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“Certainty in an Uncertain World”
Psalm 139; Ephesians 1:3-10 June 29, 2014

The only certainty that many people know is the uncertainty 
that surrounds us and echoes within us.  The emergence 
of the militant group ISIS in Iraq threatens any hope for 
peace in that region.  Here at home, gun violence, troubled 
schools and a dysfunctional congress all contribute to the 
uncertainty we feel.  Some people go through life bruised by 
disappointments, shaken by suffering and crushed by cruelty.  
When we see how cheaply life is treated, we have a thousand 
questions: how can we say that God has a plan and a purpose 
for human life when we see children die from hunger, disease 
and domestic abuse?  How can we live in hope when lives 
are cut short by cancer, suicide and war?  Sometimes we 
are so overwhelmed by our own sinfulness, foolishness and 
downright meanness that we wonder how God could love 
us.  When we consider our small and fragile lives against the 
vast universe stretched out beyond the night sky, how can 
we know that human life has any enduring value?  There are 
times when we feel like we are lost in a wilderness with no way 
to get home.  The poet A.E. Houseman wrote: 

“I, a stranger and afraid,
In a world I never made.”
(Last Poems, XII, “The laws of God; the laws of man.”)

In spite of all the things that happen to human life, the 
scriptures dare to claim that God in Christ has chosen us 
before the foundation of the world and destined us for 
salvation.  Nowhere is the power of God’s free grace more 
clearly stated than in Paul’s opening words in the letter to the 
Ephesians.  Paul’s words are a doxology - a hymn of praise to 
God for the glorious grace made known in Christ.  With the 
uncertainty of life around us, I want to talk with you about 
the assurance our faith gives that our lives are held by the God 
who chooses us and destines us in love for salvation. 

First of all, Paul claims that God chooses us in Jesus Christ 
before the foundation of the world to belong to God.  The 
people of Ephesus knew what it was to feel like their lives were 
controlled by others.  They were subject to the whims of their 
economic masters, the Roman authorities, and the dangers 
of everyday life.  The community made a fortune from the 
sale of religious trinkets made in the image of the goddess 
Artemis, whose temple was located at Ephesus. When Paul 

proclaimed the gospel in Ephesus, the business leaders rightly 
perceived the word about Jesus to be a threat to the economic 
life of the city. 

Is it so different for us?  With all the forces that push upon 
our lives, Paul says that there is a greater power at work: the 
power of God. God chose us in Christ out of sheer grace, not 
because of anything we have done or anything we deserve.  To 
know that God chose us before the foundation of the world 
means that nothing that happens after the foundation of the 
world can, in the words of Paul, “separate us from the love 
of God in Christ Jesus.” (Romans 8:39)  There is someone 
beyond us, greater than all the powers of this world, who 
holds our lives in love.  Hear these words from the 139th 
Psalm:

“It was you who formed my inward parts; you knit me 
together in my mother’s womb.  I praise you, for I am 
fearfully and wonderfully made… when I was being made 
in secret, intricately woven in the depths of the earth, your 
eyes beheld my unformed substance. In your book were 
written all the days that were formed for me, when none 
of them as yet existed.”  (Psalm 139:13-16)

There is someone we can trust in turmoil; there is someone 
who hears our prayers when the lights go out; there is 
someone we can count on when the props get knocked out 
from under us; someone who finds us even when we flee to 
the ends of the earth.  Our value is not measured by what we 
produce, how long we live or what we accumulate.  God’s love 
for us is the measure of our worth.  God secures our existence. 

Secondly, Paul says that not only are we chosen, but we 
have a destiny to live forever as God’s beloved children.  Paul’s 
words bear testimony to the often misunderstood doctrine of 
predestination or election.  Within the Reformed churches, 
this belief has been a great source of comfort to God’s people.  
When it has been misinterpreted, it has been a source of 
confusion and pain.  The doctrine of predestination is 
important because it proclaims the truth that our salvation 
is not our own doing, but God’s free gift in Jesus Christ. Our 
salvation is the work of God in us.  Our salvation does not 
depend upon the strength of our faith or the perfection of 
our lives, but upon Christ’s faithful life.  When moments of 
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great trouble, doubt or confusion come, we can trust that we 
have a faithful Savior.  Through faith, we come to the sure 
knowledge that our lives and our destiny are secure in God’s 
hands.  God does not abandon us.  God gives us the Holy 
Spirit to reassure our troubled hearts that our lives have a 
direction and a destiny.  Every time we baptize a child in the 
church, we proclaim this great mystery of faith.  God has a 
plan and purpose for each life.  In light of all that happens 
to us in this life, it is a bold claim.  The Holy Spirit seals 
the truth of God’s promises upon our hearts.  Salvation is 
God’s work start to finish.  We can have absolute confidence 
that God will bring to fulfillment the work of grace that has 
already begun in us.  

Time will not allow me to address all the ways in which 
this doctrine has been abused.  Let me say a few words about 
some common distortions.  In an effort to understand why 
some people seemed to reject God’s grace, John Calvin 
worked out what we know as double predestination.  That 
is, God, before the foundation of the world, chose some 
people for salvation and some people for eternal damnation. 
Calvin applied his brilliant mind to reduce the mystery of 
why some accept and others reject God’s grace to a rational 
proposition.  This is even found in our own Westminster 
Confession of Faith.  Many who followed Calvin went even 
further, so that this belief in God’s election became a kind of 
fatalism: either you are saved or damned; it doesn’t matter 
what you do. 

When I was in seminary, there was an annual Calvin 
flag football Bowl followed by an evening dance called the 
Calvin Ball (which is proof that Calvin could not have been 
a Baptist).  There was a popular cheer for the game that 
went like this: “Victory, victory, that’s our cry.  Victory’s 
predestined, so why even try.”  Of course, it was a completely 
intentional corruption of scripture. 

Nowhere in the Bible is the persistent rejection of God’s 
free grace described as a part of God’s eternal plan.  Christ 
died for the sins of the world and not just for a select few. 
God’s will is that all people come to repentance and faith. 
Paul says in Ephesians that God has a plan “to gather all things 
in [Christ], things in heaven and things on earth.” How God 
will accomplish this is a mystery beyond our knowledge.  We 
are simply called to witness to the love and grace we have 
come to know in Jesus.  Rejecting double predestination does 
not mean that we reject human responsibility for our actions.  
We take God’s judgment upon sin seriously.  Predestination 
does not mean that it doesn’t matter what we do or that God 
doesn’t care about evil.  We are called to repentance and faith 
in Jesus Christ. If we persistently reject God’s grace, then we 

put ourselves in danger of being eternally separated from 
God. 

Finally, what we believe makes a difference in how we 
live.  This knowledge that God chooses us and destines us 
in love for salvation helps us understand our own experience 
of faith in Christ.  When I ask myself, “How did I come to 
faith,” I can tell a story of how I attended church, listened to 
the testimony of others, read the Bible, prayed and made a 
profession of faith in Christ.  Yet, when I look back over my 
life, I can also see the people who influenced me, brought 
me to church, told me the stories, carried me through tough 
times and served as examples of the faith for me.  They were 
the saints who led me deeper into the joyous mystery of faith 
and taught me how to live a Christian life.  The Holy Spirit 
working through all these people and situations led me to 
faith.  Even though I did not know it at the time, it was 
Christ himself who brought me to faith.  He placed in my 
heart the sure and certain knowledge that my life has always 
been cradled in God’s loving hands.  Even the gift of faith is 
God’s gracious work in us.  

Rather than taking away our freedom, God’s electing grace 
enables us to realize our freedom as children of God. In the 
midst of the powers that would enslave us, God’s eternal love 
sets us free.  In his book, Against Fate, Dr. Glenn Tinder 
distinguishes between the concepts of fate and destiny.  
Fate is not the same thing as destiny.  Fate is all those things 
that conspire to rob us of our dignity, destroy our dreams, 
and take away our freedom to live as human beings.  We 
experience fate when we fall victim to destructive economic, 
social and political forces or feel the squeeze of unhealthy 
family dynamics and our own internal struggles.  Destiny 
is what Tinder calls the making of a self over time.  Destiny 
is becoming what God chose for us and planned for us to 
be.  Destiny is the achievement of truth in the midst of 
ignorance, beauty in the presence of ugliness, dignity in 
the face of suffering, and justice in the presence of evil.  
Tinder notes that only when we recognize just how much 
fate presses upon our lives do we become free to accept our 
destiny as God’s beloved children.  

The good news of the gospel is that in spite of everything 
that crowds us and seeks to enslave us, God in Christ has 
chosen us to become God’s sons and daughters.  God has 
destined us in love to be united forever with Christ.  We can 
live with certainty in an uncertain world, because we live in 
God. 


