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Introduction

Until now, we have considered God’s nature in himself—not as
though we can think about God apart from what he has revealed in
nature and Scripture. In truth, we can only know God because he has
made himself known to us. When we speak of God, we must do so as
Christians, taught by his Word. Yet, in the previous chapters, we
focused on God as he is in himself, learning to know him as the
eternal, living God—pure in essence and full of activity. Scripture
describes God as one who is always at work, creating, sustaining, and
ruling over all things (Genesis 2:3; Psalm 121:3—4; John 9:3—4). His
works are perfect, faithful, just, kind, and awe-inspiring, so much so
that God delights in them (Deuteronomy 32:4; Psalm 104:31).

God’s activity is not just occasional; it is essential to who he is. Jesus
said, “My Father is always at his work” (John 5:17). This means God
did not begin working only at the time of creation—his works extend
from eternity past to eternity future. Within the Trinity, the Father,
Son, and Spirit eternally relate to one another. The Father gives life
to the Son, and the Spirit searches the depths of God’s being (John
5:26; 1 Corinthians 2:10). These eternal works, called “immanent
works,” exist entirely within God and have no direct connection to



creation. Yet, they reveal to us that God is all-sufficient and does not
need anything from us to be complete (Acts 17:25). He is absolute in
himself—perfect and fulfilled without dependence on creation.

God’s works that relate to creation, however, are distinct from these
immanent works. They can be grouped into two categories: internal
decisions and external actions. The internal decisions, often called
“decrees,” are part of God’s eternal plan. These decrees connect his
internal works to his actions in creation and redemption and have
three key characteristics.

1. Rooted in God’s Knowledge: God’s decrees come from his
infinite wisdom and knowledge. The world, vast and complex as
it is, is only a small expression of God’s boundless
understanding. Not everything possible is actualized; creation
reflects just a fraction of God’s eternal wisdom (Matthew 19:26).

2. Founded on Sovereignty: God’s decrees are completely free
and not compelled by any need. He does not act out of necessity
but by his own sovereign will. Everything that exists does so
because God willed it to be (Revelation 4:11). Though these
decrees are eternal, we distinguish between God’s self-
knowledge and his knowledge of the world.

3. Realized in Time: What God decrees will come to pass. While
God does not need creation, his decrees make the world’s
existence and preservation part of his plan. This shows God’s
absolute control over all things while affirming creation’s
complete dependence on him. This avoids two errors:
pantheism, which blurs God and creation, and deism, which
separates God from his creation. As Scripture says, “The things
we see are not made from what is visible” (Hebrews 11:3)—all
things come from God’s will and purpose.



The Teaching of Scripture

Scripture does not present God’s decrees as abstract ideas; instead,
they unfold before us in the story of history. God reveals himself as
Lord over all creation, showing his authority through his acts of
creation, preservation, and governance. This is also true of election
(God’s choosing) and reprobation (God’s passing over others). In the
Old Testament, these are not introduced as eternal decrees but
appear throughout history as observable events.

From the very beginning, humanity was divided into two lines: Seth’s
God-fearing descendants (Genesis 4:25—26; 5:1—32) and Cain’s
descendants, who moved further from God (Genesis 4:17—24). When
these lines intermarried and wickedness grew, Noah alone found
favor with God (Genesis 6). After the flood, blessings were given to
Shem and Japheth, but a curse was pronounced on Canaan (Genesis
9:25—27). Later, Abraham was chosen from Shem’s descendants
(Genesis 12), and within Abraham’s family, Isaac, not Ishmael,
became the child of promise (Genesis 17:19—21). Similarly, Jacob was
loved while Esau was rejected (Genesis 25:23; Malachi 1:2). Even
among Jacob’s sons, Judah was given a place of primacy (Genesis

49).

Israel as a nation was chosen to be God’s treasured possession, not
because of its worthiness, but because of God’s mercy and everlasting
love (Deuteronomy 7:6—8; Jeremiah 31:3). However, many within
Israel broke the covenant, creating a distinction between those who
were Israelites only outwardly and those who truly belonged to God’s
promise (Romans 2:28-29). God’s purpose in choosing Israel was
for them to be holy, set apart for his glory (Exodus 19:5; Psalm

135:4).



Throughout Israel’s history, there are examples of specific people
and places being chosen for unique roles: Jerusalem as God’s
dwelling place, Moses as mediator, Levi for the priesthood, David for
kingship, and prophets for their office. Above all, the Messiah was
chosen as the redeemer of God’s people, representing Israel as the
servant of the Lord (Isaiah 42:1).

Although these choices appear as historical events, they are rooted in
God’s eternal plan. Scripture teaches that God’s wisdom and
knowledge uphold all things (Psalm 104:24). He knows the future
and reveals it through prophecy (Isaiah 46:10). Our days are
numbered in his book before they even begin (Psalm 139:16). This
idea points forward to the New Testament, where the "Book of Life"
includes the names of those who will inherit eternal life (Revelation
20:12).

God’s plan, or "counsel," governs everything that happens. His
decisions are perfect, needing no advice or assistance (Isaiah 40:13).
His purposes are always accomplished, and nothing can stand
against them (Isaiah 46:10). Even the plans of God’s enemies are
ultimately nullified (Psalm 33:10).

The New Testament speaks even more clearly about God’s eternal
plan. Everything happens according to "the determinate counsel and
foreknowledge of God" (Acts 2:23). This includes even human sin,
such as the betrayal of Judas or the hardening of Pharaoh’s heart
(Romans 9:17—-18). God’s sovereignty extends to determining the
times and places where people live (Acts 17:26) and even the
rejection or salvation of individuals (Romans 9:13—22).

Yet, this plan also includes redemption through Jesus Christ. While
some stumble over him, others are raised up by him (Luke 2:34). All



things work together under God’s perfect will, revealing his justice,
mercy, and sovereign purpose for creation.

God’s Plan of Redemption

The Bible describes God’s plan, or “counsel,” as central to his work of
redeeming humanity. The New Testament uses several terms to
explain this plan, each highlighting a different aspect of God’s
purpose:

1. God’s Purpose: This shows that God’s actions in salvation are
not random but follow a specific, unchanging plan (Romans
8:28; Ephesians 1:11).

2. Election: God chooses some people for salvation—not everyone
is included, but many are saved through his purpose of election
(Romans 9:11; Ephesians 1:4).

3. Foreknowledge: This refers to God’s loving knowledge of
individuals, not just a general awareness of future events
(Romans 8:29; 1 Peter 1:2).

4. Predestination: This emphasizes the means by which God
brings those he has chosen to salvation, ensuring their destiny
aligns with his purpose (Ephesians 1:5; Acts 13:48).

These terms reflect how God’s work of redemption unfolds according
to his eternal plan. For example, Acts 13:48 tells us that those who
were “appointed to eternal life” believed—not because they were
naturally inclined or prepared themselves, but because God chose
them.

The Certainty of God’s Election

God’s purpose is never arbitrary or uncertain. His election is:



e Certain and Immutable: It cannot change because it rests on
God’s unchanging will.

e Specific and Personal: God knows and chooses individuals
for salvation.

« Well-Ordered: God uses specific means to accomplish his
goals, such as calling people through the gospel and shaping
their lives for holiness.

While the Bible often uses human history to illustrate God’s plan
(such as Isaac being chosen over Ishmael), the basis for these actions
lies outside of time, in God’s eternal will and good pleasure (Romans
9:11). Scripture repeatedly affirms that God’s choice is grounded in
his grace, love, and mercy, not in human effort or worthiness
(Ephesians 1:5, 9).

God’s Sovereignty in Election

Paul’s teaching in Romans 9 addresses objections to God’s
sovereignty. He explains that God, as Creator, has the absolute right
to determine the destiny of his creatures. Just as a potter shapes clay
into vessels for different purposes, God’s election is an expression of
his authority and freedom (Romans 9:21). Paul doesn’t try to prove
God’s fairness but appeals to his ultimate right as Creator. This
sovereignty includes showing mercy to some and hardening others,
as seen in examples like Pharaoh (Romans 9:17—18).

Election in the New Testament

The New Testament presents election in a more personal way than
the Old Testament. While Israel was chosen as a nation, the New
Testament emphasizes individuals who are "in Christ" as the elect.
These chosen ones form Christ’s body, the church, and their names



are written in the "Book of Life," signifying their inheritance of
eternal life (Revelation 20:12; Luke 10:20).

Election is not about earthly privileges but eternal blessings. Its
purpose includes:

 Holiness: God’s people are set apart for his glory (Ephesians
1:4).

e Adoption: They are made children of God (Ephesians 1:5).

o Salvation: They are saved and given eternal life (2
Thessalonians 2:13; Acts 13:48).

e Conformity to Christ: They are shaped to be like Jesus
(Romans 8:29).

e God’s Glory: All of this ultimately points back to God’s glory
(Ephesians 1:6, 12).

Paul’s teaching in Romans 9 also contrasts two groups: “the children
of the flesh” (those born into Israel physically) and “the children of
the promise” (those chosen by God’s grace). He describes them as
“vessels of honor” and “vessels of dishonor,” highlighting the
distinction between those who receive God’s mercy and those who
are hardened.

Augustine and the Pelagian Controversy

Throughout history, people have debated predestination (God’s
sovereign choice) and human free will. Philosophies outside
Christianity have swung between the idea that everything is
predetermined (determinism) and the idea that humans have
complete freedom. In Jewish thought, even in the state of sin,



humans are seen as free. In Islam, debates about predestination and
free will arose as well. Some Muslims argued that God’s will controls
everything absolutely, while others insisted that humans have real
freedom and that God’s justice, not just his power, is his defining
attribute.

Early Church Perspectives

In the early Christian church, faced with pagan fatalism (the belief
that everything is unchangeable) and Gnostic ideas, the focus was on
human freedom and responsibility. The early church generally
taught that humans, though affected by sin, were still free to accept
God’s grace. Predestination was seen as God foreknowing who would
believe and rewarding or punishing based on that foreknowledge.
Grace was understood as something that worked alongside human
will—people could accept or reject it, and their perseverance
depended on their cooperation with grace. Those who persevered
were seen as foreknown and predestined by God, but only because he
foresaw their choice to believe.

Pelagius’s Teaching

Pelagius, a British monk, took these ideas further. He taught that
since God is good and just, everything he creates, including human
nature, must also be good. Free will, Pelagius said, is God’s greatest
gift, enabling humans to choose between good and evil. According to
him, sin is always a choice of the will and never changes human
nature. Therefore:

1. Adam’s sin did not affect humanity’s moral condition; we are
born just as Adam was created.

2. There is no such thing as original sin, and death is a natural part
of life, not a penalty for sin.



3. Sin spreads by example, not inheritance, and humans can live
sinless lives by following good examples.

4. Grace is God’s help through the moral law and the teachings of
Christ, given to those who use their free will rightly.

5. Predestination is simply God’s foreknowledge of who will choose
to do good.

Pelagius’s ideas were further developed by his followers but were
ultimately rejected by the church as incompatible with Scripture.

Semi-Pelagianism

John Cassian, a later theologian, softened Pelagius’s teachings into
what is called Semi-Pelagianism. He taught that sin had indeed
corrupted human nature, but not entirely. Humans, though
spiritually sick, still had the ability to cooperate with God’s grace. He
compared humanity to a person who has fallen into a well and
cannot climb out alone but can grab a rope when it is thrown.
Predestination and reprobation (God’s choice to save or not save)
were explained as depending on God’s foreknowledge of how
individuals would respond to grace.

Augustine’s Response

Long before Pelagius, Augustine had already developed a biblical
doctrine of predestination based on his study of Paul’s Letter to the
Romans. He taught that:

1. Predestination is God’s choice, rooted in his grace, not
in human merit or foreseen faith. People are chosen to
believe, not because they believed beforehand.

2. All humans are born into a “condemned mass” because of sin
and are equally deserving of judgment. However, God, in his



mercy, chooses some to be saved.

3. This choice is entirely God’s sovereign will. He has the right to
make some "vessels of honor" and others "vessels of dishonor"
(Romans 9:21).

4. God’s grace ensures that those who are predestined will come to
faith, receive baptism, and persevere to the end. Perseverance is
the evidence of predestination.

Predestination and Reprobation

For Augustine, predestination also implied reprobation—the idea
that some are not chosen for salvation. This is not unjust because
God owes salvation to no one. Reprobation reveals God’s justice,
while predestination reveals his grace. Both display his divine glory.
God includes some who are not elect in the church to humble the
elect and remind them of their dependence on grace.

Ultimately, why God saves some and not others is a mystery known
only to him. He is not unjust, for he owes nothing to anyone.
Predestination is an act of mercy, and reprobation is an act of justice,
both of which demonstrate God’s holiness and wisdom.

The Condemnation of Pelagianism and Its Aftermath

Pelagianism, which denied humanity’s total dependence on God’s
grace, was officially condemned at the Council of Ephesus in 431.
However, debates about predestination and free will continued for
centuries, particularly between followers of Augustine and advocates
of Semi-Pelagianism. Augustine’s supporters emphasized humanity’s
total corruption due to sin and the absolute necessity of grace for
salvation. Semi-Pelagians, while recognizing the need for grace,
argued that human free will played a significant role in salvation.



The Synod of Orange (529) sought to clarify these issues. It affirmed:

1. Human Corruption: Sin affects the entire person, leaving
humanity incapable of true goodness apart from grace.

2. The Role of Grace: Faith begins and grows solely through the
work of God’s Spirit, not human effort or free will.

3. Free Will and Responsibility: Although weakened by sin,
free will is restored through grace. With Christ’s help, baptized
believers are obligated to cooperate with grace to achieve
salvation.

However, the Synod avoided addressing doctrines like absolute
predestination, irresistible grace, or the particularity of grace (that
grace is given only to some). This ambiguity led to future
controversies.

The Predestinarian Controversy

A major debate over predestination arose later, centered on
Gottschalk, who argued for a “double predestination”:

1. Predestination to Glory: God chooses some for eternal life
based solely on his sovereign will, not on foreseen faith or
merits.

2. Reprobation to Damnation: God permits others to remain
in their sin, but this is not the same as causing their sin.

Gottschalk’s opponents, including figures like Hincmar and Erigena,
rejected these views, favoring a Semi-Pelagian perspective. This
position gained the upper hand at the Synod of Quierzy in 853.
Despite this, many theologians defended Gottschalk’s ideas,
maintaining that salvation is entirely dependent on God’s sovereign
choice, not human effort.



Ongoing Divergences

The Synod of Valence (855) and later scholastic theologians carefully
distinguished between predestination and reprobation:

e Predestination to Glory: An act of God’s grace, independent
of human merit.
 Reprobation: Often divided into two types:

o Negative Reprobation: God’s sovereign decision not to
grant saving grace to some, made without reference to
foreseen sin.

o Positive Reprobation: God’s decision to permit sin and
its consequences, based on his foreknowledge.

In this context, passages like 1 Timothy 2:4 (“God desires all people
to be saved”) were interpreted narrowly, as referring to “all kinds of
people” rather than every individual. Similarly, the idea that Christ’s
atonement was universal was rejected, particularly in relation to
those who never heard of Christ or who actively opposed him.

The Roman Catholic Shift

Over time, Roman Catholic theology moved further from Augustine’s
emphasis on grace and predestination. Influenced by nominalism
(which focused on human choices) and Jesuit theology, the Roman
church adopted positions more aligned with Semi-Pelagianism. At
the Council of Trent, the Catholic Church officially formalized its
doctrines, further distancing itself from Augustine and the teachings
of Paul.

The Council of Trent, held by the Roman Catholic Church in the 16th
century, addressed critical issues like human sin, grace, free will, and
predestination. Its teachings reflect a careful balance between



emphasizing divine grace and human responsibility. Here are the
main points:

1.

Human Nature After Sin: While sin has weakened humanity,
free will is not entirely lost. Before being justified (made right
with God), humans can still perform naturally good actions that
are not sinful. However, these actions are not enough to achieve
salvation.

. The Need for Grace: Because of original sin, humans are

incapable of pleasing God in a supernatural sense, such as
having faith, hope, or love, or attaining eternal life. To be saved,
they require divine grace—grace that comes from the Holy
Spirit’s work in their hearts.

.Grace Given Through Baptism and the Gospel: For

children, this grace is received through baptism. For adults, it
begins with God calling them through the gospel and the
illumination of the Holy Spirit. This grace is a gift from God,
given freely and without human merit.

. Grace Can Be Resisted: Although God’s grace works to stir

and assist humans, it does not compel them. People remain free
to accept or reject it. If they accept and cooperate with grace,
they can prepare themselves for justification (being made right
with God) and receive it through baptism.

. Maintaining Justification: Once justified, grace can still be

lost through sin. However, if it is preserved, it enables people to
do good works, which contribute to their eternal reward.

.Rejection of Absolute Predestination: Trent rejected

Augustine’s teaching of absolute predestination (the idea that



God unconditionally chooses some for salvation and others for
condemnation). The council emphasized that Christ’s atonement
was made for all people, and salvation is offered to all who
accept it. Predestination, in this view, is based on God’s
foreknowledge of who will freely accept his grace.

Theological Tensions on Predestination

The Catholic Church has historically struggled to harmonize two
seemingly contradictory ideas:

1. God desires the salvation of all people and offers grace
universally.

2. Salvation ultimately depends on how individuals respond to
God’s grace, with some choosing to reject it.

Over time, a distinction emerged in Catholic theology:

» Predestination to Grace: This refers to God’s provision of
grace to individuals, enabling them to believe and live
righteously.

» Predestination to Glory: This refers to the ultimate salvation
of individuals who persevere in grace.

These two types of predestination are not necessarily connected.
Someone might receive the grace of justification but later lose it
through sin, failing to reach eternal glory. This separation was not
recognized by early theologians like Anselm and Thomas Aquinas
but has become more common in Catholic teaching.

Summary of the Council’s Approach

The Council of Trent emphasized:



e Grace is essential for salvation, but humans retain the freedom
to cooperate with or resist it.

e Predestination is rooted in God’s foreknowledge of how
individuals will use their free will and respond to grace.

» Salvation is made possible for all, but it is not guaranteed for
anyone unless they persevere in grace.

This teaching reflects a deliberate rejection of the more deterministic
views of predestination associated with Augustine and later
Protestant reformers.

Predestination to Grace

All Christians agree, in contrast to Pelagianism (which claims
humans can earn salvation), that God’s grace is unmerited.
Predestination to receive grace does not depend on any foreseen
merits or good deeds. This grace comes before human will and action
—it is what theologians call “prevenient grace,” meaning grace that
comes first to prepare the way (Romans 9:16; John 6:44). Since
predestination to grace is the starting point of salvation, it can rightly
be said that the entire process of predestination is an act of grace,
freely given by God.

However, this grace follows a certain order. According to some (like
the Molinists, followers of theologian Luis de Molina), God foresees
that some people will use this repeatedly offered grace well, and he
decides to give them more grace as a result. They also believe that
saints, through their prayers and merits, can obtain grace for others.
Christ, above all, is the ultimate cause of our predestination.

In contrast, Augustinians and Thomists (followers of Augustine and
Thomas Aquinas) teach that God’s predestination to glory (eternal



salvation) is absolute. God chooses some for salvation purely by his
sovereign will, apart from their merits. After choosing them, he
works in their hearts through grace so they can live in a way that
leads to salvation.

Predestination to Glory

The Molinists argue that predestination to glory is based on God’s
foreknowledge of who will do good and respond to his grace. In other
words, God predestines individuals to eternal life because he foresees
their future merits and faith.

Reprobation (God’s Choice Not to Save Some)

Theologians differ on the nature of reprobation, which refers to
God’s decision to withhold salvation from some people. Here are the
key views:

1. Augustinians and Thomists:

o Some teach that reprobation comes after the fall into sin. In
this view, God justly leaves sinners in their fallen state
because of their sin.

o Others distinguish between two parts of reprobation:

= A negative decree, where God sovereignly decides
not to save some people.
» A positive decree, where God allows sin to occur and
punishes it justly.
2. Molinists:

o The Molinists reject the idea that God decrees reprobation
apart from sin. They argue that God desires the salvation of
all people and only punishes those whose sin and unbelief



he foresees. For them, reprobation is always based on God’s
foreknowledge of human actions, not on an unconditional
decision by God.

Some theologians, such as Hincmar of Reims, take a softer view,
arguing that God predestines punishment for the wicked but not the
wicked themselves for punishment.

Summary

e Predestination to grace and glory emphasizes God’s sovereignty,
but views differ on whether it is based purely on God’s will
(Augustinians and Thomists) or on foreseen merits (Molinists).

e Reprobation, or God’s decision not to save some, is explained
differently:

o Augustine’s followers see it as part of God’s justice, leaving
sinners in their guilt.

o Molinists base it on God’s foreknowledge of human choices,
rejecting the idea that God unconditionally decides to
withhold salvation.

These theological discussions reflect attempts to balance God’s
sovereignty with human responsibility, showing both the richness
and complexity of Christian teaching on grace and salvation.

The Reformation’s Return to Paul and
Augustine

The Reformation rediscovered the teachings of Paul and Augustine
on God’s sovereign election, using this doctrine to counter the



Pelagian tendencies in the Roman Catholic Church, which
emphasized human effort in salvation. All the Reformers—Luther,
Zwingli, and Calvin—were initially united on this point. Early in his
ministry, Martin Luther vigorously defended the doctrine of
predestination, emphasizing that salvation is entirely the result of
God’s grace and not human merit. This conviction aligned with his
teaching that humans, because of their sinful nature, are powerless
to do spiritual good without divine intervention.

However, Luther’s focus shifted over time. In his debates with the
Anabaptists, he emphasized God’s work through the Word and
sacraments, which he saw as the means by which grace is made
available. While he never denied predestination, Luther increasingly
concentrated on the revealed aspects of God’s will—his desire to save
through the gospel—rather than exploring the hidden decrees of
God’s sovereignty. He refrained from speculative discussions about
predestination and chose to emphasize justification by faith as the
heart of the Christian message.

Melanchthon’s Shift Toward Synergism

Philip Melanchthon, Luther’s close collaborator, initially upheld the
same view of predestination, as seen in the first edition of his Loci
Communes (1521) and his commentary on Romans 9. However, from
1527 onward, Melanchthon increasingly moved toward synergism
—the idea that salvation involves a cooperative effort between God’s
grace and human will. In later editions of the Loci (beginning in
1535) and the revised Augsburg Confession (Confessio Augustana
variata, 1540), Melanchthon openly taught that humans play a role
in responding to God’s grace. This synergistic teaching, which
emphasized human responsibility, was a departure from the original
Reformation emphasis on God’s sovereign election.



Melanchthon’s synergism was firmly rejected by the “true”
Lutherans, such as Flacius and others, who upheld the teaching that
faith is entirely a gift of God. These Lutherans insisted that humans,
by nature, are incapable of spiritual good and that salvation depends
solely on God’s sovereign grace.

Lutheran Perspectives on Predestination

The Formula of Concord (1577), a key Lutheran confessional
document, affirmed humanity’s total dependence on grace. It
declared that human will is bound by sin and incapable of good apart
from God. It also taught that election to salvation is unconditional
and based solely on God’s will. However, the Formula avoided
detailed discussions of predestination, emphasizing instead God’s
universal will to save as revealed in the gospel. The focus was placed
on faith and unbelief as secondary causes, with unbelief being the
sole reason for human condemnation. While the Formula did not
deny election, it left the relationship between predestination and
God’s foreknowledge somewhat open to interpretation.

Tensions and Developments

Over time, Lutheran theologians wrestled with the relationship
between God’s sovereignty and human responsibility. Some, like
Aegidius Hunnius, distinguished between:

 Foreknowledge: God’s awareness of all future events,
including human choices.

e Predestination: God’s gracious choice to save individuals,
based entirely on Christ’s merits.

This distinction allowed Lutherans to affirm that salvation is entirely
by grace, while human condemnation (reprobation) is due to sin and



unbelief. Some Lutheran theologians introduced the idea of God’s
will in two parts:

1. Antecedent Will: God’s universal desire for all people to be
saved.

2. Consequent Will: God’s determination to save only those who
believe, based on his foreknowledge of their faith.

This approach sought to balance the seriousness of God’s desire for
universal salvation with the reality that not all respond in faith.

Key Takeaways

o The Reformation, led by Luther and others, emphasized God’s
sovereign grace in salvation, rejecting any role for human merit.

e Melanchthon’s shift toward synergism represented a departure
from this emphasis, introducing the idea that humans cooperate
with God’s grace.

e Lutheran confessions like the Formula of Concord upheld the
bondage of human will and the unconditional nature of election
while focusing on God’s universal offer of salvation in the gospel.

The Lutheran Shift and the Reformed
Commitment to Predestination

After the Synod of Dort (1618—-1619) condemned the Remonstrants
(followers of Arminianism), many Lutherans began to feel uneasy,
believing that their own teachings on grace and free will had also
been rejected. Over time, Lutheran theologians increasingly aligned
with the Remonstrant view on predestination.

1. The Lutheran Approach to Predestination:



o They taught an antecedent will of God, meaning that
God desires the salvation of all people. Christ’s death was
for everyone, and the gospel is offered universally.

o They also taught a consequent will of God, where God
grants salvation only to those whose faith in Christ he
foresees, while those who resist grace are left to perish.

By the 18th century, the focus on God’s universal will to save had
largely overshadowed any emphasis on his sovereign -choice.
Predestination was reinterpreted as God’s general plan to save all
humanity through faith in Christ. Thinkers like Herder celebrated
the disappearance of debates over grace, considering them outdated.
Philosophers such as Kant even suggested that human moral ability
was sufficient to fulfill God’s requirements without needing to
address predestination.

2. The Reformed Commitment:

o Unlike the Lutherans, the Reformed churches remained
committed to the teaching of sovereign election. They
upheld the centrality of God’s grace in salvation, rejecting
any idea that human free will could contribute to salvation.

o Zwingli grounded predestination not only in human
sinfulness but also in the very nature of God. Calvin, deeply
influenced by Paul’s Letter to the Romans, developed this
doctrine further, emphasizing human inability and God’s
sovereign choice.

Calvin’s writings, including his Institutes of the Christian Religion
and various treatises, robustly defended the doctrine against critics
like Albert Pighius and others. His work helped ensure that
predestination became a core teaching in all Reformed churches.

Differences Among Reformed Confessions



While the Reformed churches universally affirmed predestination,
there were variations in how the doctrine was presented:

e Minimal Mentions: Some confessions, like Calvin’s Genevan
Catechism and the Heidelberg Catechism, only briefly reference
election.

» Moderate Expressions: Documents like the Second Helvetic
Confession and the Anglican Articles emphasize predestination
to life while presenting it in a balanced and restrained manner.

« More Detailed Statements: The most explicit and rigorous
formulations of predestination are found in documents like the
Canons of Dort, the Irish Articles of 1615, and the Westminster
Confession. These confessions present a clear and detailed
understanding of God’s sovereign election and reprobation.

Key Takeaways

1. The Lutherans gradually distanced themselves from their
original position on predestination, favoring a view that
emphasized God’s universal desire to save everyone and made
election dependent on human faith.

2. The Reformed churches, following leaders like Zwingli and
Calvin, upheld God’s absolute sovereignty in salvation,
emphasizing that faith itself is a gift of God’s grace.

3. While all Reformed confessions affirm predestination, they
differ in how explicitly and extensively they address it, ranging
from brief references to detailed doctrinal formulations.

This distinction highlights the steadfast commitment of the
Reformed tradition to God’s sovereign grace, even as other
theological movements shifted toward a more human-centered
understanding of salvation.



Approaches to Predestination: A Matter of Perspective

Among theologians, there have been differing approaches to the
doctrine of predestination. Some, concerned about how the doctrine
might be misunderstood or misused, approached it from the
perspective of human experience. They began with the evidence of
faith and conversion in a believer’s life and then reasoned back to
God’s eternal election. This perspective viewed the doctrine of
election as a source of comfort and assurance for those who believe.
Theologians like Bullinger, Ursinus, and Olevianus often followed
this approach.

However, this does not mean they disagreed with the core Calvinistic
understanding of predestination. All these theologians clearly
affirmed the doctrine of God’s sovereign election. Even Calvin
himself, known for emphasizing predestination, was cautious in
discussing it. For instance, he omitted it entirely from his Genevan
Catechism. Similarly, Reformed confessions, such as the Canons of
Dort and the Westminster Confession, warn against delving too
deeply into speculative or “curious” inquiries about this doctrine.

Two Ways of Addressing Predestination

Historically, theologians have approached predestination in two
ways:

1. From Effect to Cause (A Posteriori): This method begins
with faith and salvation in the believer’s life and then traces
them back to God’s eternal election. It emphasizes the
experience of grace and uses election as a foundation for
assurance. Paul’s writings in Romans 9—11 and Ephesians 1:3—-6
sometimes reflect this approach, as they move from God’s work
in salvation to the underlying reality of election.



2. From Cause to Effect (A Priori): This method starts with
God’s eternal decree of election and sees it as the source of all
the benefits of salvation. It recognizes election as the foundation
of faith and grace. For the Reformed tradition, this approach
reflects the deep conviction that salvation begins with God’s
sovereign will, rooted in his eternal purpose for his glory.

Over time, the Reformed tradition generally adopted the a priori
method, placing predestination under the doctrine of God. This
approach highlights that predestination is not just about humanity’s
salvation (an anthropological or soteriological concern) but is
ultimately about the glory and honor of God (a theological concern).

The Reformed Focus on God’s Glory

The Reformed tradition emphasizes that predestination is grounded
in God’s revelation in Scripture, not in philosophical speculation. For
the Reformed, the primary concern is not merely human salvation
but the honor and majesty of God. This theological focus ensures that
predestination is understood as part of God’s overarching plan to
glorify himself, rather than being reduced to a dry or abstract theory.

True faith is essential to fully grasp and affirm not only the doctrine
of election but all other teachings about God, such as the Trinity or
humanity’s sinfulness. The Reformed tradition insists that theology
must present the truth as God reveals it in Scripture, not just as
believers experience it in their lives. By beginning with God’s eternal
purpose, the Reformed approach safeguards the ultimate purpose of
all doctrine: the glory of God.

Key Takeaways



. Two Methods: Some theologians start with human experience
and trace it back to election (a posteriori), while others start
with God’s decree and see it as the source of all saving benefits
(a priori).

. Reformed Perspective: The Reformed tradition prioritizes
God’s glory in all things, emphasizing that salvation flows from
God’s eternal purpose, not human effort or merit.

. Theological Sobriety: Reformed theologians handle
predestination with caution, avoiding speculation while
affirming its central role in glorifying God.

Supra- and Infralapsarianism:
Understanding God’s Eternal Plan

A significant debate among Reformed theologians centered on the
order of God’s decrees in salvation, particularly concerning
predestination. This disagreement, known as supralapsarianism
and infralapsarianism, examines whether God’s decisions about
election and reprobation (choosing some for salvation and passing
over others) came before or after the fall into sin.

The Pelagian View vs. Augustine’s Perspective

The Pelagian view, rejected by Augustine and the Reformed,
proposed the following order:

1. God decreed to create humanity.

2. Based on foreseeing humanity’s fall, God decreed to send Christ
to provide salvation for all people and offer sufficient grace for
salvation to everyone.



3. Based on foreseen faith or unbelief, God chose some for eternal
life and condemned others to eternal punishment.

Augustine’s view was fundamentally different. He taught that:

1. God’s will is the ultimate cause of all things. Nothing happens
apart from his will, even when he permits sin.

2. God permits the fall, not passively but actively, in line with his
sovereign will.

3. Election (God choosing some for salvation) and reprobation
(passing over others) are acts of God’s justice and mercy, not
based on foreseen actions but on his sovereign good pleasure.

For Augustine, reprobation is rooted in humanity’s sinfulness. All
people belong to a “corrupt mass” because of original sin, which is
sufficient grounds for reprobation. God’s justice demands
punishment for sin, but his mercy saves some, though none deserve
it.

Infralapsarianism and Augustine’s Order of Decrees

Augustine typically followed an infralapsarian perspective,
meaning that election and reprobation presuppose humanity’s fallen
state. He saw reprobation as an act of divine justice, where God
passes over some sinners while saving others. Reprobation is not
based on specific sins but on humanity’s inherited guilt from original
sin. However, actual sins contribute to the degree of punishment.

At the same time, Augustine emphasized God’s sovereign will as the
ultimate explanation for election and reprobation. God’s choice to
save one person and not another is rooted in his divine good
pleasure: "He has mercy on whom he wills, and he hardens whom he
wills" (Romans 9:18).



The Means of Salvation

For Augustine, predestination includes not just the ultimate goal
(eternal glory) but also the means to that goal, such as calling, faith,
baptism, and perseverance. Those whom God elects are guaranteed
to receive the grace necessary for salvation. Election is entirely
unmerited—it is not based on foreseen faith or good works, nor even
for Christ’s sake. Instead, Christ himself was predestined as part of
God’s eternal plan to bring grace to the elect.

A Balanced View of Reprobation

Augustine treated reprobation primarily as God’s decision to pass by
or abandon some sinners, allowing them to remain in their sin. He
rarely connected reprobation directly to God’s active predestination,
focusing instead on election as God’s work of grace. For Augustine,
election always leads to glory and includes everything necessary for
salvation, while reprobation reflects God’s justice in leaving some in
their fallen state.

Many theologians following Augustine eventually developed a view
called double predestination, which includes both election (God’s
choice to save some) and reprobation (God’s decision to pass over
others). However, these two aspects are not identical. Election is an
act of God’s mercy, while reprobation involves both a negative and a
positive aspect:

» Negative Reprobation: This refers to God’s decision not to
elect certain individuals. It is an act of sovereignty, made before
the fall, and is not based on any foreseen sins.

» Positive Reprobation: This follows the fall and involves God’s
just decision to condemn sinners for their guilt.



This distinction was common among theologians like Luther,
Zwingli, and Calvin, as well as others in the Reformed tradition.
While critics, particularly Roman Catholics, have accused the
Reformers of teaching that God predestines people to sin, this
accusation was largely an attempt to defend their own semi-Pelagian
views, which emphasize human cooperation in salvation.

The Reformed Understanding of Predestination

The Reformers built on Augustine’s teaching, making some
adjustments while remaining true to its central ideas:

1. Election as the Source of Faith and Good Works:
Election is not based on foreseen merits but is the very
foundation of faith and good works.

2. Reprobation as Sovereignty, Not Justice: Negative
reprobation is not an act of divine justice but an act of
sovereignty, occurring before any consideration of sin. It
involves God allowing some to remain in their fallen state.

3. Positive Reprobation Accounts for Sin: Positive
reprobation considers the guilt of sin and leads to just
punishment.

4. Permission and Foreknowledge: The Reformers
acknowledged the terms "permission” and "foreknowledge" but
emphasized that these should not be understood as God
passively allowing events to unfold. God actively wills to permit
sin, and even this permission is part of his sovereign plan.

Despite these distinctions, the Reformers agreed that predestination
ultimately reflects God’s sovereign will. For them, election and
reprobation are acts of divine sovereignty, made prior to
considerations of the fall, sin, or Christ’s work of redemption. This
perspective is called supralapsarianism.



Calvin’s Caution and Pastoral Emphasis

While Calvin often argued from a supralapsarian perspective, he
frequently adopted an infralapsarian tone when addressing the
practical concerns of believers. Calvin emphasized that reprobates
should not blame God’s decree for their condemnation but instead
look to their own sin as the cause. In his view:

e All people are guilty because of sin, but God, in his mercy,
chooses to save some while justly allowing others to face the
punishment they deserve.

e The fall of humanity in Adam is the immediate cause of
reprobation. God only "hates" the sin in humanity, not humanity
itself apart from sin.

Calvin believed that grounding election and reprobation in the fall
was both theologically sound and spiritually beneficial. It fosters
faith and humility, reminding believers of their dependence on God’s
grace. However, Calvin also acknowledged that sin is not the
ultimate cause of reprobation. The deeper explanation lies in God’s
sovereign will. God’s permission of the fall, for example, was not
something forced upon him but an act he freely willed because it
served his purposes.

The Sovereignty of God

The Reformed view rejects the idea that God passively observes
human actions and then decides whom to elect or reject based on
foreseen choices. God’s decrees of election and reprobation flow
from his eternal and sovereign plan. He freely permitted the fall
because it was part of his good and wise purposes, even though we
may not fully understand why.



God’s Sovereignty Over the Fall and Salvation

The Reformed tradition teaches that Adam’s fall, sin, and all evil in
the world were not only foreseen by God but also, in some sense,
willed and permitted by him as part of his greater plan. Though this
plan remains mysterious to us, it must exist because God’s purposes
are never arbitrary. Calvin acknowledged this when responding to
objections from Pighius, who argued that Calvin’s view required God
to have distinguished between the elect (those chosen for salvation)
and the reprobate (those passed over) even before the fall. Calvin
agreed in part, explaining that while sin is the immediate cause of
reprobation, the ultimate cause lies in God’s sovereign will.

Calvin’s writings often alternate between two perspectives:

e Supralapsarianism: The belief that God’s decrees of election
and reprobation logically precede his decrees to create and
permit the fall.

e Infralapsarianism: The belief that election and reprobation
logically follow God’s decree to permit the fall, focusing on
humanity’s fallen condition as the context for these decrees.

Both views are seen as valid within the Reformed tradition, and
theologians have generally allowed both positions to coexist.
Supralapsarian theologians typically emphasize the glory of God’s
sovereignty but do not seek to impose their view on others.

The Supralapsarian Order of God’s Decrees

In supralapsarian thought, God’s eternal plan follows a specific
order:



1. The Ultimate Purpose: God first determined that the purpose
of all creation and history would be to display his attributes,
particularly his mercy and justice. This purpose would be
fulfilled through the eternal joy of the elect and the just
punishment of the reprobate.

2. The Creation of Humanity: To achieve this purpose, God
decreed the creation of human beings, capable of falling into sin
and in need of redemption.

3. The Fall of Humanity: God permitted Adam, the head of the
human race, to fall into sin, bringing guilt and corruption to all
his descendants.

4. Election and Reprobation: God decreed to save some (the
elect) through his mercy and to demonstrate his justice by
leaving others (the reprobate) in their sin.

This sequence places election and reprobation before the fall, making
them part of God’s sovereign plan from the very beginning. Both the
salvation of the elect and the condemnation of the reprobate reveal
God’s glory.

Union with Christ in Election

A potential issue with supralapsarianism is how it accounts for
Christ’s role in salvation. Reformed theology emphasizes that Christ
and the church are united in one eternal decree. However, in the
supralapsarian framework, the decrees of creation and the fall could
seem to separate the election of the church (God’s people) from the
election of Christ (their Savior).

The theologian Comrie addressed this concern by teaching that the
election of the church and Christ cannot be separated. In God’s
eternal plan, the elect were chosen for union with Christ before the
decrees of creation and the fall. When God decreed the fall, Christ—



already chosen as the head of the church—was simultaneously
chosen as the mediator who would redeem the elect. This teaching
affirms that Christ and his church are inseparably united in God’s
eternal purposes.

Key Takeaways

1. God’s Sovereign Plan: Adam’s fall and human sin were part
of God’s eternal plan to reveal his mercy and justice. Though the
reasons for this plan are beyond our understanding, they reflect
God’s wisdom and glory.

2. Election and Reprobation: In supralapsarianism, God’s
decrees to elect some and pass over others precede his decrees
to create and permit the fall. This highlights God’s sovereignty in
salvation.

3. Christ and the Church: The election of Christ as Savior and
the church as his people are inseparably united. God’s plan for
salvation always includes both the elect and Christ as their
mediator.

Debates on Supralapsarianism and
Infralapsarianism

The question of whether God’s decrees of election and reprobation
come before or after the fall (the distinction between
supralapsarianism and infralapsarianism) was a subject of
significant debate in the Reformed churches. However, the churches
consistently leaned toward infralapsarianism, which considers
election and reprobation within the context of humanity’s fallen



state. No Reformed confession officially adopts the supralapsarian
view.

At the Synod of Dort (1618-1619), some theologians, such as
Gomarus and Maccovius, supported supralapsarianism. Others,
including the delegates from South Holland, Overijssel, and
Friesland, preferred not to take a definitive stance, seeking a
formulation acceptable to both sides. Ultimately, the Synod
described election in infralapsarian terms, stating that God chose
certain individuals from “the whole human race, which had fallen by
its own fault into sin and ruin.” This description intentionally
avoided rejecting supralapsarianism outright, recognizing that some
respected theologians—such as Calvin and Beza—had occasionally
used strong language that sounded supralapsarian.

Controversy Over Harsh Expressions

The Synod faced challenges from the Remonstrants (Arminians),
who seized upon certain harsh statements made by some Reformed
theologians. These included claims like:

» God created some people specifically to be damned.
e God predestined people to sin or caused them to sin.
e God acts insincerely in calling people he does not intend to save.

These statements were often taken out of context or exaggerated, and
the Synod was careful to avoid such language. Delegates from
England, Bremen, and Hesse even urged the Synod to formally
condemn these harsh expressions. However, the Synod resisted
outright condemnation for several reasons:

1. Scripture itself sometimes uses strong language when speaking
of God’s sovereignty.



2. These expressions, when read in their original context, might
not be as severe as they appear.

3. Responsibility for these statements rested with individual
theologians, not the church as a whole.

Instead, the Synod issued a general warning against using such harsh
expressions, without explicitly naming or condemning them. While
the Synod did not adopt supralapsarianism into its confession, it also
did not condemn it.

The Westminster Assembly’s Approach

Similarly, the Westminster Assembly (1643-1649) deliberately
avoided taking sides between the supralapsarian and infralapsarian
positions. By leaving the issue open, it allowed for freedom of
opinion within the Reformed tradition.

A Balanced View

Although infralapsarianism became the official position in Reformed
confessions and was often emphasized in preaching,
supralapsarianism continued to have its advocates. Those who
favored it usually acknowledged the validity of the infralapsarian
view and accepted its prominence in the church’s official teachings.
This openness reflects the Reformed tradition’s effort to maintain
unity while allowing for differing theological perspectives on this
profound and complex topic.

Opposition to Predestination

The doctrine of predestination, even in its milder forms, faced
resistance early on. Critics such as Erasmus and others during the
Reformation, as well as groups like the Socinians, rejected



predestination entirely. Instead, the Socinians taught that God
decrees to save those who keep his commandments and punishes
those who don’t, emphasizing human free will even at the cost of
denying God’s perfect knowledge.

In the Netherlands, theologians like Arminius criticized the
Reformed view of predestination. Arminius argued that God’s
election was based on foreseeing who would, by grace, believe in
Christ and persevere in faith. While he affirmed the necessity of
grace, Arminius and his followers (the Remonstrants) taught that
this grace could be resisted, leaving the ultimate choice of salvation
in human hands. Over time, this emphasis on human responsibility
shifted the focus away from God’s sovereignty and made individuals
the final arbiters of their destiny.

The Spread of Arminianism

Arminian ideas influenced many groups, including the school at
Saumur in France, where Amyraut proposed a compromise. He
suggested that God first decreed to save all who believe in Christ but,
knowing that no one could believe on their own, also decreed to give
faith to some. However, this "double decree" effectively elevated the
universal offer of salvation above God’s specific election. Though
condemned by the Formula Consensus (1675), Amyraut’s ideas had a
lasting impact and contributed to growing Arminian trends in the
17th and 18th centuries. Movements like Methodism, Deism, and
others reflected elements of Arminian theology, emphasizing human
choice in salvation. Only a few theologians, such as Jonathan
Edwards in North America, stood firmly against these trends,
defending the Reformed understanding of predestination.

Modern Challenges to Predestination



By the 19th century, new ways of thinking—like determinism in
philosophy—offered alternative explanations for human behavior.
Determinism, whether rooted in pantheism (the belief that all is
God) or materialism (which denies God’s role), reduced human life
to blind fate and natural processes. Though superficially similar to
predestination, determinism left no room for a wise and sovereign
God governing history.

Some modern theologians misunderstood predestination as
deterministic and argued against it, saying that every person is
equally destined for both good and evil. Others, like Schleiermacher,
softened the idea of reprobation (God’s passing over some) and
suggested that, under different circumstances, everyone could
eventually be saved.

New Approaches to Predestination

Modern theology often attempts to reinterpret or escape the
traditional doctrine of predestination:

1. Predestination as Historical Reality: Some argue that
God’s decrees are not eternal decisions but are worked out in
history. In this view, God’s election and reprobation are not
preordained but simply reflect what happens in time. However,
this collapses the distinction between God and the world,
turning theism (belief in a personal God) into pantheism (where
God and creation are indistinguishable).

2. Predestination of the Church, Not Individuals: Others
propose that God’s election is focused on groups—such as
nations or the church—rather than individuals. According to this
view, God calls nations and individuals over time, as they
become receptive to Christianity. This approach sees



predestination as part of God’s providential guidance in history
rather than an eternal and specific decree.

Key Takeaways

1. Arminian Influence: The emphasis on human free will in
Arminianism gradually shifted responsibility for salvation from
God to humanity, diminishing God’s sovereignty.

2. Philosophical Challenges: Modern determinism often
misinterprets predestination, confusing it with an impersonal
fate rather than a wise, sovereign plan rooted in God’s glory.

3. Alternative Theologies: Some modern approaches redefine
predestination as historical processes or apply it to groups
rather than individuals, often downplaying God’s eternal
decrees.

4. The Reformed Commitment: Despite opposition and
reinterpretation, the Reformed tradition continues to affirm
predestination as an eternal and sovereign act of God that
secures salvation for his people.

The Scope of God’s Decree

God’s election—his choice of one people or individual—is not meant
to harm others but to ultimately benefit them. Not everyone can be
first, but those who are temporarily set aside may come to faith later,
either in this life or possibly in the life to come. God’s decree of
reprobation (passing over some) does not actively exclude anyone
from salvation. Instead, eternal ruin is tied to persistent human
resistance and rejection of God’s grace.



Some theologians add to this understanding by proposing that God
decrees to save those whose faith and perseverance he foresees and
to punish those who reject him. In this view, human free will is
central, but opinions differ on its source:

1. Natural Free Will: Some argue that humans have the power
to accept or reject grace as part of their created nature or
through God’s general guidance in life.

2. Grace Through Baptism or Preaching: Others believe this
power arises from the grace received in baptism or through the
proclamation of the law and gospel.

3. Cooperation Between Will and Grace: A third view
suggests that God gives grace to those who earnestly use their
natural abilities and diligently study his Word.

This emphasis on human responsibility has led some to reject the
doctrine of election, particularly its implications for those who never
hear the gospel or for children who die in infancy. In revising the
Westminster Confession, some churches sought to balance God’s
sovereignty with his universal love.

God’s Counsel: His Eternal Plan

The Bible teaches that everything in creation and history unfolds
according to God’s eternal plan, which reflects his wisdom and will.
From the grandeur of creation (Genesis 1, Proverbs 8) to the events
of salvation (Ephesians 1:11, Acts 2:23), all things are rooted in God’s
counsel. This counsel is not passive foreknowledge or a plan that
might fail—it is both God’s intelligence and his will in action.

Just as humans deliberate and plan before acting, so God, in a far
greater way, acts with purpose and intention. Nothing comes into
being apart from his knowledge and will. Even the rational order of



the world reflects the wisdom of its Creator. If the world is filled with
intelligence and purpose, it points to the supreme intelligence and
purpose of God.

God’s Eternal Plan

The Bible describes God’s plan—his eternal counsel—in various
ways: as his thoughts, will, purpose, decree, and predestination.
What God speaks, he brings to pass, and his purposes are always
accomplished. His counsel is effective, unchanging, and independent
of anything outside himself. However, we must distinguish between
God’s eternal decree (his internal, timeless decision) and its
execution in time. God’s counsel is not a past event but an eternal
act, always active and present, grounded in his perfect will and
wisdom.

God’s plan is not the result of deliberation or indecision. It is not a
blueprint waiting to be implemented but the ongoing activity of
God’s will, inseparable from his very being. Everything that exists
and occurs is part of this eternal counsel, which is far beyond the
limitations of human time.

Creation as a Reflection of God’s Glory

God’s plan encompasses all creation. Though it flows from his being,
it is not the same as his being. The created world serves as a stage to
display God’s glory and attributes in ways creatures can understand.
Creation reflects God’s wisdom, power, and beauty, though only in a
limited and finite way. It is like a mirror, showing a faithful but
incomplete image of God.

All that exists does so because of God’s will and decree. Creation’s
existence is grounded in his good pleasure and sovereignty. Beyond



this, we cannot go. The ultimate reason for everything is simply that
God willed it to be.

God’s Plan as the Model for Creation

God’s eternal counsel serves as both the efficient cause (bringing
things into being) and the exemplary cause (the model for
creation). Humans can only conceive of things after they exist, but
with God, the idea of something comes first. His plan determines the
existence and form of all things. Just as Moses built the tabernacle
based on the pattern shown to him by God, so all creation is shaped
according to God’s eternal design.

A Unified and Simple Decree

God’s counsel is a single, unified plan. Although it unfolds in time as
a multitude of events and actions, it is one complete and eternal
vision in God’s mind. The Westminster Confession wisely uses
the word "decree" in the singular, reflecting this unity. However,
from our human perspective, the unfolding of God’s plan in time can
appear as many separate decrees. This language is acceptable as long
as we remember that these “many decrees” are all connected and
rooted in God’s single, eternal counsel.

The Unfolding of God’s Plan in Time

Just as an artist realizes a complete vision gradually, God’s eternal
plan is revealed to us in time and space. Through this unfolding, we
come to see God’s wisdom, love, and infinite riches. While God’s
counsel is singular and eternal, it unfolds in history in ways we can
understand, teaching us more about his nature and purposes.

Key Takeaways



1. God’s Plan is Eternal: It is not bound by time but is an
ongoing and active expression of his will.

2. Creation Reflects God’s Glory: The world is a limited but
faithful display of God’s attributes, designed to glorify him.

3.0ne Unified Purpose: God’s plan is singular, though it
appears to us as many actions and events over time.

4. God’s Sovereignty: Everything exists because God willed it,
and his purposes are always accomplished.

Providence: God's Sovereign Plan

God’s providence refers to his eternal plan and ongoing work of
governing all things. Originally, the term “providence” meant simply
“foreseeing” or “planning in advance.” In theology, it came to mean
the way God orders everything in creation toward his purposes. Early
theologians often discussed providence as part of God’s eternal
decree, his plan that encompasses all things. Over time, however,
“providence” came to describe God’s active preservation and
governance of the world.

This plan is not limited to the eternal destiny of people and angels
(predestination) but includes the ordering of all creation.
Predestination is a particular aspect of God’s broader providence,
which governs the entire universe. As Zwingli put it, “Providence is
the parent of predestination.” All creation, from the vastness of the
heavens to the smallest details of life, exists and operates under
God’s wise and sovereign guidance.

God’s Providence in Creation



Everything in creation—from the cycles of day and night to the
diversity of living creatures—reflects God’s perfect order and
wisdom. The seasons, the movement of the stars, and the differences
among creatures all point to God’s sovereign will. This extends even
to humanity, including our physical differences, social positions, and
individual talents. All these distinctions arise from God’s good
pleasure and reflect his purposes.

God’s will is the ultimate reason behind the existence of anything.
The fact that creatures exist and that they are as they are is solely
because of God’s will. As Augustine once remarked, if animals could
complain to their Creator about being different from humans, their
argument would seem absurd. Creatures have only two choices: to
acknowledge their dependence on God as Creator or to rebel and lose
their true nature as created beings.

Providence in the Moral World

While many accept that God’s counsel governs the physical world,
resistance often arises when it comes to the moral realm. Some argue
that human freedom and moral responsibility require independence
from God’s control. Pelagius, for example, attempted to draw a line
between the natural world (governed by God) and the moral world
(governed by human free will). He sought to make the moral sphere
independent of God’s counsel.

However, this division is both unscriptural and impractical.
Scripture consistently teaches that God’s plan encompasses
everything, including human actions—both good and evil. There is
no part of creation or human activity outside God’s governance.
Nature and morality are distinct but inseparably connected. God’s
plan governs the world as a unified whole.



Rejecting a Divided View of Providence

Separating the natural and moral worlds would lead to significant
problems:

1. Contrary to Scripture: The Bible shows that God’s
providence extends to all things, including human actions and
decisions.

2. Unworkable in Reality: Nature and morality are intertwined.
Human decisions are influenced by natural conditions, and
God’s providence extends to both spheres seamlessly.

3. Limits God’s Sovereignty: If any part of the world were
independent of God’s plan, it would fall into the hands of chance
or human caprice. This would undermine God’s knowledge,
power, and will, leading to a diminished view of God.

If God and humanity are seen as competitors, with one gaining
freedom at the expense of the other, this diminishes God and
elevates human autonomy to a dangerous degree. Such thinking
leads to deism (a distant, uninvolved God) or even atheism. Instead,
true freedom is found in God’s sovereignty. God’s providence does
not destroy human freedom but establishes and upholds it, allowing
creatures to thrive within his plan.

Providence and Predestination: God's Sovereign Plan

Pelagianism—the belief in human free will’s ultimate independence—
shows its full opposition to God’s sovereignty when addressing
predestination, the eternal decree by which God determines the
destiny of rational creatures. While it may recognize God's
providence to some extent, Pelagianism attempts to replace
predestination with foreknowledge. It claims that God decides a



person’s eternal destiny—whether blessedness or punishment—
based on his foreseeing their faith or unbelief.

This view, widely held in various Christian traditions (e.g., Eastern
Orthodox, Roman Catholic, Lutheran, and Methodist), is
contradicted by Scripture, Christian experience, and theological
reasoning.

Biblical Teaching on Foreknowledge and Predestination

1. God’s Foreknowledge is Active and Sovereign
Scripture describes God's foreknowledge not as passive
awareness but as an active determination of a relationship with
individuals before their lives unfold. God’s foreknowledge works
alongside his will and purpose. It is linked to his predestination,
election, and good pleasure (e.g., Romans 8:29; Ephesians 1:5).

2. Faith is a Gift, Not the Cause of Election
The Bible teaches that faith does not arise naturally from a
person’s heart. Instead, it is a gift from God, flowing from his
election (Ephesians 2:8; Acts 13:48). Election comes first, and
faith is its fruit—not the other way around.

3. Christian Experience Affirms God's Sovereignty
In practice, all Christians acknowledge that salvation is entirely
God’s work. This is evident in prayer, where believers
instinctively rely on God’s grace and not their own efforts.
Augustine aptly noted that the church’s trust in God’s grace is
most evident in its prayers.

4. Foreknowledge Necessarily Implies Predestination
Foreknowledge involves absolute certainty. If God foreknows
who will believe, then those individuals will inevitably come to



faith. This certainty aligns foreknowledge with predestination
since both affirm God’s unchanging plan. Attempts to base
predestination solely on foreknowledge still end up with an
unalterable number of the saved, as acknowledged by
theologians across traditions.

The Inescapable Certainty of God's Plan

Regardless of how it is framed, Christian theology has consistently
recognized that the number and identity of the saved are fixed in
God’s eternal counsel. This immutability stems from God’s perfect
knowledge and power. If God foresees events with absolute certainty,
then those events are necessarily bound to occur. Thus,
foreknowledge and predestination are inseparable.

Attempts to separate foreknowledge from predestination create
further problems. For example:

e If God foreknows free, random choices, his knowledge is still
bound to the outcome, leaving no space for chance.

o If foreknowledge is denied entirely, the outcome of history
becomes unknowable and arbitrary, undermining God’s
omniscience and sovereignty.

The Consequences of Rejecting Predestination

Some, like the Socinians and certain modern theologians, have
denied God’s foreknowledge or redefined it to safeguard human
freedom. They propose a self-limiting God who chooses not to fully
know or control human actions. However, this view diminishes God’s
power and leaves history subject to chance, undermining confidence
in God’s ability to accomplish his purposes.



In contrast, Augustine and Reformed theology affirm that God’s
sovereignty over all things does not destroy human responsibility.
Instead, God’s eternal plan ensures that his will is accomplished,
while humans remain accountable for their choices. True freedom is
found not in independence from God but in submission to his wise
and loving purposes.

The Universality of God’s Providence and Predestination

All Christian churches, regardless of their differences, agree on one
core truth: God’s providence governs all things. Nothing happens
outside of God’s eternal knowledge and plan. The final outcomes of
history, along with the steps leading to them, are all established in
his counsel. This shared belief makes the doctrine of predestination
not a uniquely Reformed teaching, nor merely the perspective of
Augustine or Calvin, but a foundational truth for the entire Christian
church.

While churches may use different terms or emphasize aspects of this
doctrine differently, they all confess that everything in creation—its
existence, events, and ultimate purpose—unfolds according to God’s
eternal knowledge. Augustine could rightly assert that the church has
always held to the truth of predestination, even if fresh heresies have
challenged it over time.

Historical Reality and God’s Sovereign Will

History does not bend to human ideas. Regardless of whether people
think in Pelagian or Augustinian terms, the events of the world and
their connections remain unchanged. For Reformed Christians,
guided by Scripture and Augustine, the focus moves beyond
secondary causes to the primary cause: God’s sovereign will. In this,
they find both intellectual clarity and peace for their souls.



The doctrine of predestination draws its strength from the
undeniable facts of history, which Scripture reveals as the
outworking of God’s eternal plan. While the doctrine itself is not
inherently harsh, the realities of life and history upon which it rests
are undeniably serious. The truths of human sin, suffering, and
salvation reveal the depth of God’s justice and mercy in ways that are
both awe-inspiring and sobering.

Pelagianism’s Inadequacy

Pelagianism—the belief in humanity’s ability to direct its own destiny
—fails because it does not align with the realities of life and history.
It offers a superficial view that glosses over the deeper truths of
human dependence on God. While it might appear appealing,
Pelagianism ultimately cannot change the unshakable realities of a
world governed by God’s providence and eternal counsel.

Conclusion

The doctrine of predestination calls us to see the world not as a series
of random events or human achievements, but as the unfolding of
God’s perfect plan. It invites believers to rest in the assurance that
God’s will is the ultimate foundation of all things. Though this truth
is weighty, it offers profound comfort: our lives and the course of
history are held securely in the hands of a wise and sovereign God.

Responding to Pelagianism’s View of
Predestination



Pelagianism, though repeatedly challenged and proven insufficient,
continues to resist the biblical doctrine of predestination. It asserts
that God has made a universal, conditional decree to offer grace
sufficient for salvation to all fallen humanity. This claim often
appeals to passages like Isaiah 5:3, Ezekiel 18:23, John 3:16, and 1
Timothy 2:4. Proponents of this view include Pelagians, semi-
Pelagians, Roman Catholics, Lutherans, Remonstrants, and others
who emphasize universal grace.

The Particularity of Grace

While Pelagianism claims a universal offer of grace, history and
reality reveal its particularity. Throughout human history, only a
small portion of humanity has encountered the gospel. Various
attempts have been made to reconcile this tension:

» Pelagians suggest that the natural law serves as a path to
salvation, equating nature with grace.

« Roman Catholics propose that grace is granted to all who
rightly use their natural abilities.

o Early Lutherans argued that grace was initially universal but
became restricted through human sin.

 Modern theologians claim the gospel will be preached after
death to those who never heard it.

These theories, however, lack scriptural support and fail to address
the particularity of grace. If grace is particular, we must ask why the
gospel reaches some but not others. Why is one person born in a
Christian home and another in a non-Christian one? Pelagianism
attempts to answer by appealing to human merit, suggesting that
God predestines based on how people use their natural abilities.
Augustine rightly rejected this, pointing to the example of infants.
Some are baptized and others are not, yet neither has any merits to



distinguish them. The Catholic Church, in turn, affirms that the first
grace—prevenient grace—is entirely unmerited.

Grace and God's Sovereign Will

When it comes to predestination to initial grace (e.g., being born into
a Christian environment or hearing the gospel), no one can claim it is
deserved. This is an act of God’s unconditional will and sovereign
good pleasure. The question of why one hears the gospel while
another does not is beyond human understanding. Here, we must
humbly submit to the will of God, recognizing his absolute authority.

Efficacious Grace and Human Will

Pelagianism further argues that all who hear the gospel receive
sufficient grace, and that it is the human will alone that determines
whether grace is effective. This view leaves everything in human
hands after the universal offer of grace, as if God has done his part
and the rest depends solely on human decision.

However, no historic Christian confession has embraced this
Pelagian perspective. All Christian traditions affirm the necessity of
an efficacious grace—grace that truly produces faith. This recognition
leads to the idea of a second decree within the counsel of
predestination: the giving of true faith. The question, then, is not
whether grace is sufficient, but to whom this efficacious,
transforming grace is granted.

Confusion in the Doctrine of Grace and Predestination

Over time, many Roman Catholic, Lutheran, and Remonstrant
theologians developed a theory about the role of human effort in
receiving faith. They argued that God grants the gift of faith to those



who make proper use of the grace they have initially received, such
as the gospel message, the guidance of the Holy Spirit, and the
opportunities within their abilities. This teaching is based on the idea
of a "merit of congruity," meaning that while human efforts can’t
fully earn salvation, they are seen as deserving of God’s favor in some
sense because of the fairness of God.

According to this view, God’s predestination to further graces—Ilike
the gift of faith—is not based on his sovereign will but on his justice.
It’s “fair,” they say, for God to reward those who try their best with
faith and forgiveness.

The Problem with This View

However, this idea conflicts with both Scripture and reality. While
humans are indeed called to faith and repentance through the
preaching of the gospel, this does not mean they possess the power to
fulfill that call on their own. Being commanded to believe does not
automatically mean one is able to believe. Where could sinful and
corrupt humans possibly find the power to accept the gospel? Can
they create this power themselves? Does it come from some internal
spiritual operation or from baptismal grace? Even those who teach
that God gives sufficient grace to everyone struggle to answer this
question.

The Bible is clear: humans are unwilling and unable to believe apart
from God’s intervention. Faith is not a reward for effort but a gift of
God’s undeserved grace. Salvation is entirely God’s work, both
objectively (what Christ has done for us) and subjectively (how we
come to trust in him). There is no gradual transition from human
nature to saving grace. Instead, salvation comes through God’s
supernatural act of grace. This reality makes the idea of "merit of
congruity” incompatible with both Scripture and experience. Jesus



himself taught that it is the humble and undeserving—like children,
tax collectors, and sinners—who receive the kingdom of God, not
those who rely on their own efforts (Luke 10:21; Matthew 21:31).

Predestination to Glory

Pelagianism also falters when it comes to the final step of
predestination—eternal glory. It argues that even if a person believes
and is forgiven, their final salvation is not guaranteed. God, they say,
must make a separate decree to save only those whose perseverance
in faith he foresees.

But this idea creates significant problems:

1. God’s Will Becomes Uncertain
If predestination is based on human perseverance, God’s decree
becomes conditional, like a wish rather than a certain plan. It
portrays God as passively watching, waiting for humans to
decide. Chance and human effort seem to take control, leaving
the outcome uncertain even for those who believe.

2. Scripture Contradicts This View
Scripture does not separate predestination to grace from
predestination to glory. It presents salvation as a unified work of
God, where each step—foreknowledge, calling, justification, and
glorification—is securely connected (Romans 8:29-30). This
chain cannot break because it depends entirely on God’s
faithfulness, not human effort.

3. God’s Faithfulness is Undermined
Pelagianism denies the certainty of God’s promises. In its view,
believers can fall away at any moment, and God’s covenant
becomes unstable. But Scripture repeatedly emphasizes that



God knows his people, keeps his covenant, and ensures their
salvation. Jesus promises that no one can snatch his sheep from
his hand (John 10:28). God glorifies all those he has chosen,
called, and justified.

The Ultimate Failure of Pelagianism

Pelagianism ultimately collapses because it misunderstands the
heart of Christianity. By making human effort the deciding factor in
salvation, it removes God’s sovereignty and faithfulness from the
equation. It also contradicts the clear teaching of Scripture, which
gives all glory for salvation to God alone.

For these reasons, no Christian church has fully embraced
Pelagianism. While elements of its teaching have influenced Roman
Catholic, Lutheran, and other traditions, the core doctrine of
predestination has been upheld across Christianity. Despite
differences in how it is expressed, all Christian churches affirm that
salvation is ultimately grounded in God’s eternal will and not in
human merit. This shared confession highlights the profound truth
that God’s grace, from beginning to end, is undeserved, unshakable,
and entirely his work.

Understanding Predestination

In Christian theology, the word '"predestination" has been
understood in different ways. Pelagianism, for instance, defines it
narrowly as God’s decision to grant eternal life to those whose faith
and perseverance he foreknew, while condemning to eternal
punishment those whose sins and unbelief he foresaw. In this view,



events like creation, the fall, Christ’s work, and the preaching of the
gospel all precede predestination and are outside of it. Essentially,
predestination is reduced to God passively observing human
decisions. This perspective has been thoroughly refuted and need not
be revisited here.

Infralapsarianism vs. Supralapsarianism

The debate between infralapsarianism and supralapsarianism
revolves around how broadly predestination is defined.

1. Infralapsarian View
Infralapsarianism teaches that God’s decrees follow a specific
order: first, the decrees of creation and the fall, and then the
decrees of election and reprobation (God choosing some for
salvation and passing over others). In this view:

o Election (God’s choosing of the saved) is the focus of
predestination.

o Reprobation (God passing over some for judgment) is often
treated separately, sometimes described in terms of God’s
foreknowledge of sin.

2. Supralapsarian View
Supralapsarianism, on the other hand, takes a broader
approach. It places the decrees of election and reprobation
before those of creation and the fall. In this view:

o The fall and all subsequent events are seen as part of God’s
plan to accomplish his ultimate purpose: the eternal
destinies of rational creatures (humanity and angels).



Both views agree that God’s will is central to all things, but they
differ in how they understand the relationship between God’s eternal
purposes and human history.

Both Views Affirm Key Biblical Truths

In Reformed  theology, both  infralapsarianism and
supralapsarianism are considered valid perspectives. No major
church council, including the Synod of Dort, has ruled one view
superior to the other. Historical documents like the Westminster
Confession intentionally leave the issue open.

Reformed theologians have long recognized the importance of
affirming key truths regardless of the viewpoint:

 God’s Holiness and Sovereignty
Both positions strongly maintain that God is not the author of
sin. While God may permit sin and govern over it, sin originates
in the human will. Humans fall and sin by their own choice and
fault. As theologians have said, “Man falls as God’s providence
ordains, but he falls by his own fault.”

e Scriptural Basis
Supralapsarians did not arrive at their view through
philosophical reasoning but through careful study of Scripture,
particularly the writings of Paul. Calvin, for example,
consistently pointed to the Word of God as the basis for his
understanding of predestination, not human philosophy.

e Unity in God’s Decree
Infralapsarians agree that God’s decrees include the fall, sin, and
eternal judgment. These are not merely events foreseen by God
but are part of his sovereign plan.



A Balanced Perspective

Both infralapsarianism and supralapsarianism seek to uphold the
same core truths:

e God is sovereign over all things, including human salvation and
history.

« Humans are fully responsible for their sin.

 Salvation is entirely by God’s grace and according to his eternal
will.

While the two views emphasize different aspects of God’s decree,
they remain united in affirming the biblical teaching that God’s
eternal purposes are holy, wise, and good. The variety of perspectives
within Reformed theology reflects the depth and richness of
Scripture, which encourages believers to trust in God’s sovereignty
and rest in his grace.

The Debate Between Infralapsarianism and
Supralapsarianism
In Reformed  theology, both  infralapsarianism and

supralapsarianism address God's eternal decrees, focusing on the
order in which God determined creation, the fall, election (choosing
some for salvation), and reprobation (passing over others). Both
views reject the idea of free will as the cause of election and deny that
sin is the cause of reprobation. Instead, both rest on the sovereignty
of God’s will. The difference lies in how they organize these decrees.

1. Infralapsarianism

o This view follows a historical or "causal" order. It sees God’s
decrees in this sequence:



» First, the decrees for creation and the fall.
» Then, the decrees for election and reprobation.
o Infralapsarians emphasize the individual importance of
each decree and aim to address them in a way that fits the
order of events as they unfold in history.

2. Supralapsarianism

o This view uses a "teleological" order, focusing on God’s
ultimate purpose. It places the decrees for election and
reprobation first, with creation and the fall as means to
accomplish God’s ultimate goal.

o Supralapsarians highlight the unity of God’s plan, where all
other decrees serve the final purpose of glorifying God
through the salvation of some and the just judgment of
others.

Scriptural Support and Challenges

Both views find support in Scripture, but they emphasize different
aspects:

» Infralapsarianism draws from passages that emphasize God’s
mercy and justice, particularly as they relate to a fallen world
(e.g., Deuteronomy 7:6—9; Ephesians 1:4—12).

e Supralapsarianism relies on texts that stress God’s absolute
sovereignty, even over sin (e.g., Psalm 115:3; Romans 9:17—21).

Neither view fully accounts for the other’s supporting texts, showing
the limitations of both approaches.

The Challenges Within Each View

1. Infralapsarianism’s Dilemmas



o While infralapsarianism seeks to align with the historical
unfolding of events, it raises difficult questions. If
reprobation follows the decree to permit sin, why did God
permit sin in the first place? If the answer is "God’s good
pleasure,” this aligns with supralapsarian reasoning.

o If reprobation is based on God’s justice, where exactly in
history does it occur? Was it after original sin but before all
actual sins? This risks making reprobation dependent on
human actions, which contradicts Reformed theology.

2. Supralapsarianism’s Strengths and Limitations

o Supralapsarianism avoids trying to justify God’s actions by
grounding both election and reprobation in his sovereign
will. It acknowledges God’s decrees as mysterious yet wise
and holy.

o However, it also struggles to offer a satisfying explanation.
While it presents a unified vision of God’s plan, it does not
resolve the deeper questions about the nature of God’s
decrees.

Where Both Views Meet
Ultimately, both views agree on several key points:

e God’s decrees are rooted in his sovereign will, not in human
actions like faith or sin.

* God is not the author of sin; human beings sin freely and bear
full responsibility for their actions.

e Both positions affirm that God’s decrees are holy, wise, and
beyond human comprehension.



While supralapsarianism appears more direct and infralapsarianism
seems gentler, both end up affirming the same truth: God’s eternal
decrees are rooted in his sovereign good pleasure. Neither fully
solves the profound mystery of God’s purposes, but both encourage
us to trust in his wisdom and holiness.

Critique of Supralapsarianism

The Goal of God’s Decrees

While it is true that God’s ultimate purpose is to reveal his glory,
supralapsarianism makes a mistake in assuming that this glory must
be tied directly to the eternal state of humanity—either in salvation
or condemnation. The eternal state of individuals is not the final goal
but a means through which God’s glory is displayed. For instance,
God's justice is revealed not only in the punishment of the wicked
but also in the salvation of the church through Christ’s sacrifice.
Similarly, God's mercy can be seen even in degrees of punishment in
hell. Ultimately, God’s choice of how to reveal his glory is based on
his sovereign will. We cannot explain why God chose to save some
and not all, or why he allowed some to be lost.

The Problem of "Possible Humans"

Supralapsarianism argues that God’s decrees begin with electing or
rejecting “possible humans”—those who could potentially exist.
However, this creates issues:

e If God’s election focuses on possible people, it would also
logically require a decree regarding a "possible Christ," since
Christ is inseparably linked to the church.



e This approach introduces an abstract concept of humanity that
is not grounded in the real, specific individuals God knows and
loves.

In practice, supralapsarianism must revert to infralapsarianism.
After initially focusing on “possible humans,” it must proceed to
decrees that address the actual creation, fall, and election of specific
individuals. This creates a logical inconsistency in its framework.

The Role of Sin in God’s Plan

A major concern with supralapsarianism is how it treats sin and
condemnation. It risks presenting sin and punishment as equivalent
to Christ’s redemption as means to God’s ultimate purpose. Yet, all
Reformed theologians agree on these key points:

1. Sin is contrary to God’s will and a disruption of his creation.

2. God’s “permission” of sin is not passive but part of his sovereign
plan. He allowed it for reasons known only to him, but this does
not make him the author of sin.

3. Sin and condemnation, while included in God’s plan, remain
secondary to God’s purpose of glorifying himself through
redemption in Christ.

The Inconsistencies of Supralapsarianism

Although supralapsarianism starts with bold claims, it often retreats
into positions closer to infralapsarianism. Many supralapsarians
hesitate to place reprobation (God’s decree to pass over some)
entirely before the fall into sin. Instead, they:

» Distinguish between a general decree to reveal God’s attributes
(mercy and justice) and a specific decree to permit sin and



punish it.
e Place condemnation (the execution of reprobation) after the fall,
linking it to human sin.

This distinction shows that even supralapsarians recognize that sin
and reprobation must be understood as secondary, not primary,
elements in God’s plan.

Conclusion

Both supralapsarianism and infralapsarianism affirm God’s
sovereignty and justice. Supralapsarianism emphasizes God’s
overarching purpose but struggles with logical inconsistencies and
the treatment of sin. In the end, the debate between these views is
less about God’s actions and more about the order in which we
understand his eternal decrees. What remains clear is that God’s will
is holy, wise, and always aimed at revealing his glory in both mercy
and justice. While these frameworks offer insights, they cannot fully
capture the mystery of God’s purposes.

God’s Glory as the Ultimate Goal

Both supralapsarianism and infralapsarianism fail to fully address
the complexity of Scripture’s teaching about God’s purposes. Both
views are limited in their focus and assumptions:

1. God’s Glory, Not Just Human Destiny, Is the Goal
The ultimate purpose of all things is God’s glory—the display of
his perfect character. However, the eternal states of human
blessedness (salvation) and wretchedness (condemnation) are
not themselves the goal but rather a means to reveal his glory.
God’s sovereign will determines how his glory is shown. For



example, God’s justice is evident not only in the punishment of
the wicked but also in the salvation of the elect, and his mercy is
not absent even in hell, where punishment is tempered by
degrees.

The Nature of Reprobation

2. Sin and Condemnation Are Not Ends in Themselves
While sin and punishment are included in God’s plan, they are
not ends that bring him joy as grace and salvation do. God takes
no pleasure in sin or in the suffering of the wicked for its own
sake (Ezekiel 33:11; Lamentations 3:33). Rather, these serve to
highlight the triumph of his righteousness and holiness.

Reprobation (God’s decision to pass over some) is different in
nature from election (his choice to save). Election results in life
and glory, which reflect God’s perfection. Condemnation,
however, represents the consequence of sin, not a positive goal
for creation. Thus, the term "predestination" more appropriately
applies to the salvation of the elect, not to reprobation, which
Scripture rarely links with God’s eternal purposes in the same
way.

3. Reprobation as a Consequence, Not a Goal

The idea that God predestines some people to damnation as an
ultimate goal conflicts with the nature of predestination. A goal
represents the highest fulfillment and good of something, but
condemnation is the opposite—it is the ultimate loss and
imperfection. For this reason, Scripture overwhelmingly
reserves terms like “purpose” and “predestination” for God’s
saving work and glory.

Election and the Redeemed Cosmos



4. Election Is Broader Than Individuals

Election is not merely about specific individuals; it encompasses
the reconstitution of humanity under Christ as a new head.
Through his grace, God is redeeming not just individuals but
humanity as a whole, along with the entire creation. In this
restored kingdom, all of God’s attributes—his justice, mercy,
love, and sovereignty—are displayed in perfect harmony. This
ultimate state of glory is the true goal of God’s work, revealing
his character fully and achieving the honor of his name.

Neither the supralapsarian nor the infralapsarian view fully captures
the richness and complexity of Scripture's teaching about God's
eternal plan. Both views are limited because they approach the
decrees of God too narrowly and miss the broader, interconnected
scope of God’s purposes.

A Broader Understanding of God's Plan

1. Creation and Redemption Are Not Just Means to an
End
While all of God’s works aim to glorify him, it is incorrect to
treat the events of creation, the fall, salvation, and eternal states
as mere stepping stones to an ultimate goal. Each of these events
has enduring significance. For example:

o Creation: The world wasn’t created solely to make room
for the fall; it has a lasting purpose even in the new
creation.

o The Fall: This tragic event didn’t occur just to pave the way
for grace but has ongoing consequences in history.

o Christ’s Work: Jesus was not only ordained to expiate sin
but also to be the eternal head of his redeemed church.



History is not a temporary mechanism that ceases to matter
once God's ultimate purposes are fulfilled. Instead, the fruits of
God’s work in history will carry forward into -eternity,
continually glorifying him.

Election and Reprobation in God's Sovereignty

2. Election and Reprobation Are Complex
Both election (God’s choice to save) and reprobation (God’s
decision to pass over some) are acts of God's sovereign will, but
they are not simple or parallel. For instance:

o Election: It involves saving the human race through
Christ, reuniting it under a new head, and restoring all
creation.

o Reprobation: While reprobation is also part of God's
sovereign decree, it does not function in the same way as
election. God does not delight in sin or punishment; these
serve his purposes but are contrary to his nature as holy and
just.

3. Sin and Punishment Are Not Ends in Themselves
God does not will sin or punishment as ultimate goals. Instead,
he permits and governs them in ways that reveal his justice and
holiness. Even in hell, God’s mercy is evident in degrees of
punishment, and in heaven, his justice shines alongside his
grace. These attributes are not isolated to specific outcomes but
work together to glorify God fully.

The Unity and Complexity of God’s Decree

4. God’s Plan Is Not a Simple Sequence
Supralapsarianism focuses on the unity of God’s decrees, while



infralapsarianism emphasizes their logical order. Both are true
in part, but neither fully explains the complexity of God’s plan:

o God’s decrees are interconnected, not simply a straight line
of causes and effects.

o Events in history influence each other reciprocally. For
example, while earlier events prepare for later ones, future
realities (like Christ’s eternal kingdom) also shape the
meaning and purpose of earlier events (like creation).

5. God’s Eternal Plan Is Organic, Not Linear
The decrees of God resemble a beautifully interconnected
organism rather than a rigid sequence of steps. Each part serves
the whole and cooperates to glorify God. Creation, redemption,
and history form a masterpiece where all parts work together
harmoniously.

God’s Counsel and the Larger Picture

6. Predestination Is Part of a Larger Plan
Predestination—God’s decision about the eternal state of
rational creatures and the means leading to it—is a vital part of
his counsel. However, it is not the entirety of God’s plan. God’s
eternal counsel encompasses everything: heaven, earth,
humanity, nature, and history. Predestination focuses on
salvation and condemnation, but God’s providence and common
grace guide the entire cosmos toward his glory.

7. The Glory of God as the Ultimate Goal
Everything in creation, from the smallest detail to the grandest
event, serves the ultimate purpose of glorifying God. This glory
is not achieved by a narrow, linear process but through a



dynamic, interwoven story where every aspect of the world
contributes to the praise of its Creator.

Conclusion

Both supralapsarianism and infralapsarianism offer important
insights, but neither fully captures the depth of God’s plan. God's
counsel is far richer and more complex than a simple sequence of
decrees. It is an eternal design—a masterpiece of divine wisdom—
where every part of creation, history, and salvation plays its role in
glorifying God. Only from God's eternal perspective can we see how
everything works together in perfect harmony to fulfill his purposes.

Reprobation

Reprobation, or God’s rejection of some people, is a challenging
aspect of his sovereign plan. It is part of God’s comprehensive rule
over all things, and Scripture presents it as both a historical reality
and an eternal decree. This means that even sin, unbelief, and
judgment are under God’s sovereign governance. While terms like
“foreknowledge” or “permission” are sometimes used, the Bible
speaks more directly, showing God’s active role in these matters.

Reprobation in Scripture

The Bible describes many instances where God rejects or hardens
individuals and nations:

« Examples in History: God rejected Cain (Gen. 4:5), cursed
Canaan (Gen. 9:25), and hated Esau (Rom. 9:13). He permitted
Gentile nations to go their own way (Acts 14:16) and rejected
rebellious people in Israel (Deut. 29:28; Hos. 4:6).



e Active Role in Hardening: God hardened Pharaoh’s heart
(Exod. 7:3), sent a lying spirit (1 Kings 22:23), and allowed
people to be deluded by falsehoods (2 Thess. 2:11). He even used
nations like Assyria as tools of his judgment (Isa. 10:5) and
handed Jesus over to his enemies to fulfill his redemptive
purposes (Acts 2:23).

These examples reveal God’s control over both mercy and judgment.
Yet, in all these actions, humans remain responsible for their own
sin.

Human Responsibility in Sin

Though God governs all things, people are still accountable for their
choices:

e Self-Hardening: The Bible shows that humans harden their
own hearts (Exod. 8:15; Heb. 3:8). For example, people refuse to
see or hear God’s truth, leading Jesus to speak in parables (Matt.
13:13).

e Deserving Judgment: God gives people over to their sins
because they have chosen rebellion and made themselves
deserving of judgment (Rom. 1:24; 2 Thess. 2:11).

Even when believers look back on their enemies' actions, they see
God’s hand working through those deeds (Ps. 39:9—10).

God’s Sovereign Rule
In all of this, God’s sovereignty is absolute:

o Authority Over Creation: God controls both light and
darkness, peace and calamity (Isa. 45:7). He shapes people’s
hearts and determines their steps (Prov. 21:1; Jer. 10:23).



e Purpose in Judgment: Out of the same lump of clay, God
creates vessels for honor and dishonor, showing mercy to some
and hardening others (Rom. 9:20—24). Some are destined to
disobedience (1 Pet. 2:8) or condemnation (Jude 4), and their
names are not written in the Book of Life (Rev. 13:8).

God’s Justice and Wisdom

Although reprobation is difficult to understand, it ultimately reveals
God’s justice and wisdom. Sin, though never desired by God, is part
of his plan to bring about his purposes. While humans are fully
responsible for their sin, God’s sovereign hand remains at work,
demonstrating his perfect control over all things for his glory.

The reality of reprobation—the rejection of some people by God—is
deeply challenging. Scripture and history present this as part of
God’s sovereign plan, though it is not an easy truth to accept. The
presence of sin, suffering, and judgment in the world forces us to
confront these hard realities. We must choose either to see them as
meaningless chaos or, as Scripture teaches, trust in the sovereign will
of a wise and holy God who will one day bring clarity to life’s
mysteries.

Facing the Reality of Reprobation

Defenders of reprobation, such as Augustine and Calvin, did not shy
away from the difficult facts of life: the injustice, suffering, and
apparent randomness in the world. They believed these harsh
realities pointed to the sovereignty of God rather than to blind fate or
mere chance. Accepting the doctrine of reprobation is not about
having less compassion or love but about submitting to all of

Scripture and acknowledging God’s hand in the unsettling aspects of
life.



Pelagianism, on the other hand, offers an overly optimistic view. It
minimizes the seriousness of sin and suffering, treating death as
something gentle or adversity as merely instructive. Calvinism
refuses such illusions. It looks directly at life’s difficulties, affirming
God’s rule over all things and trusting in his ultimate wisdom and
justice.

Calvin’s Humility

Though Calvin called reprobation a “dreadful decree,” this phrase
reflected not cruelty but a reverent acknowledgment of the weight of
this doctrine. Calvin did not try to explain away these truths but
found peace in trusting God. He wrote, “The Lord to whom my
conscience is subject will be my witness that the daily meditation on
his judgments leaves me so speechless... no desire to complain
seduces me.” His confidence lay not in understanding all mysteries
but in trusting the God who would one day make everything clear.

Reprobation as Part of God’s Decree

While reprobation is part of God’s plan, it is not the same as election.
Election is a merciful choice to save, while reprobation allows the
consequences of sin to unfold under God’s governance. Reformed
theologians have always distinguished between God’s sovereignty
and human sinfulness, affirming that God’s will is holy, wise, and
good even when we do not fully understand it.

Augustine, for instance, emphasized God’s ultimate authority by
saying that if God had chosen to condemn innocent creatures, no one
could question him. Such statements, while startling, highlight the
vast difference between God’s greatness and human frailty. Yet
Calvin and most Reformed thinkers rejected the idea of arbitrary



rule. They insisted that God’s power is always accompanied by justice
and righteousness.

A Balanced Approach

Reformed theology encourages humility in  discussing
predestination. While the Bible clearly teaches reprobation,
theologians like Calvin urged caution in handling this doctrine. They
warned against speculating beyond Scripture or treating the topic
harshly. Although the number of the elect is small, Calvin advised,
“We should cherish a good hope for everyone and not rashly count
anyone among the reprobate.”

Ultimately, the doctrine of reprobation reminds us to trust in the
character of God. Though his ways are beyond our understanding, we
know his will is always good and his justice is perfect. As believers,
we can rest in this assurance, even as we await the full light of his
truth to shine on life’s mysteries.

Reprobation, the idea that some are rejected by God, is part of his
eternal decree, but it must be understood carefully. It doesn’t mean
that sin is outside God’s will, but sin itself opposes his will. Sin is not
the reason for God’s decree of reprobation, but it is the cause for
eternal punishment. God’s decree accounts for the entire reality of
sin, guilt, and punishment as they unfold in history. His eternal plan
includes both the goal and the path leading to it. It is not random or
blind fate but the expression of his sovereign and wise will.

God’s decree isn’t a simple decision forcing someone toward a
specific end. Instead, it is as rich and complex as reality itself. It
includes both the outcomes and the ways those outcomes are
reached. God’s plan is not a force that acts apart from reality; it is the
eternal design that unfolds perfectly in space and time. Election and



reprobation are not isolated from one another. Believers experience
both blessings and struggles, while the reprobate receive many gifts
in life, such as health, provision, and joy, which come from God’s
general goodness.

Sins and Blessings in God’s Plan

For believers, sin is not a result of election but a reality of their fallen
nature. God uses even their sins for their ultimate good, but sin itself
is not a means of salvation. Instead, it stands opposed to grace. This
is why believers are called to pursue holiness and confirm their
election (2 Peter 1:10). Conversely, the reprobate often receive
blessings like rain, food, and life itself (Matthew 5:45). These gifts do
not stem from reprobation but from God’s kindness. He shows
patience and even offers them the gospel, though they may reject it.

God’s Patience and Grace

Some interpret God’s kindness and the gospel’s universal offer to
mean that he intends to save everyone. However, while God’s
goodness reveals his patience and love, it doesn’t eliminate the
reality of reprobation. The means of grace, such as the gospel, are
genuinely aimed at salvation, yet they may be misused by the
reprobate, leading to further hardness of heart. Like the sun that
both warms and scorches, the same message of grace can soften or
harden, depending on the recipient’s response.

A Call to Trust

Reprobation is not easy to comprehend, but it aligns with the
broader truth of God’s sovereign and wise plan. God is patient, just,
and merciful, even in his dealings with the reprobate. For believers,



this doctrine should inspire humility and trust, knowing that God’s
purposes, though mysterious, are always good and holy.

While election and reprobation ultimately result in a clear separation
at the end of history, their effects on earth often intertwine. This
shows that neither election nor reprobation is an ultimate goal in
itself. Instead, both serve a greater purpose: the glory of God. This is
the ultimate reason and end for everything.

God’s Will and Sin

God’s nature is good, and sin and its punishment are contrary to his
character. He does not delight in wickedness or suffering for its own
sake. When God permits or uses sin, it is only as a means to bring
about something better and more glorious. His ultimate aim is
always good. For example, when sin is subdued and overruled, it
highlights God’s power, justice, and sovereignty. Even the worst evil
can be turned to serve his purposes and advance his honor.

The Difference Between Election and Reprobation

Election, God’s choosing of some for salvation, is rooted in his
delight and glory. Through the work of election, his perfection shines
brilliantly, as the redeemed reflect his grace and holiness. The new
creation, born from this work, becomes a mirror of God’s goodness
and power.

Reprobation, by contrast, is not an object of God’s delight. Sin is
never a good thing in itself. However, when God uses sin and its
consequences for his purposes, it reveals his greatness. His
sovereignty is displayed most powerfully when he turns evil into
good, using it to achieve the salvation of the church, the exaltation of
Christ, and the glorification of his own name. As Scripture shows,



God’s justice, mercy, and power are all magnified as he overcomes
evil and brings about his perfect will (Genesis 50:20; Romans 8:28).

Conclusion

God’s ultimate plan is not focused on sin or punishment, but on his
glory. Election and reprobation serve as means to this higher goal.
Through his wisdom and power, God ensures that even the darkness
of sin is made to serve the light of his eternal purposes.

Election

Predestination finds its ultimate expression in election. In election,
God’s plan reaches its highest point, revealing his perfection and the
eternal glory of his creatures. Yet, even here, reprobation—the
rejection of some—serves as a dark contrast, making the brilliance of
election shine all the brighter. It is a sobering truth: light often
comes out of darkness, and joy arises from sorrow. In the created
world, we see this pattern everywhere. Countless flowers bloom and
fade so that a few bear fruit. Many live and labor, but only a few
prosper. This inequality reminds us that election exists at every level
of life and is grounded in God’s sovereign grace—not in human
merit.

God’s Decrees and Human Merit

Election is not based on human behavior or merit. Pelagians, who
emphasize human effort, argue that God’s decisions depend on
people’s actions: God offers salvation to all, grants faith to those who
use their abilities wisely, and saves those who persevere. However,



Scripture and Reformed theology teach otherwise. God’s decrees are
rooted in his will and are not dependent on human deeds. God’s plan
weaves together the goal and the means to achieve it. For example,
when God decreed rain for a drought, he also decreed that his people
would pray for rain and that he would answer their prayers.
Similarly, God’s decrees link actions like sin and punishment, faith
and salvation. In this way, the harmony of events in the world
reflects the harmony of God’s eternal plan.

The Mystery of God’s Will

While secondary causes, like human choices, play a role in the
unfolding of God’s plan, they are not the ultimate reason behind his
decrees. Questions about why God chooses one over another arise
constantly. Why does one person live with many advantages while
another suffers? Why are some angels destined for glory while others
fall? Why does one child die in grace and another outside the
covenant? These questions have no human answers.

God’s decrees cannot be explained as rewards for merit. Even with
angels, their election or rejection is based on God’s sovereign will,
not their actions. If God foreknew which angels would fall, why
create them at all? Why not give them grace to remain faithful?
Clearly, their reprobation stems from God’s sovereignty. Similarly,
Christ’s election as Savior and the good angels’ election were not acts
of mercy—because mercy presupposes sin. In the case of humanity,
election is an act of mercy, but not one that can be fully explained by
mercy alone, for if that were so, God would have shown mercy to all.
Likewise, reprobation is an act of justice, but not solely justice, for if
it were, all would be rejected.

God’s decrees, including election and reprobation, are
interconnected acts of his sovereign will. They are not conditional on



human actions but are absolute, rooted in God’s eternal purpose.
While sin and punishment are causally connected, the decree of
reprobation is ultimately based on God’s will, not on human sin.
Similarly, faith and salvation are linked, but election is not based on
foreseen faith. Rather, election is the cause of faith. Even Christ,
though central to God’s plan, is not the ultimate cause of election but
the means through which it is fulfilled.

Christ and Election

Christ plays a vital role in election, but he is not its cause in the
strictest sense. Instead, Christ is the foundation and mediator
through whom election is realized. The decree of election includes
both Christ and the church—chosen together in unity and love.
Christ’s work as Savior reflects God’s love, but that love originates in
the Father’s will, not in any external cause. Election, therefore, is
grounded in God’s eternal, sovereign pleasure, not in the merits or
actions of Christ or any creature.

Election: A Source of Comfort

For believers, the doctrine of election brings profound comfort. It
assures us that salvation depends on God’s grace, not on human
merit or effort. If our salvation were based on justice or reward, none
would be saved. But because election is rooted in grace, even the
most wretched sinner has hope. Unlike Pelagianism, which depends
on human virtue and leaves no room for the broken and unworthy,
the gospel of election welcomes all to partake in God’s grace. It
reveals God’s eternal love for all who turn to Christ in faith.

No one should presume themselves to be reprobate. All are invited to
believe in Christ for salvation. The very blessings of life itself testify
that God takes no delight in anyone’s destruction. Election,



therefore, is not meant to exclude but to include, to extend God’s
mercy to sinners. It inspires humility, trust, and confidence in God’s
saving plan.

The Object and Goal of Election

Election’s glory is most evident when we consider its object and
purpose. The objects of election include angels, humans, and Christ.
Regarding humanity, Scripture teaches that God’s choice is personal
and specific. Election does not apply to humanity as a vague
collective, but to individuals. The Bible consistently affirms this
personal aspect, speaking of specific names written in the Book of
Life and of God’s intentional choice of individuals like Jacob and
Paul. This personal election underscores the depth of God’s care and
love for each person he calls to salvation.

In Scripture, the elect—those chosen by God—are not seen as
isolated individuals but as one united body. They form the people of
God, the body of Christ, and the temple of the Holy Spirit. This
means election is not just about individuals but about Christ and his
church together. As Augustine said, "Just as Christ was predestined
to be our head, so we are predestined to be his body." Christ and the
church are inseparable in God's eternal plan.

Christ: The Heart of Election

Christ was foreordained by the Father to be the mediator—the one
who secures salvation for his people. This is why Scripture refers to
Christ’s election, highlighting that his humanity was chosen by grace
to unite with the divine Son of God. Christ is not merely a tool of
election; he is at the center of it. He is both the head of the church
and the one through whom salvation flows to his people.



In this sense, Christ’s election logically comes before ours because
our election is realized through him. Yet Christ and his church are
united in God’s eternal decree, chosen together to reflect God’s glory.

Angels and the Scope of Election

Election extends beyond humanity. Scripture teaches that angels,
too, are included in God’s predestining plan. Just as Christ was not
elected out of a state of sin, the good angels were chosen for their
roles apart from sin and misery. This reminds us that God’s election
is not always about saving from sin; it also encompasses the order
and purpose of his entire creation.

God’s Purpose for the World

Election is not limited to rescuing a few individuals from the world.
Rather, through Christ, the world itself is being reconciled to God.
The church—made up of people from all nations—will one day be
perfected as a spotless bride, reigning with Christ forever. In Christ,
all things in heaven and on earth are being brought together into one
unified whole.

The elect are not a random collection of individuals but an organism
—a unified body, carefully designed by God. Christ is the head, and
his church is his body. Each member has a role, and together they
grow into the fullness of God’s plan. Election is like a divine
blueprint, revealing God’s vision for the temple he is building
through history. Everything—creation, the fall, salvation, and even
sin—is orchestrated to contribute to the building of God’s eternal
kingdom.

The Glory of God’s Kingdom



God’s ultimate goal is the glorification of his name. The entire history
of the world is working toward the fulfillment of his kingdom. Even
those outside the kingdom exist in relation to its purpose. As Calvin
said, “Even those who are not citizens of the kingdom are born with a
view to the salvation of the elect.”

All of creation, including Adam and Christ, sin and grace, exists to
contribute to this divine masterpiece. The church, as Christ’s body, is
being built for the honor and glory of God, who is both the architect
and the builder. In the end, everything belongs to Christ, and Christ
belongs to God (1 Cor. 3:21—23).

Summary: Election is God’s eternal plan to glorify himself through
Christ and his church. It is not random but purposeful,
encompassing individuals, the church, and even angels in one unified
organism. The entire world and all of history are directed toward the
fulfillment of this plan, culminating in the kingdom of God and the
glory of his name.
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