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“Chosen”
Genesis 12:1-4; Ephesians 1:3-14 January 29, 2017

The very word predestination can cause a shiver to run 
down the spine of even the most stalwart Prebyterian. 
Predestination is a much maligned and much 
misunderstood doctrine. Every Christian tradition has 
some understanding of predestination, but it is particularly 
associated with Presbyterians. Maybe it is good to begin 
with what it is not.  

It is not the same thing as fatalism, which suggests that 
everything is determined in advance so that human freedom 
is negated and what we do does not matter. Why bother 
to do anything? Seminary students like to poke fun at this 
corruption of predestination. At the seminary I attended, 
the students played a form of touch football on the quad. 
What began as informal games soon morphed into the 
Calvin Bowl (which was followed by the Calvin Ball). The 
students created a cheer that went like this:

“Victory, victory, that’s our cry!
Victory’s predestined, so why even try?”

With that understanding of predestination no student 
would pass a theology exam.

Predestination is often confused with the idea of 
providence. Providence is God’s continuing active and 
sustaining care for all of creation and for each one of 
us. People confuse care and control. They think that 
predestination means that God controls everything that 
happens to us in our daily life, large or small. The story is 
told of the good Presbyterian woman who took a spill down 
a flight of stairs. When she got up, dusted herself off and 
made sure she was alright, she said, “Well, I am glad that 
is over. Now what’s next?”  Predestination concerns the 
ultimate destiny of our lives, not the day to day happenings.  
Once again, confusing predestination with providence will 
never lead to a passing grade in theology.

Well, what is it? Paul expresses the heart of  predestination 
in his letter to the Ephesians:

“Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus 
Christ, who ....chose us in Christ   before the foundation 
of the world to be holy and blameless before him in 
love. God destined us for adoption as his children 
through Jesus Christ, according to the good pleasure of 

his will (Eph. 1:3-5).”
Predestination means first of all that we are chosen.  

Before the foundation of the world, we are chosen in Christ 
to belong to him. No human life is an accident or a mistake.  
Each life is precious in the eyes of God. When we know all 
the ways in which children are born into this world and 
the horrifying ways in which many children are treated,  
this is a profound and counter-cultural statement. It is a 
belief that also motivates us to work for the well-being of all 
children here and around the world. Human life is rooted 
in God’s grace. Beneath the biology, the social history 
and the politics is the work of God to create, choose, call, 
redeem and empower each one of us.  

Abraham and Sarah were going about their ordinary 
business tending the herds and managing the home when 
the call of God came to them seemingly out of the blue.  
When God called Abraham and Sarah, God got the ball 
rolling. They were chosen to become the ancestors of a great 
nation. Paul was in the midst of persecuting the church 
when Jesus appeared to him in a blinding light and turned 
his life around. 

Predestination also means that we are chosen to serve the 
purposes of God in the world. Abraham and Sarah were 
chosen to become a great nation that would be blessed, but 
more than that, it would be a blessing to all the nations of 
the earth. Paul was chosen to be the apostle to the Gentiles 
so that the whole world would come to and embrace the 
love of God in Jesus Christ. 

There is a painting completed by the Italian artist 
Caravaggio in 1600 that hangs in the French Church 
in Rome. The painting is the “Calling of St. Matthew.” 
It pictures Jesus, accompanied by St. Peter, entering 
the doorway to a darkened room. The arm of Jesus is 
outstretched, pointing to a man at the table. The light 
follows the arm and rests upon the face of Matthew, the 
tax collector. The expression on Matthew’s face and the 
gesture of his hand seem to say, “Who? Me?” Matthew, the 
unpopular tax collector and sinner is surprised that Jesus 
would choose him. As a young man in Rome, Pope Francis 
often went to see this painting. Seeing the illuminated 
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outstretched arm of Jesus and Matthew’s reaction, Francis 
commented, “This is me, a sinner on whom the Lord has 
turned his gaze.” (Antonio Spadaro, “A Big Heart Open 
to God: The exclusive interview with Pope Francis,” 
America, 9/30/13). Jesus chose Matthew to be a disciple 
to lead others to him; God chose Francis to become the 
leader of the Catholic Church. In the same way, God has 
chosen you and me to follow Jesus, to love our neighbors, 
to welcome the stranger, to share the gospel in word and 
deed. 

God has not only chosen us in Jesus Christ before the 
foundation of the world and given us a purpose for our 
lives, but God has also assured us of our ultimate destiny.  
Look at the language Paul uses: God “destined us for 
adoption as his children through Jesus Christ…. God has 
made known to us the mystery of his will…as a plan for 
the fullness of time, to gather up all things in him, things 
in heaven and things on earth. In Christ we have also 
obtained an inheritance…” (Eph. 1:5-10). Our inheritance 
is our salvation in Christ. Our salvation is not own doing. 
It is the work of God through the Holy Spirit in and 
through us. 

Here we come to the basic meaning of predestination.  
Our ultimate destiny has been predetermined by the free 
grace of God, not because of anything we have done, but 
simply because of God’s great love for us in Jesus Christ. 
Start to finish, salvation is the work of God’s grace. All we 
do is simply say, “Yes,” and offer our praise and thanks to 
God.  

It is a paradox. From a psychological or human point 
of view, coming to faith seems all our own doing: I made 
a decision to be baptized; I decided to profess my faith 
in Jesus Christ. Yet, from a theological point of view it 
is God who takes the initiative. When we look back at 
our lives and think about how we became a Christian, 
we remember the parents who prayed with us, taught us 
about Jesus and took us to worship and Sunday School. 
We remember the infinite patience of our grandparents 
and their unconditional love for us which taught us about 
the character of God’s love. We remember the non-
judgmental coach who helped us work through a difficult 
personal problem and the teacher who believed in us when 
others had given up. We remember the friend who invited 
us on the youth retreat and shared her faith with us. When 
we look back, we see that behind every decision that we 
made we were led and guided by so many other faithful 
people.  All this is the work of the Holy Spirit leading us 
to faith.

Sometimes Reformed theologians have gone one step too 
far in their understanding of predestination. Calvin was 
trained as a lawyer before he became a theologian. He had a 
keen mind and wanted to work things out logically.  When 
he saw that many people had not accepted Jesus and were 
not living a Christian life, he could only conclude that if 
some were chosen for salvation then others must have been 
chosen by God for damnation. This came to be known as 
Double Predestination. This was a step too far. We are in 
the witnessing business and God is in the saving business. 
We do know that it is God’s will that all will come to know 
the grace of God in Jesus Christ. All we can say about others 
is that according to their own testimony they do not yet 
know the love of God in Jesus. If we persistently reject the 
grace of Christ, then we put ourselves in danger of being 
eternally separated from God. Think about the analogy 
of a child who persistently rejects the parents’ love. How 
then can that love impact or shape that child’s life? The 
love is still there. God’s longing is still there. God is like the 
prodigal’s father who scans the horizon for some sight of his 
son, endlessly waiting for the boy to come home, ready to 
rush out to greet him with a kiss. We also know according 
to the Scriptures that God has a plan for the reconciliation 
of all things in Christ. 

The doctrine of predestination is intended to comfort 
believers in times of trial, not to terrify non-believers.   
There is tremendous spiritual comfort in knowing that 
our salvation does not depend upon the rise and fall of our 
shaky faith, the questions in the night, the doubts that arise 
from our troubles. Our ultimate destiny depends upon our 
being chosen in Christ before the foundation of the world, 
given a holy purpose in life by the Holy Spirit, and destined 
for salvation by the overwhelming grace of God. 


