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If you have your Bibles I'd invite you to turn with me to Romans chapter 9 as we continue to work our way through this great book and chapter. "If God chooses then our choices don't matter." Have you ever had somebody say that to you before? Maybe you said it yourself, or maybe it was put in the form of a question. If God chooses, then do our choices matter? Paul is going to address this very issue in the verses that we are going to study today, verses 19 through 23 of Romans chapter 9. We are in what may be the most difficult chapter of the Bible and my friends, for the next several weeks we are right in the middle of the deepest part of that most difficult chapter. But never fear; God wrote His word for our good and there are practical lessons He intends us to learn.
It will help us to remember where we've been so far. Paul, in Romans 9 verses 1 through 5 has assured us of his love for the lost, especially speaking about his kinsmen of the flesh, the Israelites who have rejected the gospel and they've rejected Jesus the Messiah by and large in Paul's time. And Paul tells us right at the outset that he still has a heart of love for them. That's going to be very important for us as we work through this chapter. If this were coming from someone who was cold and detached without a concern for evangelism, without a concern for the lost, the things Paul says here would be difficult indeed to swallow. But at the very outset we remember that God's instrument for telling us these things is the greatest missionary of the apostles. And he has a large heart for those who are lost and that helps us as we work through the rest of this chapter.
Now in verses 6 through 13 he has to address a difficult problem. The problem is this: "Have God's promises failed?" Through Abraham, the children of Israel had been promised the fulfillment of God's covenant promises. And now the question is, "Paul, in light of the fact that you are acknowledging that Israel, by and large, has rejected Jesus as the Messiah in His time and in yours, does that mean that God's promises to Abraham and to Israel have failed." And Paul's answer is emphatically, "No." And basically he answers that question by saying, "You need to understand God's choosing, God's electing purposes; for the promises were not simply made to those who were ethnically Jewish. The promises were made to those whom God had chosen from amongst the descendents of Israel, those who trusted in His promises, those who loved Him, those who loved Him because He had first loved them." And He gives, of course, as his clinching example, Jacob and Esau, sons of the same mother, sons of the same father, sons of the covenant as regards to their descent and yet one loved God and the other didn't. And in fact God could say at the end of the Old Testament in the book of Malachi, "Jacob have I loved and Esau I have I hated."
Now, that of course immediately raises an objection and we saw that objection last week in verses 14 through 18. "Hey, that's not fair. It's not fair for God to choose that way. Election is not fair." And you’ll remember how the Apostle Paul answered it. First he said, "Look election is not unjust. Let's clear that up right away." Secondly he says, "God's judgment, God's reprobation, God's passing over of some is not arbitrary, but rather purposeful." But finally he said, "Look, if you really want to understand election you've got to get outside the category of fairness and justice and you've got to move into the category of mercy, because if your salvation was a matter of fairness, well, then none of us would be saved. If election was a matter of justice, none of us would be elect." To talk about election in the first place, you have to move away from an over focus on the justice and fairness of God which, after all isn't in question, and you have to move into an entirely different category, the category of mercy. And so Paul argued.
But in verses 17 and 18 he throws out one more illustration that raised a problem in the minds in some who were listening to him. Do you remember, he mentions Moses and Pharaoh and he said, as an example of how God's election works, "Look at Moses, the Lord blessed him and He drew him to Himself and He chose him and He showed mercy to him. But Pharaoh, God hardened his heart." And immediately somebody says, "But wait a minute, that's not fair either. How can God condemn Pharaoh if Pharaoh can't resist God's will?"
You see the question that's being asked is, "If God's sovereign choice ultimately decides, then how can there be blameed for what we do, since His will can't be thwarted?" That's the question that Paul is answering in Romans 9 verses 19 - 23. Let's hear God's word.
You will say to me then, " Why does He still find fault? For who resists His will?" On the contrary, who are you, O man, who answers back to God? The thing molded will not say to the molder, " Why did you make me like this," will it? Or does not the potter have a right over the clay, to make from the same lump one vessel for honorable use, and another for common use? What if God, although willing to demonstrate His wrath and to make His power known, endured with much patience vessels of wrath prepared for destruction? And He did so in order that He might make known the riches of His glory upon vessels of mercy, which He prepared before hand for glory. Amen.
This is God's inspired and inerrant word may He write its eternal truth upon our heart. Let's pray.
O Lord, we bow before You and we ask that You would open our eyes to understand hard things, things that are not intellectually hard to understand. The reason and the logic is impeccable and clear, but these things are hard for our hearts to get around. Some of us resist them. They just don't sound right. They’re counter intuitive. Others of us are in the process of resisting Your grace and using this type of a teaching to do it. Still others of us have never tasted the joy of salvation because we don't realize how gracious and how sovereign You are. To all of these we pray, O God, You would speak in Your word today. For we ask it in Jesus name. Amen.
One of the fundamental differences between those who have been able to accept what the Bible teaches about God's sovereignty and those who have not comes at this point: those who accept what the Bible teaches about God's sovereignty have come to understand that God's sovereignty is compatible with man's responsibility. In other words, they have come to accept that it is simultaneously true that God is sovereign and man is responsible. And those who have rejected what the Bible says about God sovereignty have almost uniformly come to the conclusion that if God is sovereign, then man can not be responsible, that if God chooses then man's choice is irrelevant and meaningless. In other words, they see an opposition between those two things and so they choose to believe one or the other, but not both at the same time.
That is, of course, precisely the struggle that is going on here in Romans 9 verse 19. "Paul," the objector says, "you have just said that ultimately the difference between Moses and Pharaoh was the choice of God. Well let me ask you this. How can God condemn Pharaoh, how can God condemn anybody since you've just asserted that it all boils down to the choice of God? It all boils down to the sovereignty of God. If God is sovereign, how can our choices mean anything?"
It's that question that the Apostle Paul is going to tackle in this passage. And if you believe that God's choice and our choice are fundamentally opposed and incompatible, you will have a tendency to choose our choice over God's choice and reject some very clear teaching of Scripture.
And so I'd like to walk you through this argument of Paul's today, and I'd like to do it in four stages. In verse 19 you’ll see the question, you’ll see the objection that's raised against what Paul has just said. In verse 20, just the first part of verse 20, you’ll see Paul's answer part A. In the second half of verse 20, and in verse 21, you’ll see Paul's answer part B. And then amazingly, in verses 22 and 23, Paul will give you a glimpse in to the secret will of God. He’ll give you a glimpse in to the purposes of God and I'd like to walk you through these things today.
I. Why does God find fault if no one can resist His will?
First let's look at verse 19 and the question which is raised. "Why does he still find fault for who resists His will?" You see the question here; you see the objection here. The objection is this, "How can it be just for God to still find fault since there is no one who can resist His will?"
You see, the belief that God is sovereign or that because God is sovereign we cannot be responsible is at the heart of many rejections of the Bible's teaching of God's sovereignty. And I want you to know at the outset that Paul's answer to this question is very instructive and the question itself is instructive. Think of it for a minute. If Paul were not teaching God's sovereignty, if Paul were not teaching election, if Paul were not teaching reprobation, this question never would have been asked. Have you ever thought that your friends who don't embrace the doctrines of grace, your friends who may even identity themselves as Arminians, have you ever thought to say to them, "Well if what you believe is true then how can we be responsible?" Why you never would think to say that is because their point is "our choice is the ultimate difference, not God's." So you would never think to make that objection to them.
That, by the way, proves that Paul is not teaching what they teach. Can I pause for a moment and say, many of those who do not embrace these teachings think that those of us who do sort of sit around thinking, "Whoops, they’re headed to hell." That's not the case. There are many godly Christians who have not been able to get their hearts around this truth, and we know that. There are many who are godlier than I who have not been able to get their hearts around this truth. But here is the concern: sometimes resistance to this teaching is, in fact, a symptom of resistance of grace. That's our first concern.
Our second concern if this: if someone has not seen the glory of God's sovereign grace they can never experience the joy and the security and the assurance that God means for all of us to experience in this life and which is so important in our motivation in gospel service. That's why we dwell on it. Of course, the ultimate reason we dwell on it is because God's talking about it right here in the word. At any rate, nobody would think to make an objection to those who say ‘it all boils down to man's choice’ to say to them, "Well, then, how can we resist His will if He is not sovereign?" You wouldn't say that to that particular teaching and it shows that Paul is not teaching what our Arminian friends teach, or to put it the other way around, it shows that Paul is teaching the sovereignty of God's grace.
But notice Paul's answer also confirms that. If ever there were an opportunity for the Apostle Paul to say, "Whoa, wait a minute, you’re misunderstanding me. I'm not saying that God chooses. I'm not saying that God's election is determinative. I'm really saying that God chooses because we choose Him." If ever there were a time for Paul to say that; if Paul thought it, now's the time. Verse 20 is it. That's his big chance to say, "Look, oops you misunderstood me, I didn't mean that." Guess what? He doesn't do it. He doesn't say, "Oh, let me dispel a misconception. I really didn't mean that the ultimate difference is that God chose Moses and not Pharaoh." He doesn't back away for a second. That's the second proof that Paul is in fact teaching the sovereignty of God's mercy.
Now I realize that many struggle with this very point, but I just want to say this. If this is your objection to election, then I want you to notice that it's the same objection that Paul got to his teaching. Can I retranslate that? You’re beef isn't with me, it's with Paul. Can I retranslate that? You’re argument is with the Bible. One more time. Your argument is with God. Your argument is the same argument that's being lodged against what is found in the divinely inspired word of God.
Now many struggle with this. I understand that. And many think, "Look, you preachers are so contradictory in what you say. One the one hand you say that God is sovereign, and on the other hand you tell people that they must believe in order to be saved. Okay, which one do you believe?" Take comfort my friends, you’re not the first one to have that struggle.
I'm looking now at a story that's recorded in the life and letters of Benjamin Morgan Palmer. Palmer, by the way, preached the dedication service of the second building that this congregation occupied in 1892. For fifty years he was the minister of First Presbyterian Church in New Orleans. But before he went to New Orleans, he pastored in Savannah for a time and was there in a time of great revival. And he had just preached an evangelistic message in which he had exalted the sovereignty of God and called on sinners to trust in Him, but he had emphasized that sinners did not have the inherent ability to save themselves or to trust in God. And a man who heard him was frankly very angry about this and showed up in his study on Monday morning to argue with him. Let me tell you what happened. During the 1840s when revival was sweeping through Savannah this young a man came to Benjamin Morgan Palmer to complain about his Calvinism. "You preachers are the most contradictory men in the world," he said. "Why, you said in your sermon that sinners were perfectly helpless in themselves, utterly unable to repent or believe, and then you turned around and said we would be damned if did not." Palmer sensed that his visitor was wrestling with the great issues of life and death, and to make sure that the man really dealt with the gospel, he gave him an indifferent response. "Well, my dear sir, there is no use in quarreling; either you can or you can't. If you can repent and believe, all I have to say is, ‘I just hope you go and do it.’" Palmer then describes what happened next. "As I did not raise my eyes from writing, I had no means of marking the effect of these words on the gentleman until after a moment's silence, with a choking utterance, the reply came back, ‘I have been trying my best for three whole days and I can not.’" "Ah," I responded, "that puts a different face upon it. We will go and tell this difficulty straight to God. We knelt down and I prayed as though this was the first time in human history that this trouble had ever arisen, and that here was a soul in the most desperate extremity who must believe or perish, and hopelessly unable of it self to do it, and consequently that it was just a case of divine interposition. Upon rising I offered not one single word of comfort or advice. And so I left my friend, in his powerlessness, in the hands of God as his only helper. In a short time he came through the struggle rejoicing in the hope of eternal life."
You see, my friends, the point of stressing God's sovereignty is not to deny man's responsibility, but to exalt the sovereignty of God's mercy and to establish it is He who is able to keep that which we have committed unto Him against that day. And that sinner learned that. Not because he was told that he had the power, but because he was told he did not have the power and the only one who did was God. And so he had to seek God for the grace that he needed to stand.
So here is the objection that Paul is getting. "How can God condemn if no one can resist His will?" Now in the next few minutes we're going to give his response, in verses 20 through 23. Look at what he ways, first in verse 20, here is Paul's answer part one. "God's not on trial here. You've missed the boat. You’re in the wrong courtroom, men. God is not on trial here." Paul is making sure when he says, "On the contrary, who are you, O man, who answers back to God" that we take care not to transgress the proper boundaries of our humilities in this area. Make sure you understand what Paul is not saying. Paul is not trying to stifle the discussion here. It's not like an embarrassing question has been addressed to Paul and he doesn't have an answer for it so he just comes back and he presses raw authority. That's not what's happening. He's not making a brutal appeal to authority to snuff out our inquiry. He's not like some guilty husband saying to his wife, "Well that's just the way it is." That's not what he's doing. He's attempting not to bowl his way through some important question
He's reminding us of two vitally important realities. The first one is this. We are mere creatures and the very fact of our finitude should warn us to be careful about our deductions and our conclusions and our presuppositions in the realm of the infinite and sovereign. Who are we to say what the Sovereign One who is above heaven and earth can and cannot do? Our minds can't even comprehend all of Him and He has to speak baby talk for us to understand Him. That's the first thing he's reminding us when he says, "Who are you, O man, who answers that to God?" He's emphasizing the Creator-creature distinction.
Secondly he's reminding us that no one on earth has a right or reason to call into question God's mercy. There hangs the Son. There hangs the Son of His love. There is no question about the heart of mercy of God the Father. There may be question about my heart of mercy; there may be question about your heart of mercy; but there is no question about the heart of mercy of God the Father. That's not on trial here.
Now let me ask you this. Have you shown a heart of mercy to the lost and to your enemies? God has. His mercy, His justice isn't on trial. Ours may be, but His is not. It's as if Paul is saying, "Look, all those who have done deeds of mercy toward the lost and toward their enemies like God has, you line up in this line right over here and you can ask God that question. Okay, go ahead, form the line." And nobody's there. Because though our heart of mercy may indeed deserve some trial, but God's does not. His mercy is indisputable. It's not up for discussion. That's the first thing that Paul wants us to see in answer to this question.
II. God, as Creator, has sovereign perogatives over His creation.
The second thing you’ll see at the end of verse 20 and 21. The Bible clearly asserts God's sovereign prerogatives as Creator. Paul goes to an Old Testament illustration. It's a favorite analogy, a favorite illustration in Old Testament books. You’ll find it in Isaiah, you’ll find it in Ezekiel, and you’ll find it most famously in Jeremiah. It's the picture of the potter and the clay. And Paul is making this bold appeal to these Old Testament ‘potter passages’ that stress what? That God is God and He is Lord and He is beyond your questioning. He is not manageable. You see, so many people, in order to make God safe scale Him down. They domesticate Him. They make Him manageable.
I've shared with you before the wonderful story that comes from The Lion The Witch And The Wardrobe where Susan is talking to Mr. And Mrs. Beaver and is asking them about Aslan, the great lion. And Susan asks if Aslan is a man and Mr. Beaver replies, "Aslan, a man, certainly not. I tell you he's the king of the wood and Son of the great Emperor beyond the sea. Don't you know who is the kind of the beasts? Aslan is a lion, the lion, the great lion." "Oh, Susan said, I thought he was a man. Is he quite safe? I shall feel rather nervous about meeting a lion." "That you will, dearie, and make no mistake," said Mrs. Beaver, "if there is anyone who can appear before Aslan without their knees knocking they are either braver than most or else just silly." "Then he isn't safe?" said Lucy. "Safe," said Mr. Beaver, "don't you hear what Mrs. Beaver tells you? Who said anything about being safe. Of course he isn't safe. But he's good. He's the king. The king I tell you." You see what a beautiful picture Lewis has painted of our incarnate Savior. There is nothing safe about Him. There is absolutely nothing domesticatable about Him. There is nothing manageable about Him. He is sovereign, and let me say that if He weren't merciful and that if He weren't just, He's so sovereign that there is nothing we could do about it.
But you see the place that we run for our safety if not the denial of His sovereignty. We run to two places, the Bible says. We run to His unchanging faithfulness. He does what He says and we run to His goodness. But we do not run to the denial of His sovereignty because that's futile. He's not safe. There is nothing safe about Him. God cannot be managed or domesticated. That's the second part of Paul's answer.
III. God's glory displayed through His mercy.
And then he ushers you into the inner sanctuary. In verses 22 and 23 he gives you a glimpse into the secret purposes of God and shows you the display of God's glory through His mercy. And basically Paul tells you this, God's purpose in election, God's purpose in choosing, God's purpose in foreordaining His people before the foundation of the world is to make known His glory to the objects of His mercy. You see, that's one of the fundamental problems we have with election. We say, "How can you say that a loving God would choose some and condemn others to eternal damnation? How can you say a loving God would do that?" And here is Paul's answer: "Everything that God does, including that, is part of the design to reveal His mercy."
Now immediately you recoil and you say, "I'm sorry, that answer just does not compute. How can it be that you can say to me that the loving God chooses some and passes over others and it doesn't compromise His love?" And Paul comes back and he says, "It is the purpose of the secret counsel of God that everything that He does conspires to reveal His glory to those who have tasted His mercy."
And you’re still scratching your head and you’re saying, "I don't understand that" and my friend, I'm scratching my head with you. But, I'm believing because the Bible is absolutely crystal clear about that.
Notice the three steps of Paul's argument in response in verses 22 through 23. First, although God had every right to immediately judge the wicked, notice Paul's word, "What if God, although willing to demonstrate His wrath and make His power known." Notice what he says, although He has every right to immediately judge all the wicked, but He didn't. You see, Paul says, exhibit A of the mercy of God. We should have been fried to a smolder already. Exhibit A, the mercy of God.
Then the second part of the argument. Look at the second half of verse 22. Instead, what did God do? He patiently endured the sin of the reprobate. He "endured with much patience vessels of wrath prepared for destruction." Think of Jezebel. How many of God's men would she slaughter before God put an end to her. What was it? Elisha says, the New Testament says, "the forbearance of God lest she should return and repent." Think of Calvin's comments on John 13 when the Lord Jesus kneels to wash the feet of the disciples including Judas. Do you remember what Calvin says? That as the savior knelt to wash Judas, His betrayer's feet, "He was once more opening the gate of repentance." That's Calvin talking. The Savior is opening the gate of repentance to a reprobate, yes. You see, Paul is drawing your attention to the graciousness in the long suffering of God with the wicked.
And here is his clincher. Verse 23, why did he do this? He did this in order to show his mercy to His chosen ones. You see, we may not be able to take that all in right now. I suspect few of us, if any of us, can take all of that in right now. Paul is assuring you that when, on the day of wrath and judgment and glory, on the day that God the Father reveals His Son in all His transubstantiated glory, that on that day we will look at every deed, including God's choosing and passing over, and we will say, "Ah, I see now how that exalts God's mercy. That is why He did it." For the display of His glory and mercy to those who have tasted His mercy.
We may not understand all of that in light of nature. But in the light of grace we believe it. And in the light of glory we will see it. That's what Paul says in response to the question, "How can God condemn?" Even God's condemnation serves to exalt His mercy. Let's pray.
Our Lord and our God, the Apostle Peter once said that there were things in Paul's writing that were difficult to understand. Surely, surely, we are in the midst of them, but You've given them for our good and for Your glory. So make it so. We ask it in Jesus name. Amen.
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