Pondering the Puzzle of Predestination


        July 27, 2008

Romans 8: 28-39




                    Pastor Mark Nieting

Remembering Paul’s words from last Sunday, there’s no shortage to the issues in life that cause each of us some “grunts and groans.” I had a few “grunt and groan” moments last week and this week will be no exception. Here’s some of mine, especially as I face the first time I have ever been in the hospital: Has my doctor “practiced” long enough to know what he is doing? Will the robot that’s actually DOING the surgery behave itself? Will they get all those nasty little cancer cells? How long will I have to stay home? Will Pam stay sane as she tries to keep me still?
And those are the simple questions. There are larger ones we all face too: What is the meaning of life? Why am I who I am? What is my purpose for living? 

Finally, there are questions of faith. Jesus asks, “Do you love me? Do you trust me? Do you believe that I know what’s best for you and your life?” These are the sort of questions that can both puzzle us and bless us!
Today’s text begins with words that should be on each of our refrigerator doors, “We know that in all things, God works for the good of those who love Him, who have been called, according to His purpose. For those God foreknew, he also predestined to be conformed to the likeness of His Son. Those he predestined, He also called; those He called He also justified; those He justified, He also glorified! What do we say to this? IF God is for us, WHO can be against us!” 
How many times have you received the basic thrust of this verse when you’ve been in deep weeds and some well meaning Polyanna says something like this: “Don’t worry, be happy! It’s all going to work out! You’ll be just fine!!!?” 
There have been times when I have wanted to respond, ”Fine, then, YOU deal with my problems. You walk the next mile in my moccasins a while and see how YOU like all my trials and tribulations!” This can come across as such a platitude. 
Paul’s real point here isn’t that EVERYTHING is good, but that God works IN EVERYTHING. God isn’t, of course, the cause of bad things. We live in a broken world, groaning with all its problems and causing no end to ours. The good news isn’t that there won’t be problems. It’s that God is still there when we do.

How many of you like to bake things? I mean bake things, from scratch? Think of the things that go into a cake: flour, baking soda, shortening, sugar, eggs, salt. The end result, if you mix them together in the right proportions is good….but would you like to eat the ingredients separately??? 

Every event in our lives is like the ingredients in a cake mix. Some of them are, taken separately, bitter or sour, but when mixed by God with the other events in our lives, the result is just what God wants! 
Like any good baker knows, you can’t rush the process. If you remove any of the ingredients or skip a step or fail to bake it long enough…it won’t work. Until God’s “recipe” for our lives is FULLY COMPLETE, we dare not judge His cooking!

Paul’s next question is this: “IF God is for us, who can be against us?” It’s not “Who can be against us?” That list can be long: illness, exhaustion, hurricanes, bosses, neighbors, terrorists, you name it….we can all list our enemies. What Paul is REALLY saying is that since God is on your side, it doesn’t even matter if ALL your enemies come at you at the same time, they are no match for God. God wins!  Maybe we need to turn to each other and say: “God is on your side!” 
Paul goes on: “He who did not spare His own Son, but gave Him up for us all, how will He not also with Him graciously give us all things.” (v 32). What limits has God set on His ability to love us? NONE! Did God save us from sin, death and the power of the devil so we could live miserable lives filled with worry and fear? Would Christ go to the cross for us and then turn a deaf ear to our prayers? Certainly NOT! We can trust God in ALL THINGS!
Finally, Paul makes this absolutely magnificent statement: Who can bring any charge against those whom God has chosen….those He foreknew, He predestined, He called, He justified, and He glorified
Few areas of theology have sparked as much discussion as that of “election,” or predestination. Does God really choose some people that He will save and, therefore, choose not to save the rest? What’s involved in the process? Don’t we have a say in this? What do I have to “do” to be in the category of the “elect?” Am I one of those “predestined” to heaven? How can I know for sure? And if I AM in that category, does it matter how I live? 
Over the history of the Christian church there have been times when this area of theology has become very divisive. From 847 to 868 AD the church argued, and ultimately divided over it. Lutheran theologians did the same in the 1880. I’m sure God didn’t want that to happen…..but God knew it would. Why is that? Because God knows everything about everyone! God, who loves the entire world (John 3:16), truly wants everyone to be saved. (1 Tim 2:4). Jesus died for the sins of the entire world, and it’s that Good News we are to preach to “all nations.”
God has known from before He created the world that you would be sitting here today. God knew WHO would receive the Christ and who would reject it. 
Based on that foreknowledge, God pre-destines those people to be pre-destined to heaven, to be called by the Spirit, to be washed in the water of their baptism, to be forgiven by Christ, to be justified and made holy in His sight! 

Do you…and do I DESERVE to be among those predestined to heaven? Is this any of our doing? Again, Scripture is clear. God justified. We don’t. We’re all sinners, completely incapable of doing ANYthing that would make God justify us. Salvation is completely and entirely God’s doing, accomplished by Christ on the cross…..and offered to us by the Holy Spirit. Justification is nothing we can start, nothing we can participate in, and nothing we can finish. ALL I CAN DO IS HANG ONTO THE CROSS OF CHRIST, being faithful to the end. 
On this topic, human logic can get in the way, arguing that if God has CHOSEN some to be saved, He must have CHOSEN the rest to be damned. This is a theological position often called Double Predestination.  Isn’t some behavior or action on our part involved somewhere? It might seem like logical, but God’s word is clear: Without God’s intervention into our lives, we’re lost. He loves the whole World. The Gospel call is there for all, but not everybody answers. Some may say no. Some might wait until the last second to answer the call. If we’re saved….it’s only because God saves us. If we’re lost, it’s our fault. 

Understanding all of this from our human perspective involves what I call “the theology of dog food.” We don’t have a dog so I’ll revise it to “turtle food.” Our turtle knows that when I pick up that little green can of Repto-sticks, he’s going to get fed, and he gets all excited…and he eats. His little reptilian brain has no clue that a factory makes the stuff or that I have a job to get the money to buy the stuff. None of that he knows, only what I reveal, and it’s good enough for him.
God reveals TWO things to us: our sin, and our Savior, in that order. IF we had no knowledge of our sin, we wouldn’t see any need for a Savior. Once our sin is revealed, then the Gospel, Jesus’ death and resurrection brings life. Can we reject it? Certainly we can….and millions do? Can we fall away? Scripture calls to us to remain faithful to the end….and then to receive the crown of life.
Here’s where Paul’s promise is so wonderful. It doesn’t matter WHAT the world throws against us…God is there for us, and with us. Maybe you didn’t notice the tense of the verbs in verse 30. Foreknew, predestined, called, justified, glorified! They are all “past tense!” It’s already been done! We are “more than conquerors” through Christ, who loved us. We are “hypernykomen.” With the Olympics starting, here’s a clue… what’s on the feet that “swoosh” to victory?
The Greek word for “victor” in the ‘Games” was “nike.” (The shoe MEANS it). In Christ, we are even more than that… we are “hypernike,” SUPER-VICTORS!! 
From the time of our baptism onward, no matter WHAT comes against us, with Christ in us, the victory is already won.  How can you know this….for sure? Paul’s answer comes in chapter 10, verse 9: “That if you confess with your mouth that Jesus Christ is Lord and believe in your heart that God raised Him from the dead, you will be saved!” That, my fellow “super-nikes,” is a promise we can live with…forever.   Amen.
