there is no God. I will gird you, though you have not known Me; that men may know from the rising to the setting of the sun that there is no one besides Me. I am the Lord, and there is no other; the One forming light and creating darkness, causing well-being and creating calamity; I am the Lord who does all these. (Isaiah 45:5-7)

Through Isaiah’s pen the Lord declares that He is the one who forms light and creates darkness, causes well-being and creates calamity. This is another of those “unexplainables.” I don’t know why a tornado destroys one neighborhood and not another. I just know that even in this calamity God’s plan is not frustrated or altered. Either that, or He isn’t God. He is not sitting on the edge of heaven, wondering what will happen next. That’s not the God of the Scriptures. So while we cannot fathom the “Why?” of this age-old question, we do know that Scripture states that God is not surprised by calamity. Somehow or other, it’s all part of His mysterious will.

Now that is a tough concept to justify. So my advice is quite simple: Quit trying. While this is not the verse you send in a note of comfort to somebody who has just gone through a great tragedy, it is a verse you need to comfort yourself with when you are going through your own calamity. Remember, nothing is a surprise to God, not even our slightest trials. His plan may seem unfair, humanly illogical, and lacking compassion, but that’s because we dwell in the here and now. We lack the vertical view. In fact, we sometimes quarrel with God, as the prophet Isaiah testifies:

“Woe to the one who quarrels with his Maker—an earthenware vessel among the vessels of earth! Will the clay say to the potter, ‘What are you doing?’ Or the thing you are making say, ‘He has no hands’? … “It is I who made the earth, and created man upon it. I stretched out the heavens with My hands, And I ordained all their host. I have aroused him in righteousness, and I will make all his ways smooth; he will build My city, and will let My exiles go free, without any payment or reward,” says the Lord of hosts. (Isaiah 45:9, 12-13)

God is in charge, not us!

What have we learned about God’s sovereignty today? The facts include:

· God created all things and set them into motion.

· God is in control over His creation. 

· Sometimes God overrules…but not always. 

The fiction about God’s sovereignty includes:

· God does not directly do everything that happens.

· God is not responsible for evil.

· God does not always get what He wants.

Like the concept of predestination, we must accept God’s sovereignty because the Bible teaches it. We ought to embrace the sovereignty of God. God controls everything. Life is not based on random chance.
 Let’s not take God’s sovereignty to extremes and make it something unbiblical and untrue.
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