IS LIFE PREDESTINED?

Text:  "We know that in everything God works for good with those who love him, who are called


according to his purpose.”           Romans 8:28

.

Scripture Reading: Selections from Romans 8

   A line in the poem “The Voice” by Rupert Brooke has long haunted me.  The line is "I knew that this was the hour of knowing.”  There comes a moment when we know we must follow a certain path, marry a certain girl or boy, choose a certain job, just as in that magnificent film about The River Kwai, the young officer knew he must be a parson.

   For us all, I believe, God's moment comes, when He puts His hand on our shoulder and says, "I want you," and we know, in that hour of knowing.  There is a tremendous difference between our subject today, predestination, and "an hour of knowing."

   There are many reasons why predestination is a barrier to true belief to some people.  People revolt against a God who would predestine or pre-determine a person to heaven or hell before his/her life began, and this is exactly what predestination means.

   The confession of faith of one of the major denominations states: "Of God's eternal decree, some men would be predestined to everlasting life and others to everlasting death."  It is in fact stated that "these angels and men, thus predestined and pre-ordained are particularly and are of unchangeable designed; and their number is so certain and definite they cannot be increased or diminished.  (Sec. 4, Langford, Barriers to Belief, p. 76)

   How can the love of God ever be considered in the light of such a doctrine.  A person reaches but simply doesn't have an arm long enough if God has already decided his/her eternal destiny.

   Some people revolt against the God of predestination saying: "If God has already chosen, why should I be concerned about the Christian faith.  I can't do anything about my destiny so - why attend Church, why pray, why believe?"  It is a barrier to belief in that it makes the whole human struggle meaningless.

What do we mean by predestination?

   Predestination means, according to Calvin, the  'formulator of the doctrine', that God has once and for all determined by an immutable and eternal decree, all those who He will admit to salvation and who He will condemn to destruction.

   In fact, Calvin’s Institutes, which are the full works of John Calvin, state:  "Not all men therefore, are created with a similar destiny, but eternal life is foreordained for some and eternal damnation for others.  Every person, before ever he/she comes into the world, is selected by God for either life or death, for either rewards of heaven or fires of hell.”
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   This doctrine was important to John Calvin as a basis for assurance.  He lived in a day when the Roman church was certain of its salvation because of being (in their opinin) the one true church.  Predestination was Calvin's answer to the Roman doctrine of assurance.

   Now, lest you think I am speaking in favor of this doctrine, let me tell you why I believe this to be a barrier to true belief today.  Predestination makes all preaching Vain.  Preaching is of no value to those who are lready elected to salvation or to damnation.  It is of no value to those who are elected to be saved, for with it or without it they will be saved.  And it is sheer mockery to those who are not elected; though they hear, they cannot grasp or find its meaning or commit to it..

   I believe the doctrine of election is true, but those elected are those who believe in Jesus Christ, and that can be any human being, anywhere.  Predestination utterly destroys the "grace" of God and makes it impossible for a person to find a relationship to Christ.

   This doctrine makes all of life too snug, too comfortable.  I am aware there is some measure of comfort in pointing everything that happens to me at God, for if I am among the elect then I am under-girded in the stresses and strains of life.

   But you see, predestination destroys my freedom and stifles my desire to help God build a better world.  I can sit down and not worry about evangelism because God will call those who are elected.  

    I don't need to be concerned about Church School or my own sanctification because God is running the whole show and free will is a giddy joke.  Embracing this doctrine, slums, crime, and poverty are God's business, not mine.  Can you see what this doctrine can do to our Christian understanding of all life?

   Finally, let me say this doctrine makes Christ out as a hypocrite, a deceiver of humankind, and one who is filled with insincerity.  Jesus' words are full of invitations to sinners, "Come unto me all ye that labor and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest." (Matthew 11:28). If you say that He did not intend to save all sinners, if you say those he calls cannot come, then you represent the Son of God as mocking his helpless creatures by offering what he never intends to give.

   You even disprove the most beloved of Bible verses, "God so loved the world, that he gave his only son that whosoever--WHOSOEVER--believes in him should not perish but have everlasting life.  (John 3:16)  I believe that we can dismiss as unbiblical and unchristian the superficial but widespread meaning of predestination that all events are fated to happen exactly as they do.

   The Christian answer to predestination is providence. I cannot believe God pre-ordains but I can believe that God is not only implicated in every life, but is working purposefully with us to brng good from that life..

   While the Reformers (Calvin and his crew) used Romans 8 to prove their predestination, I believe that Paul spoke of providence, freedom, and the good purpose of God in this great chapter, of Romans not predestination.
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   Paul begins the 8th chapter by affirming that "there is therefore no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus."  In verse 15, the apostle says to any of us who are led by the Spirit of God?  "You did not receive the spirit of slavery to fall back into fear, but you have received the spirit of son-ship."  Here is the thought of freedom once again.  We are free to escape from fear, free to live as sons/daughters of God and fellow heirs with Christ.

   Still later Paul comes to his famous statement that "we know that in everything God works for good with those who love Him, who are called according to His purpose."  (Verse 28).  The translators of this verse got it right in the RSV but messed it up good in the New RSV.  Unfortunately they translated it like the King James “All thing work together for good to those who love God.”  That isn't true.  All things do not work for good but God works for good.

   At verse 31, Paul launches into the famous conclusion of this chapter, which can be readily identified: "If God is for us, who is against us'  Who shall bring this charge against God's elect?  It is God who justifies; who is to condemn?  Who shall separate us from the love of Christ? Shall tribulation, or distress, or persecution, or famine, or nakedness, or peril, or sword?  No, in all these things we are more than conquerors through him who loved us..."

   You see far from teaching a fatalistic philosophy of life found in predestination, Paul resoundingly proclaims that we are given our liberty through what God has willed--over and above anything we could possibly will for ourselves. I do not believe that Romans 8 teaches predestination, but providence.

   In this chapter providence, to the Apostle, means to be liberated from enslavement.  It means that we have God for us, not against us – a very personal God who desires that our minds and wills and spirits should be set at liberty to attain what he expects for each one of us.  PROVIDENCE, NOT PREDESTINATION, MEANS THAT GOD CARES.

   Jesus stressed repeatedly God's care for the individual, "Not a sparrow falls to the ground, he said, but God is concerned."  How does a sparrow's fall contrast with you and me, we are way ahead.  We mean much to God who calls us his son or daughter.

  And Jesus added, "You are of more value than the sparrows." Christ's concern for persons illnesses, troubles, and despair must surely mean that God cares too, for "he that hath seen Me hath seen the Father."

   Part of our difficulty is in thinking of God in the terms of being only a big man, not God.  It is hard for us to believe that God can be concerned in the troubles of an insignificant individual on one of the minor planets.

   There is some escape from this paralyzing thought by realizing that there are more cells in one human brain than there are people on the whole earth, and yet each has its function, its use, and its value.  Can it be that men and women, even on a million planets, bear a relation to God in some sense comparable to the relation which the cells of my brain and body bear to me?  Isn't it true that in a very intimate sense, "in God we live and move and have our being?"
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   God's providential care does not mean, that we are exempt from bad things happening to us.  The reason is that we live in two worlds at the same time.  We live in the world of the spirit, but also in the physical world with our bodies.  This physical world is subject to natural laws, and God does not exempt us from the laws of this natural order.  We say we are in our Father's keeping, and yet nature is impartial.  The sun shines on the evil as well as on the good.  A clot in the artery will prove fatal for a saint as well as for a sinner.

PROVIDENCE, NOT PREDESTINATION, MEANS GOD HAS A PURPOSE FOR OUR LIVES AND GUIDES US TO THAT PURPOSE.

   Providence asserts that there is a purpose of God for each of our lives.  We can find that purpose and live within its framework, or we can discard that purpose and go our sinful way.  To believe in God's omnipotence means that nothing can possibly happen which defeats Him, nothing is allowed to happen which finally frustrates His plans.

   Can't you see that once you and God get together on what life is all about--your purpose in this world - that it is not to have a good time but to become a good person, good in the sense that you are heading toward Christ, then all these things you call "bad" can be turned into a profit.

    You know that the secret of success in business is to be able to capitalize on your liabilities--like those men who made bars of soap and were sick because it was so light, and then decided to tell the world that it floats.

    Use a little imagination and remember the time the doctor told you to go home and go to bed, and you looked up and saw God and that which you thought to be terrible for you was really God's purpose working to bring good out of an otherwise bad situation.  As the poet says:

    

“God is working His purpose out, as year succeeds to year;



    God is working His purpose out, and the time is drawing near, 



Nearer and nearer draws the time--the time that shall surely be,



   When the earth shall be filled with the glory of God, as the waters




cover the sea.”  (Best Sermons,p. 83)

    Reaching various crossroads in my own life, I have often been uncertain which way to take, and I have just had to follow what light I had from commonsense, good advise, careful thoughtfulness, prayer and then make a decision and ask God for the best.  It is only as I look back that I feel there was a "hand that guided and a heart that planned. I think I know what the late Archbishop William Temple meant when he said, "When I say my prayers, I find that coincidences begin to happen.  Providence means God has purpose for our lives and tries to guide us to that purpose.

PROVIDENCE, NOT PREDESTINATION, MEANS FREEDOM.

   There is no freedom in predestination, but there is in providence.  Even though God opens doors for us, we have the freedom to walk through them or refuse.  The very essence of man's life as he comes forth from the hand of God is that he has freedom to choose between differing alternatives.  God has no interest in puppets.  Man who is chosen or elected by God is not a puppet but a free agent.  You see man is free under providence but is a slave under predestination.
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     I had the good fortune at a crucial time of my theological and pulpit maturity to have a retired minister in my church that was truly remarkable.  Dr. C. Raymond Gray always would toddle down to my study and share some story with me that usually fit right into my sermon for the next week.

     One day he told me of his uncle who was a preacher.  He was invited to dinner with another preacher who was a thorough-going predestination.  The man said to Dr. Gray's uncle:

   "Brother Joseph, did you know that God knew at the beginning of the world that we would have dinner here today?"

"No," said the uncle, "I did not."

   "Did you know," the man continued, "that God pre-destined that we would have fried chicken at dinner today?"

"No," said Dr. Gray's uncle, "but I'm glad he did.

   "And did you know," said the man, "that God decreed at the beginning of time that I (here he put his fork through a gizzard) would eat this gizzard?'

   But just as he was about to put that gizzard in his mouth, Dr. Gray's uncle reached over, grabbed the gizzard off the man's fork and popped it into his own mouth and said, "Well, this is one eternal decree that has been broken.”

   Humankind is free, his/her freedom is God's gift but this doesn't mean that God doesn't guide us in our freedom.  Don't be taken aback by saying that God guides us in our freedom.  This is something businessmen do all the time.  The whole advertising business is based on it.

  You cannot override the freedom of your customer and force him/her to buy the car you are selling.  But you can show him a picture of it if a magazine and on a billboard, and keep telling him on radio and TV that it is the car he needs.  When he comes in to buy it, he is in line with your plan, and yet he acts of his own free will.

    God does not force us to love Him because love loses its value if it is forced upon a person.  It would be meaningless if God forced Himself upon us with some kind of supernatural power.

    It is providence, not predestination, that Paul preaches and that we find written in the 8th chapter of the book-of Romans, and to believe in providence will not be a barrier to belief but will help you realize that God works for good to those who love him.

    I recall the fascinating story of the son of a gardener on an estate in Scotland who dreamed of becoming a medical doctor.  The dream seemed destined to remain unrealized.  Neither he nor his father could foresee the long course of study in medicine.  It seemed inevitable that he would become a gardener like his father.
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    Then one day, visitors arrived at the castle to spend the weekend in rest and recreation.  One of the boys of the household went for a swim in the castle pool.  Suddenly, he was stricken with cramps.  His cries for help brought the son of the gardener to the pool on the run and just as the lad was sinking for the final time, the gardener's son plunged in, clothes and all, and dragged the drowning boy to safety.  Deeply moved by this act of bravery, the parents of the boy asked to see the gardener.

    "We are grateful for the brave act which saved the life of our son," said the father. "We want to reward your son. What can we do for him?" The gardener hesitated a moment, then he unfolded the dream which his boy had held that he might become a doctor;  "If you care to help him." he said, "it would mean more to the lad than anything else in the world.   The visitor exclaimed, "The very thing!"  That settles it.  We shall see him through his education."

    They carried out the promise which they made that day.  Through their generosity, the gardener's son became a doctor. And such a doctor!  He is Dr. Alexander Fleming, one of the world's great physicians, and the discoverer of penicillin. The boy whom he saved from drowning was Winston Churchill.

    There is a sequel to the story of Winston Churchill and Dr. Alexander Fleming.  A day came when; Mr. Churchhill was stricken in Egypt with a virulent type of pneumonia.  As Prime Minister of England, he was needed in that hour both by his own country and by the rest of the world.  His personal physician reported later that they gave up all hope of his recovery.  They could see no alternative to death. 

    A hurried call was sent out for Dr. Alexander Fleming.  In record time, he was flown from England to the bedside of Mr. Churchhill carrying with him a precious container of penicillin.  The miracle drug was' administered to Mr. Churchhill.  All the allied world shared with joy the announcement that the disease had been conquered and that Mr. Churchhill was on the road to complete recovery.  (Redhead, How to Live Your Faith, p. 40)

    Don't try to tell me that Dr. Fleming was predestined to save Winston Churchhill, or that he was predestined to be a physician, or to discover penicillin.  I can't see the pre-ordained hand of God in the story at all but I can see the providence of God at work.  This is what the Apostle Paul was saving when he wrote, "We know that in everything God works for good with those who love Him, who are called according to His purpose."
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