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Lord's Day 21a, Q. 54   

Sovereign Predestination 

 
Q.54. What believest thou concerning the "holy catholic church" of Christ? 
A. That the Son of God from the beginning to the end of the world, gathers, defends, and 

preserves to himself by his Spirit and word, out of the whole human race, a church 
chosen to everlasting life, agreeing in true faith; and that I am and for ever shall 
remain a living member thereof. 

Introduction 

It is very proper that the catechism, upon the discussion of the Holy Spirit, immediately begins a 
discussion of the church of Jesus Christ, not only because that is the order in which they come in the 
articles of the Apostolic faith, but because the fruit of the Holy Spirit may be expressed in that one word, 
the church.   

It is altogether proper, having discussed the Holy Spirit, for the catechism now to call our attention 
to the fruit of the Holy Spirit; and I think there is no single question and answer so pregnant with 
significance, and into which are crowded so many fundamental truths as this fifty-fourth question and 
answer.  Into one single answer our fathers crowded the entire truth concerning the church.  They speak 
of God's sovereign election in which the church was chosen unto eternal life, with reprobation 
presupposed. They speak of the gathering of the church by the Son of God, leaving man out of it 
entirely.  They speak of the church of all ages when it is said that the church exists from the beginning to 
the end of the world.  And they speak of the sure foundation and perseverance of the church unto all 
eternity.   

The main subject of this Lord's Day is the church. And today that subject is of immense importance 
and practical significance. If what calls itself the church today is sick, it is sick with regard to its 
conception of the church. There is hardly anyone that does not have something to say about the church; 
and there is hardly a writer that in some way does not express his ideas concerning the church.  And 
there are many different opinions as to what the church is. To some the church is simply a mob, a 
crowd, or a society alongside other societies. To others it is a sort of mission station for the purpose of 
saving souls.  To still others, it is a social institution having for its purpose the uplifting of the world and 
the reformation of society.  All these things are in the air in our day; you meet with them in nearly every 
book and paper you pick up.  And they all reveal their ignorance as to what the church is. The church is 
none of these. The church is no institution to save souls; it is no social institution for the uplift of the 
world; and it is not a social gathering for the solving of social problems.  The church is essentially the 
gathering of the elect.  It is the gathering of those, chosen by God and gathered by the Son of God out of 
the whole world to be to the praise of God.   

Now it is impossible, with all these subjects crowded into one question and answer, to do justice to 
all these subjects in one sermon.  And therefore, in order to do justice to this 54th question of our 
catechism, we will, especially this morning, emphasize sovereign predestination. 
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Theme: Sovereign Predestination 

1. The Meaning 
2. The Objects 
3. The Practical Importance 

1. The Meaning 

We do not have to call your attention to the fact that the doctrine of sovereign predestination is 
thoroughly scriptural; and we must not be swept away from this truth. The truth of predestination does 
not depend on certain texts, although there are many texts that teach it.  Rather it is the main artery 
that runs throughout the word of God. Like the doctrine of the trinity, it is woven into the very texture 
of Scripture.  It speaks of the truth of predestination everywhere.  You cannot explain Scripture; and you 
cannot receive the truth of the word of God except from the standpoint of the truth of divine 
predestination.  You cannot maintain that God is God, you cannot maintain that man is dead in sin and 
misery, you cannot maintain the doctrine of vicarious atonement, unless you maintain sovereign 
predestination.  Predestination is the determining cause of the church.  

We must insist that there is no other determining cause for the church than this sovereign election 
of God.  Would it not be a conceited thing for a brick to determine ― if such a thing were possible ― 
what its place should be in the building, how the building should be built and how it should look.  It 
would be a conceited thing for a pile of bricks to determine ― if such a thing were possible ― how many 
of them should go into the building.  Yet that is what the teacher of the freewill of man would make us 
believe; and that is conceited.   

Scripture tells us that what determines the church as the body of Christ ― instead of a mass of 
humanity ― is the decree of God's predestination.  It is not predestination plus a little work of man, nor 
predestination on the basis of a foreseen faith.  It is sovereign predestination that determines how the 
building is to look and who is to have a place within it.  It is not predestination on the basis of faith and 
unbelief, but predestination unto faith and unbelief.  Predestination is the heart of the church.   

This must be emphasized because the church of today has heart trouble.  Let predestination go and 
you lose the truth.  Take that heart out of the church and it will die.  All that deny the blood of 
atonement had their starting point in the denial of predestination. History shows that in the measure 
the church denied divine predestination she undermined the truth. The question of receiving or denying 
predestination is fundamentally a question of receiving or rejecting Christ; and the denial of 
predestination always ends in modernism.   

Scripture speaks of predestination everywhere. You can almost open your bible at random and find 
it.  When the Lord makes a review of His work at the end of His Galilean ministry, He sees that His labor 
has been two-fold; and so He lifts up His work to the counsel of God and says, I thank thee Father, 
because thou hast hid these things from the wise and prudent, and has revealed them unto babes. Even 
so, Father: for so it seemed good in thy sight; or as the Dutch has it, more according to the original, for 
such is thy good pleasure.  When Jesus faces the Jews at Jerusalem, He appeals to divine predestination 
and says, you believe not because you are not of my sheep.  He does not put it the other way; He does 
not say, “you are not of my sheep because you believe not,” but says, you believe not because you are 
not of my sheep.  And in contrast to this, He says of His sheep that they hear His voice and follow Him 
because they are of His sheep.  Scripture tells us that God loved Jacob and hated Esau before they were 
born and had done either good or evil. We read in the Acts of the Apostles, "As many as were ordained 
unto eternal life, believed."   

And I call your attention to the well-known passage in Romans 9 to 11. In Romans 8 we read, For 
whom He did foreknow, He also did predestinate to be conformed to the image of His Son. Moreover 
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whom He did predestinate, them He also called: and whom He called, them He also justified: and whom 
He justified, them He also glorified.  Then, in Romans 9, we have the figure of the potter where the 
Apostle says, Hath not the potter power over the clay, of the same lump to make one vessel unto honor, 
and another unto dishonor.   

So also we find it in Ephesians 1:3-5.  There we read, Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord 
Jesus Christ, who hath blessed us with all spiritual blessings in heavenly places in Christ: According as He 
hath chosen us in Him before the foundations of the world, (not because) but that we should be holy and 
without blame before Him in love: Having predestinated us, (not because we were children) but unto the 
adoption of children by Jesus Christ to Himself, according to the good pleasure of His will. And in verse 
11, In whom also we have obtained an inheritance, being predestinated according to the purpose of Him 
who worketh all things after the counsel of His own will.  

I need not quote any more passages.  The reason we come to the church is because we have been 
predestinated.  Of that Scripture is full.  Neither is there a soul that can really deny the doctrine of 
predestination.  Of course they have tried to escape the consequences of that doctrine.  The Arminian 
view of predestination is that God chose those of whom He knew that they would believe and accept 
Christ, and reprobation is the rejection of them of whom He knew that they would harden themselves 
and reject Christ.  But Scripture puts it the other way around; we are chosen unto faith, unto the 
adoption of children.  And God is sovereign.   

Nor is it possible to fit the language of Scripture with another system, and say that these two must 
stand side by side as long as the church is in the world; on the one hand that God chose some to eternal 
life, and on the other hand He wants all men to be saved.   

Then there are others who simply say they do not believe in predestination.  They say that people 
used to believe in it, but in our enlightened age we do not believe it anymore.  But that is not true. The 
denial of predestination is not the fruit of our enlightened age. The enemies of predestination are as old 
as the church, for the natural heart of man rebels against predestination.  

The enemies of predestination approach the subject careful. They say they believe in 
predestination, but you must not preach it.  They say it is dangerous to preach it because it makes 
people careless.  But all these are but attempts to move the foundation from under our feet.  
Predestination means that God is sovereign also with a view to the eternal destiny of His moral 
creatures. Predestination means that God determined the eternal state of His moral creatures, that is, of 
angels and men.   He determined to lead some to the highest glory, and to lead others in the way of sin 
to eternal darkness and damnation. And in both of these He is sovereign.  That is, the reason for either 
of them is not in man.  The reason for election is not in man.   

God does not elect because of faith, but unto faith.  He does not elect because we are to His praise, 
but in order that we should be unto His praise.  You can find no reason for election except in the mind of 
God.  And no reason can be found for reprobation except in the sovereign will of God.  God does not 
reject because of sin. Reprobation is sovereign. There is a causal love of election, and a causal hate of 
reprobation. For God is God. So that election is the sovereign counsel of God ― for reason hidden in 
Himself ― to lead the organism of the church to glory. So also reprobation is the sovereign counsel of 
God ― for reasons in Himself ― to lead the others, in the way of sin, to eternal darkness.  There is no 
question about these things.   

I am not saying there are in actual fact no questions about these things, for there are many that sail 
under Reformed colors who cover up these things and never speak of them.  But there is no question 
about them among people who are really Reformed, or who accept the truth of the word of God.  
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2. The Objects 

The question has been asked as to how we must conceive of the order of the different elements in 
God's counsel; and there have been two views among Reformed people as to the order of the various 
elements in God's counsel. They bear the names, Supra and Infra.   

In Supra the order is in the first place, that fundamentally the will of God is to glorify Himself.  In 
the second place, because it was His will to glorify Himself in His mercy and in His righteousness, He 
determined to glorify Himself in vessels of honor and dishonor. In the third place, God determined to 
form the vessels, in the way of sin on the one hand, and in the way of grace on the other hand. And 
finally, He determined to create the vessels and to separate them by sin and grace.  

No, said Infra, that is too harsh.  We must conceive of the order in this way. God, in the first place, 
determined to glorify Himself.  Secondly, He determined to glorify Himself in the work of creation. In the 
third place, God determined to permit the fall. And finally, He determined to elect some out of that 
fallen race and pass others by.  And we may add that this last has also been embodied in our confession.  

Yet it seems to me, in order to find a reason for predestination, we must present it in a slightly 
different way. Instead of speaking of individual election and reprobation, we must take the standpoint 
of the catechism and speak of the church. The reason for predestination is plain if we keep in mind that 
the purpose of predestination is not the election and reprobation of individuals but the organism of the 
church. Then we may present the order in this way. In the first place, God determined to glorify Himself.  
Secondly, being a covenant God who lives a covenant life within Himself, He determined to reveal that 
covenant life outside of Himself, and so determined there to be a church that would live in covenant 
relation to Him.  That is the positive, the main purpose of predestination. The purpose of predestination 
is the gathering of the church to live in covenant relation with God.  Thus we can say that God 
determined to glorify Himself in the realization of His covenant; and He determined to do this in the way 
of sin and grace. Reverently speaking, there was no other way of leading His church into that covenant 
relation unto Himself. Because God determined to glorify Himself, He elected there to be a church in 
order that it might be to the praise of His glory.   

And reprobation must serve this election.  God also determined reprobation in order that He might 
glorify the church so that it might be to His praise.  Predestination is not an arbitrary choosing of some, 
and rejection of others.  Rather reprobation is there to serve election.  Everything concentrates around 
God. Christ is for God's sake.  The church is for Christ's sake. And reprobation is for the church's sake.   

It is not to be seen the other way around.  God is not for Christ's sake, and Christ for the church's 
sake; but Christ is for God's sake, and the church for Christ's sake.  And reprobation must serve the 
church to bring it glory.  That is the truth.  It is the word of God.  The rest is not true. The truth is that 
God is God also with respect to the eternal destiny of His moral creatures.  

3. The Practical Importance 

The truth of predestination is a practical truth.   

In the first place, it is that because it provides the only incentive to a sanctified life.   

I know mockers present it the other way around.  It is said to be dangerous to preach election; but 
that is not true.  It is dangerous to blindfold people by telling them that they can be saved by an act of 
their own free will.  There is no danger in preaching predestination if you only maintain it to the end.  
The same God that determines the church also carries out His decree to its final conclusion. The same 
God that elects also realizes that election by taking hold of those whom He elects, and making them 
members of the body of Christ.  And they never say, ”I am elected anyway, so it makes no difference 
how I live.”  Nor does a reprobate ever say, “I am reprobate so what is the use.”   The same God that 
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rejects the reprobated also convinces them of sin and of his own responsibility for that sin.   

Therefore, it is not true, as is sometimes said, that, if you preach election, then it makes no 
difference how you live.  If one is elect, he will get to heaven anyway; and if he is not, he won't.  That 
may sound reasonable, but it is very ungodly, unreasonable and illogical.   God did not choose His people 
just to bring them to heaven.  He chose them in order that they should be blameless before Him in love.  
No one that is elect will say, “I am chosen and now I can live as I please,” but he will say, “I am chosen in 
order that I should be blameless before Him in love, and should live to the praise of the glory of God.”  

So there is no true practical religion except on the basis of predestination, because predestination 
teaches us that we are nothing except what God makes us.  It ties us up in every way with the living God.  
I do not do good works to get to heaven, but I do good works in order to be pleasing to Him.  And I 
believe, not in the doctrine of predestination, but that I am a living member of the church God has 
chosen unto Himself, and I will always remain a member of it.  It is this doctrine that gives stability to all 
our life, and it is the only source of comfort.   

The objection has also been raised that this is fatalism; but the difference between fatalism and 
predestination is, that the former knows only of a blind power with no purpose, while the latter leaves it 
all in the hands of an almighty and all-wise God.  That is what our confession says.  It says that, if I say 
that I am a living member of the church of God, I will say it forever.  This confession is not only one of 
personal salvation, but of the salvation of the church. And the fruit of predestination is that it cuts down 
all that is of man, and depends only on God.   

This doctrine humbles man.  After all, if anything depends on man, nothing would be sure.  If 
salvation depends on me, I would have no surety that I would ever come to salvation.  But it does not 
depend on man; it is the work of the sovereign, almighty, and all-wise God.  Therefore it is sure; and the 
admonition that comes to us is, Be diligent to make your election and calling sure.  And you can only 
make them sure in the way of sanctification.  

 


