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GOD'S SOVEREIGNTY 
AND MAN'S RESPONSIBILITY 

THE SOVEREIGNTY OF GOD is the law of the universe. Creation 
has no other function than to express the will of God: "For 
of Him, and through Him, and to (or for) Him are all things: 
to Whom be glory for ever." "He worketh all things after the 
counsel of His own will." And while the world is full of 
rebellion against God, He has declared what His purpose is, 
and this will surely come to pass. It is to head up all things 
in Christ, both heavenly and earthly things: all are to be 
brought into subjection to Him (Ephesians i. 10). 

Meanwhile all that rebellious man or Satan can do will 
ultimately be found to further His purpose: nothing beyond 
this does God allow. The outstanding instance of this is of 
course the Cross itself. Whether covetous Judas or jealous 
scribes and priests: whether self-seeking Pilate or fickle mul
titude, or Satan who worked in them all, the only result was 
to lay the glorious foundation of redemption. "Him, being 
delivered by the determinate counsel and foreknowledge of 
God, ye have taken, and by wicked hands have crucified and 
slain." 

The insistence on human responsibility in this scripture is 
noteworthy. Men doing their own will must give account of 
all to God, although their actions had accomplished His pur
pose. And scripture is full of such examples. We may instance 
one more: the jealousy and hatred of Joseph's brothers were 
most obnoxious to God, but their wicked deed was among 
the means which God used to save Jacob and his family from 
the great famine, to bring the brothers themselves to repent
ance, and to further His purpose for Israel as a nation. 

The distinction between God's will, expressed in His word, 
which men constantly flout; and His purposes, which are be
ing fulfilled in spite of all, is worth stressing. That He works 
all things together for good to those that love Him is a matter 
of faith to God's children —faith that is often sorely tried. 

I 



That He works in gracious testimony to those who believe not 
is also evident to the eye of faith, and very plain in His word. 
We may instance the Lord's testimony to Pilate, and Paul's 
imprisonments as bringing the gospel before Roman rulers 
and soldiers in Caesarea and Rome. 

This brings us to the special aspect of our subject which 
concerns the salvation of men. It is important to realize that, 
apart from the work of the Cross, God's sovereignty was, to 
speak after a human fashion, limited by sin. For sin would 
have obliged God to judge the sinner, while it is the glory of 
the Cross that it makes God free to bless according to the 
dictates of His love. His grace is thus sovereign, and in per
fect righteousness He can save whoever He will. 

Has God made any limitation? On the contrary, He says 
"Whosoever will, let him take the water of life freely." And 
again, "God will have all men to be saved, and to come to 
the knowledge of the truth." But as it is only in virtue of the 
Cross that God can forgive the sinner, so it is only by faith 
in the crucified, yea, risen and glorified Saviour, that man can 
receive salvation. 

It is just at this point that fallen man's utter ruin becomes 
manifest. His rebellious heart refuses to bow to God, or to 
acknowledge his need of the Saviour; his distrust of God is 
so deep-rooted that he does not readily believe in so wonder
ful a love; he is spiritually "dead in trespasses and sins," and 
is incapable of understanding either his need or God's remedy. 

Scripture shows us very clearly the means God uses to 
meet man's condition. First and foremost is the gospel mes
sage itself, preached in the power of the Holy Spirit. "Faith 
comes by a report, and the report by God's word" (Romans 
x. 17). "Our gospel came not unto you in word only, but also 
in power, and in the Holy Ghost, and in much assurance" 
(I Thessalonians i. 5). It is the means by which life is im
parted to the soul: "Of His own will begat He us with the 
word of truth" (James i. 18). "Seeing ye have purified your 
souls in obeying the truth through the Spirit . . . . being born 



again, not of corruptible seed, but of incorruptible, by the 
word of God" (I Peter i. 22, 23). 

Sometimes God used a miracle to draw attention to the 
power of His word, as with Aeneas, whose healing by Peter 
caused the whole of Lydda and Sharon to turn to the Lord; 
the jailer in Philippi was awakened to a sense of need by the 
earthquake and the compassion of Paul and Silas; a heathen 
husband might be saved by the behaviour of a converted wife 
(I Peter iii. 2, 3), while now as in Job's day God uses suffer
ing to arouse men (Job xxxiii. 19-24). But in all these it is 
by believing the word itself that the soul is saved. 

A difficulty presents itself here over which believers have 
puzzled themselves in vain. How does one who is spiritually 
dead accomplish the act of faith by which he is born again? 
Or if, as some teach, God's Spirit first gives life and so enables 
a man to believe, what becomes of the scriptures which insist 
that new life comes through believing the word? We may get 
some help in this by considering the Lord's word to the para
lytic. "Take up thy bed and walk." Till the Lord had healed 
him he had no power to walk, yet had he waited to be healed 
before obeying the command he would have remained a 
cripple. So while it is only by God's grace that a man can 
repent and believe and so obtain life, he who refuses to obey 
remains in his sins. 

In face of men's refusal to believe, it is helpful to remem
ber that the Lord Jesus Himself fell back then upon the sove
reignty of God. When the cities where He had laboured so 
abundantly refused to repent, He said "I thank Thee, O 
Father, Lord of heaven and earth, because Thou hast hid these 
things from the wise and prudent, and hast revealed them unto 
babes. Even so Father, for so it seemed good in Thy sight." 
So again when some of His disciples forsook Him, He said 
"Therefore said I unto you, that no man can come unto Me 
except it were given unto him of My Father." 

We find that it is quite clearly, and repeatedly taught in the 
Bible that the heirs of salvation were "chosen in Christ before 
the foundation of the world" Eph. i; Rev xiii. 8 (R.V.). 
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It is important to remember, though not at all easy to 
understand, that this divine election does not mean any limita
tion of God's grace, which brings salvation for all men (Titus 
ii.ll. R.V.). On the contrary, it is man who limits it by his 
unbelief. "How often would I have gathered thy children 
together, as a hen gathereth her chickens under her wings, but 
ye would not," the Lord Jesus said to Jerusalem. 

It is here that we can so easily go astray, in seeking to 
reconcile God's love for all men as expressed, for instance, in 
John iii. 16, with the truth of election. Some even teach that 
His love is limited to the elect (else, they argue, all would be 
saved), and that the atonement is likewise of limited scope 
(in flat contradiction of I Timothy ii.6). Others in effect limit 
the reality of election, teaching that God has chosen those 
whom He knew beforehand would believe. The text "Elect 
according to the foreknowledge of God the Father" (I Peter 
i.3) is interpreted so as to make the foreknowledge everything 
and the election mere approval on God's part. But it is 
unwise for us to limit any scripture. In this matter we must 
surely acknowledge the limitation of our own understanding. 
Again, it has been said that God's will (or desire) that all 
should be saved, is a question of His nature; while election 
belongs to the realm of His counsels. But this is not very help
ful, for God's nature and His counsels must surely be con
sistent. Men may be inconsistent, but not God. And so it 
becomes a matter of trust in Him, whose love has been so 
fully displayed in the gift of His Son, until the day dawns and 
the shadows flee away. "Now I know in part; then shall I 
know even as also I am known." Nevertheless there are a 
number of scriptures bearing on the matter which we must 
examine. 

When the apostle Paul was faced with the unbelief of 
Israel, he pointed out (Romans ix) that in their own history 
God had chosen who were to carry on the line of promise. 
First Isaac and not Ishmael; then Jacob rather than Esau. He 
showed that God's sovereignty in the matter was underlined 
by the fact that Rebekah was told before their birth that the 
elder of her sons should serve the younger, so that the choice 
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did not depend on their works. How aptly this illustrates 
God's election of the heirs of salvation! For if we look at 
Esau and Jacob, we cannot but see how unworthy both were 
of that high calling. 

Yet we must not suppose that because God's choice is 
sovereign, it is therefore arbitrary. For Esau proved himself 
in every way unfitted for the pilgrim's path, valuing nothing 
but the gratification of the moment. In marrying heathen 
women he completely rejected the principle on which Abra
ham had laid such emphasis in the case of Isaac. 

Then later on, after the worship of the golden calf, it 
became clear that all of Israel were hopelessly lost apart from 
the mercy of God. So God said to Moses "I will have mercy 
upon whom I will have mercy." Yet scripture elsewhere shows 
that even in His sovereign prerogative of mercy, God does 
not act arbitrarily. Paul, chief of sinners, says of himself, "I 
obtained mercy because I did it ignorantly in unbelief" (I 
Timothy i.13). 

We see the opposite in Pharaoh, whose heart was 
hardened, God saying to him, "Even for this very purpose 
have I raised thee up, that I might show My power in thee, 
and that My Name might be declared throughout all the 
earth." What claim upon God's mercy could there be, from 
one who, choosing to forget God's goodness to Egypt through 
Joseph, replaced his predecessors' gratitude to Israel by bitter 
bondage, murdered their babes, and then insolently repudi
ated Jehovah's claim on His people's service? Yet how 
brightly God's mercy shone out to others in the destruction 
He brought upon Pharaoh! To nations who had forgotten 
His existence Jehovah caused His name to be made known, 
and forty years later the people of Jericho still spoke of it, 
and Rahab was brought to repentance by it (Joshua ii.9-11). 

But if the sovereignty of God is so clearly shown both in 
the bestowing of mercy and in the withholding it, it cannot 
be too often repeated that in every case man's responsibility 
is unimpaired by it. So we read that Pharaoh hardened his 
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heart, as well as that God did so, but while scripture is plain 
that the blessing of believers is God's eternal purpose, the 
ruin of the unbeliever is never said to be so. To human logic, 
one seems to imply the other, but God's word speaks other
wise. 

Apparently at variance with this principle is I Peter ii. 
7, 8, where we read "they stumbled at the word, being dis
obedient, whereunto also they were appointed." But a closer 
examination of the passage shows that the point is, not that 
they should be disobedient, but that their disobedience should 
show itself in this way, that they should stumble at Christ. He 
was the test, as Isaiah had long ago predicted, and the real 
state of men's hearts was not brought out till He came (Isaiah 
viii. 14, 15). 

Again while Paul uses the figure of the potter and the 
clay to illustrate God's rights as Creator, he uses different ex
pressions in the application of the figure. The potter makes 
vessels for different uses; God endures with much patience the 
vessels of wrath fitted to destruction (not made for it), and that 
He might make known the riches of His glory on the vessels 
of mercy "which He has afore prepared unto glory" (Romans 
ix 19-23). 

The word translated "fitted" does not ordinarily refer to 
the making of a vessel, but to a later adjusting of something 
already made. So what fits a man for destruction is his own 
sins and his own rejection of the gospel, but it is God who, 
purely from grace and mercy, has prepared from the beginning 
the salvation of believers. And not their salvation only, but 
that they should share the glory of His Son, that He might be 
"Firstborn among many brethren." Likewise, the patience 
and longsuffering of God toward the wicked are with a view to 
their repentance (Romans ii. 4; 2 Peter iii. 9), which is there
fore in no way prevented by God's sovereignty. 

Moreover, God's prophecies of judgment are not like some 
remorseless fate, making repentance impossible. When Jonah 
preached, "Within forty days and Nineveh shall be over-
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thrown." the city's repentance caused God to turn from His 
wrath. True, the judgment came to pass many years after, 
but only because a later generation ignored the earlier lesson. 

How long God's longsuffering lingered over the wicked 
peoples of Canaan, before the invading Israelites were com
manded to destroy them! To Abraham He said "In the fourth 
generation they shall come hither again, for the iniquity of 
the Amorites is not yet full" (Genesis xv. 16). Meanwhile 
Abraham's walk and witness testified to the truth of God, and 
the destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah warned the surround
ing nations. 

Sometimes it may seem to us that some persons have had 
little chance, from their early days onward, of learning the 
right way. Yet we must beware of forming such a conclusion, 
for we do not know in what ways God may have spoken to 
a soul. The very wickedness of some parents sometimes serves 
as a warning to the children. So Hezekiah, son of one of 
Judah's worst kings, served God with all his heart. And do 
we not sometimes find that those whom we might think to be 
utterly ignorant of the gospel have attended one of our own 
Sunday schools? 

God works out His purposes through men, but He is not 
dependent upon them. As Mordecai told Esther, if she would 
not fulfil what seemed to be God's purpose in making her 
queen, then deliverance for the Jews would arise in another 
quarter, but she would lose the blessing herself. To be used 
as God's instrument of blessing is a wonderful privilege, and 
in His people God looks for such understanding of His grace 
and love to man that He can use us in blessing to others. The 
results we must leave to His sovereign grace, but there is no 
doubt of His will for us. 

Again, it is the parents' responsibility to pray for their 
children's salvation, to teach them God's truth, and to use 
every means to bring them to the Saviour. Then they may 
confidently expect the Lord to bless them. They are not to 
say. "If they are elect they will be saved." Conversely, if souls 
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perish in ignorance of the gospel, dare we invoke God's sove
reignty to excuse our failure to tell them? 

Finally, in proclaiming the gospel, let us believe implicitly 
the statements of scripture as to God's love for all and His 
provision for their salvation. The truth of God's sovereignty, 
as we have seen, does not belong to the proclamation of the 
gospel. And if God has chosen men to salvation, it is equally 
true that man is responsible to choose good rather than evil, 
and Christ rather than the world, as Moses did (Hebrews, 
xi. 24-26). Hence we may freely exhort men to believe, to 
repent, to choose Christ, to turn to God, just as though every
thing depended upon them, while praying to God that He 
would turn their hearts to Himself. These things are in no 
way inconsistent. E. H. CHAMBERLAIN 
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