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Part One
You Talkin’ To Me?

You will say to me then, “Why does He still find fault? For 
who has resisted His will?” 20 But indeed, O man, who are 
you to reply against God? Will the thing formed say to him
who formed it, “Why have you made me like this?” 21 Does 
not the potter have power over the clay, from the same 
lump to make one vessel for honor and another for 
dishonor?
22 What if God, wanting to show His wrath and to make His 
power known, endured with much longsuffering the 
vessels of wrath prepared for destruction, 23 and that He 
might make known the riches of His glory on the vessels 
of mercy, which He had prepared beforehand for glory, 
24 even us whom He called, not of the Jews only, but also of
the Gentiles?1

 (Romans 9:19-24).

My Vexing Theological Odyssey

Around 1980, after having come to faith and serving in a lay 
ministerial capacity for several years, I was confronted with the 
notion of predestination.  I was vexed.  How could this be?  How 
could it be that God determines beforehand who would be saved 
and who would not?  I quickly came to realize I was not the only 
Christian having difficulty with this doctrine.

Numerous teachers and countless books had been written to
counter this “horrible” teaching.  I sought to take refuge in their 
counsel.  After all, if God is the one who forcefully and 
unwaveringly determines the beginning to the end (Isaiah 46:9, 
10), what would that say about the value of my evangelism, my 
prayers, my efforts and my decisions?  Would these things 
become, as one man told me, a mere charade?  Is God truly a 
divine puppet master and we His marionettes—manipulated by 
strings from above?  

My experience as a human being said ‘absolutely not’.  I am 
a thinking, free and volitional creature.  I weigh things out and 

1 The New King James Version. (1982). (Ro 9:19–24). Nashville: Thomas Nelson.
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make decisions; sometimes the decisions require agonizing 
contemplation and prayer.  The very decision to trust and follow 
Christ was a major milestone in my own heart and mind that I 
arrived at after almost tortured introspection and deliberation—
like choosing a school, career or a spouse.  I knew my decision 
here would change my life.  After all, didn’t Jesus teach regarding 
discipleship…

For which of you, desiring to build a tower, does 
not first sit down and count the cost, whether he 
has enough to complete it (Luke 14:26)? 

Counting the cost was part of the decision making process.  I
and I alone made the choice to follow Christ in the solitude of my 
own room.  

Is this not the charge given numerous in Scripture?  

…choose this day whom you will serve. But as for 
me and my house, we will serve the Lord” 
(Joshua 24:15).

Yet serving the Lord meant submission to His will and 
wisdom found in His word.  And I could not rid myself of this 
incessant doctrine of predestination.  The word was not a mere 
theological convenience.  It was actually in the Bible (Acts 4:28; 
Romans 8:29, 30; Ephesians 1:5, 11).  And the word 
“predestination” Proorizo meant in the Greek, exactly what it 
means in the English “to come to a decision beforehand—to 
determine ahead of time.”  And not only that, other forms of the 
same concept seemed to appear on every page of the Bible—
words like chosen, elect, appointed and so on.  Being a Christian 
meant believing in predestination.  

But I quickly learned there were clever ways of getting 
around the obvious meaning of the notion.  There must be “good 
reasons” why God would predestine, choose, elect and appoint.  
He could see into the future that I would choose Him and 
therefore He would choose me based upon His foreknowledge of 
what He knew I would do.  Yet a clear teaching of Scripture is that 
no one, left to their own will would choose God.  Besides, if God 
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saw that I would choose Him of my own accord, why would he 
need to choose me? 

Another explanation was that God would “choose” or “elect” 
individuals the way the owner of a football might choose or draft a
player—but of course the player can always decide he does not 
want to play football at all any longer.  Perhaps it was that kind of 
choosing—a choosing that I could resist.  But why did I stop 
resisting?  Why would I say ‘yes’ and my neighbor say ‘no’?  Why 
would I look around and say “I’m going with Joshua”?  Was it 
something within me that was wiser or humbler or more virtuous?
It certainly felt like it.  But again, the Scriptures were not unclear 
of how man has no room to boast.  

For by grace you have been saved through faith, 
and that not of yourselves; it is the gift of God, 
9 not of works, lest anyone should boast 
(Ephesians 2:8, 9).

It’s not merely that we shouldn’t boast; we have no room to 
boast!  Variations of these same clever alternatives were not rare.
Some are very old and creative.  One attempt, for example, to 
preserve human freedom was called Molinism or Middle 
Knowledge.  In short, God doesn’t determine a person’s destiny 
by effectively changing their heart by His Spirit through the 
gospel but knows what a free moral agent will do given the proper
set of circumstances.  In short, God knows that ‘a’ given the set of
circumstances ‘b’ will freely choose ‘c’ (‘c’ being the gospel).  

So if God wanted to save my soul, He knew me well enough 
to know that if He could have certain events and people come 
into my life and a certain junction sharing a certain message that 
I would freely choose to follow Christ.  At first blush this is 
satisfying.  Until you ask who made ‘a’ in such a way that given 
‘b’ he could choose ‘c’?  And why didn’t He make everybody that 
way?  It became a brand of soteriology (the study of salvation) 
that Neiswonger calls “cosmic entrapment.”  It doesn’t answer 
the problem, it just pushes it back a level.   

On and on the battle went.  It was no easy time for my soul.  
But it was the first verse in the passage we read this morning that
became the tipping point—because this was very much the 
nagging question in my heart.  And I have found that almost 
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every discussion with others who are vexed by this unsearchable 
phenomenon leads to the same question.  

You will say to me then, “Why does He still find fault? For 
who has resisted His will” (Romans 9:19)?

Finding Fault?

That is precisely what I was asking.  If God is the one setting 
the table, how can He complain that the forks and knives and 
glasses are ill-placed—or even further, that the very nature of the 
settings (settings that He created) are foul and corrupt and 
worthy to be damned?  

If the alternative doctrines (the ones involving foresight and 
absolute freedom or middle knowledge) were true, would not Paul 
anticipate a different question?  Would not his question be 
something along the lines of: “You will say to me then, ‘How is it 
all of grace if it is left to the human will?’” or some such objection.

The student of God’s word would be irked by something 
entirely different.  We would be left with the unsearchable 
question of “How am I saved by grace when the difference 
between heaven and hell is found ultimately in me—my will, my 
heart, my calculations, my wisdom in making a better choice than
my neighbor?”  But that is not the question Paul anticipates.

This question or objection necessarily presupposes that Paul 
has been teaching exactly what it appears that he has been 
teaching—that before we are born, before we have done good or 
evil that “God’s purpose of election might stand, not 
because of works but because of him who calls” the destiny
of man is determined by God (Romans 9:11, 12).  It is God who 
has mercy and it is God who hardens (Romans 9:18).  There are 
no other options that would force us to ask the question that the 
Apostle assumes we will ask.  

How does the Apostle respond to such a question?  There 
appears to be a threefold response:  First, he will address an 
attitude.  Secondly, he will build on why there should be that 
attitude based upon the nature of the relationship.  Finally, he will 
offer at least one potential reason as to why God would decree 
such things.  First, the attitude:

5



But indeed, O man, who are you to reply against God? Will 
the thing formed say to him who formed it, “Why have you
made me like this” (Romans 9:20)?

Quick to Hear

Let’s talk a bit about the attitude.  It is one thing to have a 
legitimate question that you find puzzling.  It is quite another 
thing to be obstinate.  Questions sometimes are just a matter of 
investigation and organizing our thoughts.  But other times, 
questions carry a bravado that is not a question at all but rather a
preamble to my next protest.  

We have all been one side or the other of this conversation 
(if it can even be called a conversation—more like two people 
taking turns talking without listening).  I’ve walked away from 
conversations realizing that I had not listened at all.  I have 
noticed it in others.  Where it appears they just didn’t hear a word
I said.  James writes,

Know this, my beloved brothers: let every person
be quick to hear, slow to speak, slow to anger 
(James 1:19).

The rule found in this simple verse can solve so many 
problems.  What does it mean to be “quick to hear”?  To be 
attentive, willing and understanding in the dialogue.  To genuinely
want to know what the person is saying.  Sometimes, even if you 
never get to your side of the argument, helping a person fully 
express what they want to say is sufficient for them to realize 
there might be a flaw in their thinking.  Or, just maybe, when they
are fully heard, you will realize there was a component to the 
issue that you were missing.  How much deeper does this apply 
when it is God who speaks!

Replying Against God

The language the Apostle uses here clearly gives the 
impression that he is dealing with an attitude problem.  “O man, 
who are you to reply against God?”  It could be translated “O
man, on the contrary (menounge), who are you to answer 
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back (antapokrinomai) to God?”  Like when a parent tells a 
child, “Don’t talk back!”  Why does Paul assume an attitude 
problem?  Sometimes questions are just questions.  

It might be helpful for us to realize that, often times, what 
we might view as the reasonable and logical conclusion regarding 
an issue has been influenced by a disposition tainted by sin.  
What was it in me that found it so difficult to acknowledge the 
unsearchable sovereign election of God but readily embrace the (I
would argue) unbiblical doctrine of human autonomy?  It wasn’t 
merely that my mind couldn’t grasp it (predestination); it was that
my flesh didn’t like it.  I felt as if I was being robbed of a precious 
human attribute—like William Wallace on the executioner’s table 
yelling “freedom”.  I was being called to give up something that I 
wanted to keep.

So there is contained in Paul’s answer a ‘do you have any 
idea who you’re talking to?’ exhortation.  We marvel at the notion 
of the Lord speaking to Moses “as a man speaks to his friend”
(Exodus 33:11).  But we must be careful that we avoid 
interacting with God as if He were a contemporary—an equal to 
be argued with.  

I recently visited a local coffee house where they have 
poetry readings.  A young lady, prior to offering her poem, asked 
if there were any “super religious” people in the establishment.  
I’m not sure if super religious is the right term but I raised my 
hand (don’t think she saw me).  Her poem contained objections to
the notion of hell—especially as it related to human behavior.  She
then, somewhat graphically, testified of giving into her own 
passions and how unreasonable it would be for God to create her 
with these strong desires and then call the desires sinful.  I think 
she genuinely thought she had a great point.

I had to leave in a hurry, but a large part of me wanted to sit 
down with her and her friends and explain that there is nothing 
wrong with the desires given the proper context—in this case, the 
context of marriage.  Certainly it shouldn’t be too difficult for her 
to conclude herself that there are certain human passions which 
must be checked.  That a person has a strong desire to engage in 
a certain behavior is certainly no argument against the existence 
or righteousness of God.  If her boyfriend began flirting with 
another girl, one wonders if she would buy the argument “How 
could it be wrong if I really want to do it?”
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I felt sorrow for her—as if I saw a future for her full of pain, 
frustration and heartache followed by judgment.  Perhaps things 
will change.  But her thinking on this matter wasn’t clear.  Yet she 
had no hesitation heralding her disdain for God in a very public 
way.  Any clear thinking person could highlight the flaws in her 
thinking.  I mention her because, in certainly a less blasphemous 
way, the natural man (and even the Christian man) displays the 
same self-confidence—the same self-assurance that he has found 
a flaw in God’s thinking when it comes to the issue of 
predestination.  We forget we’re not merely arguing with a wise 
person—we are arguing with wisdom itself, with goodness, with 
logic, with righteousness.

A Little Talk With God

What would this conversation actually look like if God 
noticed us taking umbrage with His divine decrees?  We have the 
bravado of an anonymous social media character sitting at his 
computer flexing his muscles of indignation in a thread where no 
one can see or touch him.  

Like the scoffers who mutter “Where is the promise of 
His coming?  For since the fathers fell asleep, all things 
continue as they were from the beginning of creation” (2 
Peter 3:2).  But there will be a conversation one day.  And it 
might be the height of human folly to think that we will fare well 
in that conversation.

But how can a man be in the right before God? 3 If
one wished to contend with him, one could not 
answer him once in a thousand times (Job 2:2, 3).

I can think of one very long conversation recorded for our 
benefit in Scripture (extending from Job 38-41).  A couple of 
highlights when the Lord answered Job out of the whirlwind and 
said: 

Do you know the ordinances of the heavens? Can 
you set their dominion over the earth (Job 
38:33)?
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This answer that God gives contains a bit of His resume’ and 
goes on for a while.  And interspersed, we begin to observe the 
proper and inevitable disposition of one who truly has an 
audience with the Almighty:

Moreover the Lord answered Job, and said: 2 

“Shall the one who contends with the Almighty 
correct Him? He who rebukes God, let him answer
it.”3 Then Job answered the Lord and said:4 

“Behold, I am vile; What shall I answer You? I lay 
my hand over my mouth (Job 40:1-3).

God continues:

Now prepare yourself like a man; I will question 
you, and you shall answer Me: 8 “Would you 
indeed annul My judgment? Would you condemn 
Me that you may be justified (Job 40:7, 8)?

In our next meeting we will further examine the Apostle’s 
answer to the objection—the nature of the relationship and one 
potential reason for God’s holy decrees in salvation and 
damnation.  But lest we be tempted to a cavalier attitude in our 
interactions with God, let us pray we can adopt a Job-like heart 
with a God who has condescended to be mindful of man and care 
for man (Psalm 8:4).  

Then Job answered the Lord and said: 2 “I know 
that You can do everything, And that no purpose 
of Yours can be withheld from You. 3 You asked, 
‘Who is this who hides counsel without 
knowledge?’Therefore I have uttered what I did 
not understand, Things too wonderful for me, 
which I did not know.4 Listen, please, and let me 
speak; You said, ‘I will question you, and you shall
answer Me.’5 “I have heard of You by the hearing 
of the ear, But now my eye sees You.6

Therefore I abhor myself, And repent in dust and 
ashes” (Job 42:1-6).
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If you’re a member of this church, you made a vow—a 
confession extracted from the passage we just read.

(3) Do you confess that because of your sinfulness you 
abhor and humble yourself before God, that you repent of 
your sin, and that you trust for salvation not in yourself 
but in Jesus Christ alone?

Abhorrence—the word means to shudder or bristle, to be 
horrified.  It was the experience of Isaiah when confronted with 
the holiness of God.  It is the reasonable response of anyone 
whose eyes have been opened to their own sin in light of the 
righteousness of God.  Wisdom is found in God alone and 
salvation is found in Christ alone.  Let us set our minds there as 
we go to the Lord’s Table this morning.   

Questions for Study

1 Have you been vexed by the doctrine of predestination?  
What do you find difficult about it (pages 2-3)?

2 What are some ways people seek to get around or avoid the 
doctrine of predestination?  What are the strengths and 
weaknesses of these alternatives (pages 3, 4)?

3 How does the question the Apostle Paul assumes people will 
ask give credence to the doctrine of predestination (pages 4,
5)?

4 What does it mean to be “quick to hear” (pages 5, 6)?

5 Why does the Apostle assume there is an attitude problem 
connected with the question of replying against God?  In 
what ways can sin affect our thinking (pages 6, 7)?

6 How do you suppose a conversation with God might go?  
Where would it lead in terms of our own hearts (pages 8, 9)?
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