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As we approach Christmas, we think of the miraculous way 

in which our Lord Jesus Christ entered this world.  Mary was a 

virgin, and so this birth would have been utterly impossible apart 

from divine intervention.  When the angel Gabriel told Mary that 

she would conceive and bear a son, she asked, “How will this be, 

since I am a virgin?”  Part of Gabriel’s response was the statement, 

“Nothing will be impossible with God.”   

 Right now we’re in the midst of a study of Romans 9.  In 

the passage we looked at last week and will continue to examine 

this morning, Paul draws on two Old Testament examples of 

miraculous births.  Sarah was barren, but by divine blessing she 

gave birth to Isaac, even in her old age.  Rebekah, likewise, was 

barren.  But God caused her to give birth to twins, Jacob and Esau.  

We’re seeing the power and the purpose of God.  Nothing is 

impossible with God. 

 Thinking of our salvation, we have to acknowledge that 

humanly-speaking, this too is an impossibility.  Our sin separates 

us from God.  Our sin deserves everlasting punishment.  But with 

God it is possible for sinners to be forgiven.  It is not only possible, 

it is certain.  As we’re going to see in our text for this morning, 

God has chosen to save.  In spite of our evil deeds, God has chosen 

to save.   

He does not save all.  Some He passes over.  They are left 

to their own sinfulness and will be punished accordingly.  But the 

good news is that God has specifically chosen many individuals to 

save.  This is not due to any goodness on our part.  God’s choice is 

completely unconditional.  So we praise Him today for His 

sovereign goodness and grace.  Nothing is impossible with Him.   

 Let me remind where we’re at so far in Romans 9.  In 

verses 1-5 Paul articulated a great problem that must be addressed.  

The Israelites, God’s special chosen people, are mostly rejecting 

their own Messiah, Jesus Christ.  It would appear that God’s 

promises to His people are crumbling.  So there needs to be an 

explanation for this. 

 Paul responds to the perceived problem with the thesis 

statement in verse 6, “But it is not as though the word of God has 

failed.”  Verse 6 goes on to offer the first piece of an answer.  “For 

not all who are descended from Israel belong to Israel.”  Verses 7-
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9 take us all the way back to the father of the Jews—Abraham 

himself.  Paul demonstrates the point that even within Abraham’s 

own family, there was a son who was passed over, even though he 

was the older son.  It was the younger son who was chosen to be 

the heir of the promise.  Ishmael, the son born to Hagar, was not 

chosen.  Isaac, who was born to Sarah, was the chosen one. 

 What Paul is doing here is showing that God’s word has 

not failed.  And here’s the explanation: God never promised to 

save every ethnic Israelite.  Even from the first patriarch, 

Abraham, there was a child of the flesh and a child of promise.  

And it continues today.  “For not all who are descended from Israel 

belong to Israel and not all are children of Abraham because they 

are his offspring.” 

 The verses we’re going to study this morning make the 

same point.  In verses 10-13 Paul moves on to the next generation.  

We see the same distinction in the sons of Isaac.  And this example 

makes the point even more clearly.  In the example of Abraham 

and his sons, the two sons were born to two different women.  If 

Paul had stopped there, some might have responded, “Well, of 

course Ishmael wasn’t the son of promise.  He was born to Hagar, 

an Egyptian, who was a mere slave.”  So the next example makes 

the point even stronger. 

 Now we’re talking about two sons who were born to the 

same mother.  And not only that, they were conceived in the same 

moment and born on the same day.  They were twins.  Their 

lineage was identical.  No human explanation could be given for 

why one was chosen and the other rejected.  In fact, this story is 

directly contrary to what the human selection would be.  Again, 

God rejected the firstborn and choose the younger of the two 

brothers.   

 This is all to demonstrate God’s unfailing purpose of 

election.  Notice that phrase in verse 11—“in order that God’s 

purpose of election might continue.”  This makes the same point as 

verse 6.  Verse 6 states it negatively, “it is not as though the word 

of God has failed.”  Verse 11 states it positively, “that God’s 

purpose of election might continue.”  God’s purpose of election is 

a significant answer to the problem of Israel’s unbelief.  The fact 

that there is widespread unbelief among the Jews (in Paul’s day 

and in our day) does not call into question God’s promises to His 

people.  Why?  Because God never promised to save every 

Israelite.  He has chosen to save some and not others. 

 God’s purpose of election is not only an important response 

to the problem of Israel’s unbelief, it is also an important truth for 
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us to understand and embrace, because we are learning here 

something very profound about the power of God and the ways of 

God.   

 So I hope that we will all have ears to hear this teaching 

and hearts to rejoice in it.  These are, indeed, weighty truths to 

consider.  And it’s certainly OK to ask honest questions about 

these things.  But my hope is that none will scoff at the idea of 

God’s absolute sovereignty.  My hope is that none here will reject 

this out of hand.  Let’s listen to what God’s Word is teaching.  

And, Lord willing, we will find much here to rejoice in.      

 I want to make 5 points about God’s purpose of election.  

First, God’s purpose of election is unconditional.   Second, God’s 

purpose of election is effective.  Third, God’s purpose of election 

is surprising.  Fourth, God’s purpose of election is inscrutable.  

Fifth, God’s purpose of election is good news.      

God’s Purpose of Election is Unconditional  

 Another way to say “God’s purpose of election” would be 

“God’s sovereign choice.”  God does as He pleases.  He is All-

powerful.  Nobody can thwart His plans.  Romans 8:28 refers to 

those who are called according to His purpose.  And Ephesians 

1:11 says, “In him we have obtained an inheritance, having been 

predestined according to the purpose of him who works all things 

according to the counsel of his will,” (Ephesians 1:11, ESV)  

 This is our God who has an unstoppable purpose in all that 

He does.  And He is the One who chooses, who elects, those who 

will be saved.  Human beings make meaningful choices as well.  

And we are responsible for our choices.  We are not robots.  But if 

we trace our salvation all the way back to its original source, it is 

God’s purpose of election.  No matter what else we might say 

about our salvation—and there are many wonderful things to say, 

if someone were to ask you about how you became a Christian (for 

instance, we might speak about the individuals God used to 

proclaim the Gospel message to us and the individuals who 

modelled the Christian faith for us and the ways in which God’s 

Word convicted us of sin and the life circumstances that convinced 

us of our need for God, and we could go on and on . . .)  whatever 

else we might say, we should understand that before it all and 

underneath it all is God’s purpose of election.  God decided that 

we would be saved.   

 He did this unconditionally, meaning that He choose whom 

to save without considering anything about us.  He was not looking 

for certain conditions to be met by us, and those who met the 
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conditions would be chosen.  No, His choice is completely 

unconditional.  This is the point that is made crystal clear in 

Romans 9:11. 

 If you were God, who would you choose?  What kind of 

people would you be looking for?  Well, you’d be looking for good 

people.  You’d be looking for people who at least seemed to be 

doing more good things than bad things.  These would be the 

conditions.  If we were the ones doing the choosing, we would 

have conditions.   

 But in Romans 9:11 we see that God made His choice 

before Jacob and Esau had even been born, which means it was 

before either of them did anything either good or bad.  By the way, 

if you read the story of these guys in Genesis, you’ll find out that 

neither of them was worth choosing.  Jacob was a jerk.  He was 

deceitful and full of trickery.  And Esau was a fool.  He gave up 

his birthright just to get a bowl of stew.   

 But before they had done any of those things—any of the 

bad things or any good things that came from their lives—God 

made His choice apart from considering those things.   

 There are many sanctifying effects of this doctrine of 

unconditional election.  A very clear one is that we do not have any 

ground for boasting in ourselves.  We cannot say, “Oh, well it 

makes perfect sense that God would choose me, because I’m such 

an asset to His kingdom.”  I don’t think any of us would ever say 

something that blatant.  We might not even consciously think it.  

But we might act like it.  We might look down on unbelievers as if 

they’re just not smart enough to understand the Gospel, or they’re 

just too sinful to repent, or they’re not diligent enough to study the 

Scriptures.  We have to remind ourselves that we were no 

different. 

 Charles Spurgeon was a famous preacher in England in the 

1800s.  He told a story of a woman who had said to her pastor, 

“Ah! sir, the Lord must have loved me before I was born, or else 

He would not have seen anything in me to love afterwards.”  

Spurgeon agreed.  He said, "I am sure it is true in my case; I 

believe the doctrine of election, because I am quite certain that, if 

God had not chosen me, I should never have chosen Him; and I am 

sure He chose me before I was born, or else He never would have 

chosen me afterwards; and He must have elected me for reasons 

unknown to me, for I never could find any reason in myself why He 

should have looked upon me with special love." (Spurgeon’s 

sermon: A Defense of Calvinism) 
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 It is good to remember that if you are a Christian, it is 

because God chose you.  And He chose you before you were born, 

before you had done anything good or bad.   

God Purpose of Election is Effective  

I get this from the phrase at the end of verse 11, “because 

of him who calls.”  We talked about effectual calling a couple 

times in Romans 8.  It shows up in 8:28, “those who are called 

according to his purpose.”  And in the Golden Chain in verse 30, 

“those whom he predestined he also called, and those whom he 

called he also justified . . .” 

I explained that there is a distinction between the general 

call and the effectual call.  The general call is what we do in our 

evangelism.  This call goes out to anyone, calling people to repent 

and believe.  Some do.  Some don’t.  But the effectual call of God 

always results in a change of mind and heart.  It is effective.  It 

produces the desired effect.   

In Romans 8:30 we know Paul is referring to the effectual 

call of God because all those who are called are justified.  Not all 

whom I call or you call are justified.  But all who are called by 

God’s sovereign saving power will believe and be justified. 

In our text for this morning we see the connection between 

God’s purpose of election and His effectual call.  God is the One 

who chooses individuals before the foundation of the world, and 

He then calls those individuals to Himself in a way that is 

irresistible.  What God purposes to do, He does.  Those whom He 

chooses, He will, indeed, save. 

That truth, brothers and sisters, should give us great 

boldness in our prayers for unbelieving friends and family 

members.  It should give us courage in our evangelism.  It should 

give us perseverance in ministry and in missions.  God will save.  

We don’t know who the elect are.  But we know there are many 

elect yet to be saved.  So we should be eager to pray and to preach 

and to serve and to give, because God uses means to accomplish 

His purposes.  And what more exciting life to live than to be in the 

midst of what God is doing to draw people to Himself and glorify 

His Name?   

We need not fear that the plan might fail.  God’s plans will 

never fail.  His purpose of election will stand.  One missionary put 

it like this—John Alexander, who was the president of Inter-

Varsity years ago.  He said, “At  the beginning of my missionary 

career I said that if predestination were true I could not be a 
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missionary. Now after 20 years of struggling with the hardness of 

the human heart, I say I could never be a missionary unless I 

believed the doctrine of predestination." (quoted by John Piper) 

Some might object to God’s sovereignty in salvation and 

say that this teaching will stifle evangelism and missions.  But it 

should do just the opposite.  God’s sovereignty in salvation should 

spur us on to take risks and give sacrificially and pray passionately 

and share the Gospel boldly, because God has chosen individuals 

to save and He will call those individuals effectually.   

God’s Purpose of Election is Surprising  

Going back to the narrative in Genesis, we remember that 

Rebekah had been barren (25:21).  And Isaac prayed for his wife, 

and God granted his prayer.  Rebekah conceived.  But then the text 

says (in Genesis 25) that the children struggled together within her.  

She wondered what this was all about, so she inquired of the Lord, 

and this is what the Lord said to her, verse 23, “Two nations are in 

your womb, and two peoples from within you shall be divided; the 

one shall be stronger than the other, the older shall serve the 

younger.”  

 This statement must have been shocking, because it went 

against the customary rights of the firstborn.  The rights of 

primogeniture mandated that the firstborn get special treatment.  

The firstborn would be the head of the family after the father died 

and would receive a double portion of the inheritance.  In other 

words, the younger served the older; not the other way around.  

That’s why it would have been so shocking to hear that the 

younger would serve the older.   

 God shows His sovereignty in election by choosing the 

younger son rather than the older son.  God goes out of His way to 

show that He is not constrained by human custom.  He shatters the 

box that we try to put Him in.   

 An application point here is that we must never assume or 

try to predict who God is going to save or who He’s not going to 

save.  We might have certain stereotypes in our minds of likely 

candidates for salvation and unlikely candidates for salvation.   

 Laura Miller, in our congregation, wrote a great book 

review on our blog this week, of a book by Rosaria Butterfield.  

The title of the book is The Secret Thoughts of an Unlikely 

Convert.  Rosaria Butterfield’s conversion is “unlikely” from our 

perspective, because she was a lesbian scholar and professor who 
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strongly opposed biblical Christianity.  But from God’s 

perspective, her conversion is no more unlikely than mine or yours.   

A very inspiring part of Rosaria’s story is how God used 

Pastor Ken Smith and his wife to reach out to her and show her 

hospitality and kindness and friendship.  They showed her the love 

of Christ, not assuming that “God wouldn’t save someone like 

that.”  I’ve had the privilege of meeting Ken Smith and talking to 

him a bit over at the Reformed Presbyterian seminary.  He struck 

me as kind and gentle man, and also firm in his convictions.  This 

is a great story of God’s grace, and it would do us good to reflect 

on it.  Let’s be looking for those individuals around us who may 

turn out to be “unlikely converts.” 

This is an important point for us to see in the doctrine of 

unconditional election.  We should never target our evangelism 

only toward those who meet certain conditions.  God will explode 

our narrow stereotypes.  Praise be to God for that!     

God’s Purpose of Election is Inscrutable 

 I’m thinking of the doxology at the end of Romans 11, 

where Paul writes, “How unsearchable are his judgments and how 

inscrutable his ways!”  God’s plans, His purposes, His choosing, is 

beyond us.  We cannot fathom His ways.  We cannot comprehend 

why He chooses certain individuals or why He passes over others. 

 In verse 13 of our text for this morning, Paul quotes from 

Malachi 1, where the Lord says, “Jacob I loved, but Esau I hated.”  

In the context of Romans 9, it seems clear that Paul is using this 

Old Testament quotation to reinforce the fact that God chose Jacob 

and rejected Esau.  God’s love for Jacob was the love of 

unconditional election.  In contrast that to that the hatred of Esau is 

a way of describing rejection.  What is inscrutable to us is why God 

choses one and rejects the other. 

 Now, I have to take a moment to respond to another 

interpretation of these verses.  There’s an interpretation of this 

passage that may seem very compelling, and yet I’ll try to show 

why I think it doesn’t work.  This interpretation says that Paul is 

not talking here about God choosing individuals unto salvation.  

Rather, when we read of Jacob and Esau, we are to understand 

these names as representing the nations which descended from 

them.  When the Lord spoke to Rebekah, He said, “Two nations 

are in your womb, and two peoples from within you shall be 

divided; the one shall be stronger than the other, the older shall 

serve the younger.”” (Genesis 25:23, ESV)  
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And in Malachi 1 it seems to be the nation of Israel and the 

nation of Edom that are mainly in view.  So some will say that 

Paul must be thinking along the same lines and only have nations 

in view, not individuals.  Romans 9 is about God’s choosing of 

nations, one for greater privileges and another for lesser privileges. 

 That seems to be a convincing way of getting around the 

uncomfortable teaching that God chooses some individuals for 

salvation and rejects others unto damnation.  It seems easier to 

accept the idea that God has chosen certain nations for particular 

roles in history.   

 But that interpretation just doesn’t fit with the flow of 

thought in Romans 9.  Remember the problem in Romans 9.  The 

problem is that the Jews have rejected Christ and are accursed.  

And the argument Paul is making in response is that there is a 

distinction within Israel between those who are merely physical 

descendants of Abraham and those who are the children of 

promise.  If Paul referred back to Jacob and Esau thinking only of 

the nations of Israel and Edom and their roles in history, that 

would not advance his argument.  That would not give a reason for 

why so many Israelites do not believe in their Messiah.  That 

would not fit with Paul’s anguish in verse 3, saying, “I could wish 

that I myself were accursed and cut off from Christ for the sake of 

my brothers, my kinsmen according to the flesh.”  Can you see 

that?  Paul is defending the fact that God is faithful to His 

promises.  And his first response is that God never promised to 

save every individual who is a descendant of Abraham.  Certain 

individuals are chosen, others are passed over.  So for Paul’s 

argument to work here, he must be making a point about 

individuals and their eternal salvation.    

We can also notice the very personal way in which Paul 

writes of Jacob and Esau.  He mentions their mother and father, 

their birth, the fact that before they were born they had done 

nothing either good or bad, and that God’s choice did not depend 

on their works.  It seems clear that Paul has in mind these 

individuals, not just the nations that came from them.  Paul also 

uses words in this context that are associated with salvation: 

“election,” “calling,” “not because of works.”  We need to see that 

Paul is being clear here in his teaching that God chooses certain 

individuals unto salvation and rejects other individuals unto 

damnation. 

We must admit that this is inscrutable to us.  We do not 

know the mind of God.  We cannot comprehend His ways.  But we 

must affirm what this passage is clearly teaching, that God does 
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choose to bless some with undeserved salvation, while He leaves 

others in their sin to reap the punishment they deserve.   

God’s Purpose of Election is Good News 

Let me tell you why this truth about God’s electing, saving 

grace should be so encouraging to us.  This is very good news, and 

I want you to see it as good news.  It’s good news because nobody 

deserves to be chosen.  God would be perfectly just to condemn 

each and every one of us to hell.  But He has chosen to save 

sinners like me and you.  That should amaze us!  We should be in 

awe of the fact that God chooses anyone at all.  We don’t deserve 

His grace.  And yet He pours out His grace on so many unworthy 

sinners.   

So if you are a believer, this truth of unconditional election 

should be reason to thank God today.  He saved you and me, even 

though there was nothing about us that would incline Him to save 

us.  We had met absolutely no conditions.  We had not even been 

born.  We had nothing good or bad when He chose us. 

If you are an unbeliever, this truth should be encouraging to 

you as well.  You don’t have to clean up your life before you can 

come to God.  God doesn’t choose people based on how cleaned 

up their life is.  He pours out His grace freely and generously and 

abundantly.  And if you repent of your sin today and put your hope 

in Jesus, it will show that you are one of His elect.  You are 

someone God has chosen to save.  So I plead with you today to 

submit your life to the Almighty God who loves the unlovable and 

forgives those who do not deserve to be forgiven.   

Another exciting thing about God’s purpose of election is 

the fact that God has chosen to save individuals from every ethnic 

group on earth.  This is a glorious thing to contemplate.  Of course, 

we do not know which individuals God has chosen to save.  But 

one thing we do know is that God has chosen to save some from 

every tribe and tongue and people and nation.   

In the Great Commission of Matthew 28 Jesus sends out 

His disciples (and this command applies to us) to make disciples of 

all nations (ethnē, ethnic groups).  We know that this mission will 

be accomplished, because Jesus promised earlier, in Matthew 24, 

that “this gospel of the kingdom will be proclaimed throughout the 

whole world as a testimony to all nations (all people groups), and 

then the end will come.”  And we know that the proclamation of 

the Gospel to all people groups will bear fruit and result in 

conversions because of what John witnessed in Revelation 5, 
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where the heavenly chorus is praising the Lamb who was slain.  

They sing,  

“Worthy are you to take the scroll and to open its seals, for you 

were slain, and by your blood you ransomed people for God from 

every tribe and language and people and nation,” (Revelation 5:9, 

ESV)  

Do you see what that means?  It means that Jesus shed His 

blood for individuals from every people group in the world.  These 

are God’s elect.  Undeserving sinners from every part of the world, 

from every level of society, from every language, from every 

culture.  What an amazing thought!  One day we will be gathered 

in heaven with our brothers and sisters in Christ, and we will be the 

most diverse gathering of people ever assembled.  This will all be 

to the praise of God’s grace, because it will show the beauty of His 

purpose in election.  I look forward to that day.  In the meantime I 

look forward to this church looking a bit more like that diverse 

choir, singing praises to our great God.   

We’ve seen several things today about God’s purpose of 

election.  It is unconditional, effective, surprising, inscrutable, and 

it is, indeed, good news.  I hope that as a result of understanding 

this better, we will be a humble people and eager to share the 

Gospel with even the most “unlikely” converts.  I hope that we will 

be emboldened in our prayers and grateful to God for His mercy 

upon us. 


