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Text 
This is the account of Abraham's son Isaac. Abraham became the father of Isaac, 

20 
and Isaac was forty 

years old when he married Rebekah daughter of Bethuel the Aramean from Paddan Aram and sister of 

Laban the Aramean. 
21 

Isaac prayed to the LORD on behalf of his wife, because she was barren. The LORD 

answered his prayer, and his wife Rebekah became pregnant. 
22 

The babies jostled each other within her, 

and she said, "Why is this happening to me?" So she went to inquire of the LORD. 
23 

The LORD said to her, 

"Two nations are in your womb, and two peoples from within you will be separated; one people will be 

stronger than the other, and the older will serve the younger." 
24 

When the time came for her to give birth, 

there were twin boys in her womb. 
25 

The first to come out was red, and his whole body was like a hairy 

garment; so they named him Esau. 
26 

After this, his brother came out, with his hand grasping Esau's heel; 

so he was named Jacob. Isaac was sixty years old when Rebekah gave birth to them. 
27 

The boys grew up, 

and Esau became a skillful hunter, a man of the open country, while Jacob was a quiet man, staying among 

the tents. 
28 

Isaac, who had a taste for wild game, loved Esau, but Rebekah loved Jacob. 
29 

Once when 

Jacob was cooking some stew, Esau came in from the open country, famished. 
30 

He said to Jacob, "Quick, 

let me have some of that red stew! I'm famished!" (That is why he was also called Edom.) 
31 

Jacob replied, 

"First sell me your birthright." 
32 

"Look, I am about to die," Esau said. "What good is the birthright to me?" 
33 

But Jacob said, "Swear to me first." So he swore an oath to him, selling his birthright to Jacob. 
34 

Then 

Jacob gave Esau some bread and some lentil stew. He ate and drank, and then got up and left. So Esau 

despised his birthright. 

 

Introduction 
 Philip Yancey recounts: 

 

During a British conference on comparative religion, experts from around 

the world debated what, if any, belief was unique to the Christian faith.  

They began eliminating possibilities.  Incarnation?  Other religions had 

different versions of gods appearing in human form.  Resurrection? Again, 

other religions had accounts of return from death.  The debate went on for 

some time until C. S. Lewis wandered into the room. 

 

“What’s all the rumpus about?” he asked, and heard in reply that his 

colleagues were discussing Christianity’s unique contribution among 

world religions. 

 

Lewis responded, “Oh, that’s easy.  It’s grace.” 
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After some discussion, the conferees had to agree.
1
 

 

Every other religion is a form of good people are in; bad people are out.  I’m 

good because – I’ve gone so far down the Buddhist eight-fold path; I’ve accrued so much 

good karma; I practice the Five Pillars of Islam; I keep the Torah; OR I accept 

everyone’s beliefs (that’s the new religion); and of course there’s I’m a good person 

because I don’t rape babies or rob banks.  Good people are in; bad people are out.  I’m a 

good person; God is on my side. 

Today’s text in Genesis runs completely counter to this thinking.  Christianity, as 

the rightful heir of the Jewish Scriptures, is the only faith system that says “good” people 

are out; bad people are in.  Thinking you’re good is actually the most vile kind of evil, 

because there are no truly good people.  Christians are those who say, “I’m a bad person; 

but God is on my side not because of anything I’ve done (or not done) but solely because 

of what Jesus has done on my behalf.”  It’s called grace. 

And grace blows apart every other religious system.  Bono, of U2 fame, says in 

one of his songs that grace “travels outside of karma.”  It’s not based on anything you’ve 

done or not done.  It’s God’s work and it’s unmerited, unconditional, inexplicable, and 

irresistible.  No one is closer to God’s reach or beyond God’s reach.  If anything, God’s 

grace reaches to the unsuspecting and unexpected. 

So hold on tight, we’re going to be swimming in deep waters today.  But in short, 

the message is simple and it’s just this: God is gracious. 

 

Before we dig into the Bible, let’s pray… 
 

God’s Grace to Isaac and Rebekah 
 First, let’s look at God’s grace to Isaac and Rebekah.  Verse 19 begins with the 

Hebrew word toledot, signaling the beginning of another chapter.  This is the chapter 

about Isaac and his sons that will run through what we call chapter 36 (remember: the 

chapter and verse designations we have today didn’t come around until the 2
nd

 

millennium AD).  So we’ve looked at a guy named Abraham.  Now he’s dead.  We’ve 

briefly traced out the plight of Ishmael.  Now we take up Isaac, and actually most of the 

focus will be on his children. 

 But this chapter starts out with a familiar scene – barrenness.  Isaac and his wife 

Rebekah don’t have any children.  Remember: Isaac’s own birth had been a miracle.  

Now he had grown up and gotten a wife.  The promise was moving forward.  But there is 

now another snag.  Rebekah, like Sarah, was barren. 

 But Isaac, unlike Abraham, didn’t turn to another woman to bear his seed.  He 

turned to the Lord.  Isaac is kind of overshadowed in the Genesis narrative by his father 

Abraham and his son Jacob, but he is quite an interesting figure.  He most likely played 

some part of submission in the whole scene of ch. 22 when the Lord asked his dad to 

sacrifice him.  At the end of ch. 24 we get an even clearer glimpse into his character.  He 

was a man who went out into the field to meditate and pray!  And now here we see that 

his gut reaction to Rebekah’s barrenness is to pray to the Lord for his wife.  So he’s a 

man who knows the Lord. 

Now the word used here for prayer refers to intense intercession.  It’s the first 
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time it’s used in Genesis.  And we see in v. 20 that Isaac was 40 when he got married 

(Isaac was the original 40 year old virgin).  And then we see in v. 26 that he was 60 when 

he had Esau and Jacob.  So that means that he perhaps prayed about this for 20 years! 

Folks: there are some great lessons here about what it looks like to know the Lord.  

It means persistent prayer.  It involves faith.  It includes hardship and heartache.  This 

also brings up some interesting topics like the necessity of prayer in light of promises.  

Why did Isaac pray so hard if he knew God had promised that through him would come a 

great nation through whom all the nations would be blessed?  Undoubtedly, this is a 

helpful portrait of a man who walked with the Lord.  And I could preach a sermon on all 

these topics, but that’s not the main point I want to talk about today, because it’s not the 

main point of this passage.  I want to know how someone gets to the point where they 

know the Lord like that. 

Now we also see something here about how God interacts with those who know 

him.  Isaac had seen the Lord provide on the mountain Moriah.  Now he sees the Lord 

provide again – “The Lord answered his prayer, and his wife Rebekah became pregnant” 

(v. 21).  God did it!  Can you imagine the glee? 

So we see a man who knows the Lord and a Lord who is in a relationship with a 

man, but the main point of this chapter is to tell us how one comes to know the Lord in 

the first place. 

As the pregnancy went on, Rebekah feared something was wrong.  “The babies 

jostled each other within her” (v. 22a).  Babies (plural)?!  That’s what we know.  

Rebekah didn’t at the time.  Up until relatively recently you wouldn’t know you were 

carrying twins until you went to deliver.  All Rebekah knew is that there was a jostling in 

her belly.  The word jostle there literally means to crush (cf. Jdg. 9:53).  There’s a knock 

down, drag out fight going on in the womb.  Picture it.  Rebekah looks down and sees 

shapes that look like knees and hands and faces protruding out of her belly.  Inside, 

Jacob’s wrapping Esau’s umbilical cord around his neck and Esau’s slamming Jacob’s 

head up against Rebekah’s rib cage.  Freaky for a first time mother! 

Rebekah knows this isn’t right.  She says, “Why is this happening to me?”  And 

then what does she do?  “She went to inquire of the Lord” (v. 22).  Isaac’s wife now 

knows the Lord too!  She has a relationship with Yahweh.  It wasn’t just that there were 

no OB/GYNs back then so she paid a visit to Yahweh.  This remarkable young woman 

who left her family back in the city of Nahor to come be with wife of a man she had 

never met now sees his God as one who controls the world and grants and sustains life.  

Not only that, but she sees him as her Lord, her personal refuge and strength. 

Again, we could talk about seeking the Lord in your times of trouble or confusion.  

But I want to talk about how does someone come to know the Lord like this in the first 

place?  How do you get to this point where you know and trust and interact with the Lord 

of heaven and earth? 

 

God’s Gracious Choice of Jacob 
 Let’s look now at what the Lord tells Rebekah.  It’s very strange.  “The Lord said 

to her, ‘Two nations are in your womb, and two peoples from within you will be 

separated; one people will be stronger than the other, and the older will serve the 

younger’” (v. 23).  First of all, the jostling is because she has twins, God says.  Okay that 

explains some things.  But the peculiar part is that God says before these twins are born 
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that there will be a differentiation; one will be the heir of the promise; one will not.  God 

makes a pronouncement that one will be made to differ from the other. 

 This event is referenced later in the OT in Malachi 1:2-3 – “‘Was not Esau 

Jacob’s brother?’ the Lord says.  ‘Yet I have loved Jacob, but Esau I have hated.’”  And 

then in the NT Paul picks up on this.  Romans 9:10-13 – “Rebekah’s children had one 

and the same father, our father Isaac.  Yet, before the twins were born or had done 

anything good or bad – in order that God’s purpose in election might stand: not by works 

but by him who calls – she was told, ‘The older will serve the younger.’  Just as it is 

written: ‘Jacob I loved, but Esau I hated.’” 

 Whoa!  What’s going on here?  This sounds weird.  This is unfair.  This is not 

right.  God chooses one over the other?  This offends our modern, Western notions of 

equality, justice, freedom, autonomy.  God chooses?!  No, no, no.  We choose.  I chart my 

course.  I can be who I want to be.  I choose my own destiny.  I am master of my own 

fate.  When we hear that before either of these twins were born God had chosen one and 

not the other, all sorts of objections and red flags are flying up in our heads.  This can’t 

be!  I know that’s what you’re thinking. 

 That’s where we’re going today, but let’s just look at the rest of this story and see 

first what kind of people Esau and Jacob were and then we’ll go on from there.  Verse 24 

– “When the time came for her to give birth, [sure enough] there were twin boys in her 

womb.”  Verse 25 – “The first to come out was red, and his whole body was like a hairy 

garment; so they named him Esau.”  Esau sounds like the Hebrew word for hairy.  Later 

he’s also nicknamed Edom which is the word for “red.”  He’s hairy and red – Esau and 

Edom.  “After this, his brother came out, with his hand grasping Esau’s heel; so he was 

named Jacob” (v. 26a).  Jacob means something like “he grasps after the heel.”  The 

name turns out not to have very positive connotations.  Jacob turns out to be a schemer, a 

usurper, a weasel.  Later, his name is associated with the meaning “deceiver” (cf. 27:36). 

So we see that even in the womb these kids were fighting and from birth they 

were selfishly jockeying for position.  Our pediatrician told us recently not to worry 

about our 1.5 year old misbehaving.  They don’t know what they’re doing.  I just listened 

politely.  Developmental psychology says toddlers can’t be expected to share and that 

temper tantrums are normal.  The Bible tells us why.  Psalm 51:5 – “Surely I was sinful at 

birth, sinful from the time my mother conceived me.”  Every human, from the earliest 

moments of existence, is a sinner.  Sorry, Sarah McLachlan, but we are not all born 

innocent. 

 “The boys grew up, and Esau became a skillful hunter, a man of the open country, 

while Jacob was a quiet man, staying among the tents” (v. 27).  Esau was the jock.  He 

had a hairy chest and liked to hunt.  He was an extrovert and drove a pick-up truck and 

watched NASCAR.  Jacob was quiet, a bit nerdy and a homebody.  He an introvert and 

drove a Prius and watched Rachael Ray on the Food Network.  And Jacob was a mama’s 

boy.  He wasn’t out doing things.  He stayed indoors and spent his time scheming about 

how he could take over the world.  Jacob was manipulative and shrewd. 

 But Esau was, as you can imagine, brash and impulsive.  We see this interesting 

story of a time when Esau had been out hunting and he came back starving.  Jacob had 

been back home, as you can imagine, cooking.  And when Esau returned “he said to 

Jacob, ‘Quick, let me have some of that red stew!  I’m famished!’  …Jacob replied, ‘First 

sell me your birthright.’  ‘Look, I am about to die,’ Esau said.  ‘What good is the 
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birthright to me?’” (vv. 30-32).  And he went ahead and gave Jacob his birthright for a 

bowl of soup. 

Hebrews 12:16 says that because of this Esau was “godless.”  If you look at how 

the conversation is related in the original language you see that Esau uses incomplete 

sentences.  He’s almost portrayed as a cave-man – unrefined and impulsive.  Esau lives 

for immediate pleasures.  He’s just living to fill his appetites with no respect for things of 

greater import.  He “despised his birthright” (v. 34).  Esau is a hedonist. 

Jacob on the other hand is an opportunist.  If you study his words here in the 

original language you see his speech is refined and premeditated.  It seems as if he’s been 

planning this out for quite some time.  He knew what Ole Red’s favorite stew was.  He 

had it waiting for him at just the right time and so he managed to finagle the birthright 

from his brother. 

Esau’s impulsive.  Jacob is cold and calculating.  They’re both sinners.  The text 

makes it very clear that neither of guys would be a good pick!  “The fact is,” says Joyce 

Baldwin, “that neither boy looked like promising material for becoming an heir to the 

covenant promises.”
2
  This is crucial.  It’s not as if Jacob was a good guy and Esau was a 

bad guy and so God picked Jacob.  It’s not as if both of them were good guys and God 

didn’t pick Esau.  The first point you’ve got to understand is that everyone’s a sinner.  

Whether our sins our unrefined or refined, visible or invisible, we’re all self-centered 

sinners.  That’s the starting point for having this discussion.  “As it is written: ‘There is 

no one righteous, not even one; there is no one who understands, no one who seeks God.  

All have turned away, they have together become worthless; there is no one who does 

good, not even one’” (Rom. 3:10-12). 

G.K. Chesterton once said that this doctrine is “the only part of Christian theology 

which can really be proved.”  Yet many object to it.  But if you don’t accept this starting 

point that everyone’s equally a sinner/that you’re just as much a sinner as anyone else, 

then as I hope to show you as we go on I think you’ll have to agree that your position will 

inevitably lead to some of the most egregious forms of pride and intolerance and 

oppression.  The Bible time and time again tells a story that’s true to life – we’re all 

deeply depraved. 

So based on that starting point, the shock is not – “Esau have I hated,” but rather, 

“Jacob have I loved.”  Why would God choose either of them?!  It’s astounding because 

what it means is that God is gracious.  Why would God choose a rascal like Jacob?  How 

could someone like Jacob come to know God (as we’ll see he does later in Genesis), if 

from birth he was a sinner opposed to God?  The answer is grace.  God had to graciously 

choose him. 

 

The Biblical Case for Election 
 This concept of God choosing (also referred to as the doctrine of election or 

predestination or foreordination or calling which are biblical terms; sometimes you’ll 

here it referred to with an historical term – Calvinism)… whatever you call it, this 

concept is not just a minor and unclear teaching I’m pulling out of an obscure OT 

passage.  It’s an overwhelmingly biblical teaching.  Let me just give you but a very small 

sampling. 

 I mentioned before that the example of Esau and Jacob is revisited again in 

Romans chapter 9 – “Yet, before the twins were born or had done anything good or bad – 
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in order that God’s purpose in election might stand: not by works but by him who calls – 

she was told, ‘The older will serve the younger’” (Rom. (9:11-12).  This section in 

Romans is one of the most detailed treatments of this topic of God’s gracious choice and 

it’s impossible to ignore. 

 

Romans 10:20 – God says, “I was found by those who did not seek me; I revealed 

myself to those who did not ask for me.” 

 

Ephesians 1:11 – “In [Christ] we were… chosen, having been predestined 

according to the plan of him who works out everything in conformity with the 

purpose of his will.” 

 

In the book of Acts we read things like – “All who were appointed for eternal life 

believed” (Acts 13:48) and “The Lord opened [Lydia’s] heart to respond to Paul’s 

message” (Acts 16:14). 

 

Peter begins his first letter with – “To God’s elect… who have been chosen 

according to the foreknowledge of God the Father” (1Pet. 1:1-2). 

 

In the Gospel of John we read Jesus saying, “No one can come to me unless the 

Father who sent me draws him” (Jn. 6:44). 

 

 No one can come to Jesus on his own.  Let’s just stop there and think about what 

that’s saying.  It’s not saying that God is keeping people who want to come to him away.  

It’s saying that no one ever will want to come to him on her own.  It’s not saying that we 

don’t have a will that’s free to choose.  It’s saying that on our own we will never want to 

choose God.  We can’t, not because we’re restrained, but because we’re repelled. 

 Imagine that for the rest of your life at every meal you always have two choices 

set before you.  On your right is always a hot dog, Nacho Cheesier Doritos, Mountain 

Dew, and a package of Hohos.  On your left is always chilled monkey brains smothered 

with vomit with a side of human excrement covered with flies and a glass of saliva.  Will 

you ever choose the monkey brains?  NO!  You can’t!  It’s not that someone is keeping 

from doing it.  It’s that you have absolutely no desire.  You’re repulsed by it. 

Listen: sin is like a spell.  The whole world has been bewitched so that we see the 

rich, satisfying, nourishing, healthy sustenance that is God as vomit and excrement.  We 

will always choose the cheap imitations that are addicting, leave us anemic, and in the 

end will kill us.  Always.  The real God is seen as so disgusting, so threatening because 

he calls for all of you/he demands control of your life, that we think if we turn to him it 

will be the end of our joy, when in fact it will actually be the beginning of it. 

But you see, we’re under a spell.  We will continue to go to what cannot satisfy 

and in the end will kill us.  What hope is there for those under a spell?  Only intervention.  

Only God can come in and break the spell.  No one can come to Jesus unless the Father 

draws him.  We would never seek for and choose God unless God first sought after and 

chose us.  That’s why Jesus says in John 15:16 – “You did not choose me, but I chose 

you.” 
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Some people look at all this unavoidable language about choosing and the like in 

the Bible and say that God, being timeless, looks into the future and foresees who will 

believe in him and then he chooses them based upon their foreseen faith.  That’s called 

Arminianism.  But when you do that… when you say I don’t believe because I’m chosen, 

I’m chosen because I believe, what are you doing?  You’re gutting Christianity of grace 

and putting it right back down on the same plane as all the other human religions – a 

religion that says good people are in; bad people are out. 

That’s what you are saying.  “I’m in because I believed.”  But why did you 

believe?  Why are you a Christian and others are not?  If you don’t believe because you 

are chosen, but are chosen because you believe then that has to mean that there’s 

something about you that’s more intelligent, more sensitive, more humble, more open 

minded,  … than others.  Because why wouldn’t they believe too?  And in the end you’re 

not really saved by grace, but by being more intelligent, sensitive, humble, more open 

minded, etc…  You’re denying that you’re a wretched sinner saved by sheer grace and as 

I said we’re going to see, that leads to all kinds of prejudices and arrogance. 

I like what Charles Spurgeon says in his autobiography, “I believe in 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.”
3
 

 

The Scandal of Grace 
 “Hmmm… I don’t know.  I still don’t like this stuff about God choosing.  It just 

doesn’t seem fair!  Why doesn’t he choose everyone?”  Listen: I’m not here to answer all 

the problems or remove all the mystery.  But in all fairness, fairness would mean that 

God chooses no one.  It’s grace that he chooses anyone.  And that God is gracious is a 

reason for marveling.  Why his grace extends to some and not others is ultimately a 

mystery.  But I like that there’s a God who is so big that there’s mystery, but that we 

know for certain he is gracious.  I can live with that. 

And while there is so much we don’t know about how God works because he’s 

God and we’re not, let me just suggest that what very little we do know about God’s 

gracious choosing indicates something even more remarkable about his character. 

 And we see it in today’s story.  There’s something else going on with Esau and 

Jacob that we need to notice.  Who’s the firstborn?  Esau.  So what?  Well, especially in 

those days and in that culture there was a something called the right of primogeniture, 

which gave all the status and benefits to the eldest son.  That’s how estates were passed 

down (cf. Dt. 21:15-17).  You can still see it in the line of succession of the British crown 

and in many other cultures today.  That was very important to that culture back then.  

That would mean that if you had to guess, Esau should have been the chosen one.  But 

God operates by different values.  In choosing the younger over the first born, there’s an 

inversion going on, a great reversal.  God is not only gracious, but his grace is 

scandalous! 

 When we look closer at Genesis we see hints of this in other places.  It sttarts with 

Cain and Abel.  Cain is the firstborn.  But God accepts Abel’s sacrifice and so Cain kills 

Abel.  We kind of see it with Ishmael and Isaac.  Ishmael is the firstborn, but the promise 
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goes with Isaac.  Now we see it clearly in Esau and Jacob.  But it continues – Joseph is 

one of the youngest of Jacob’s kids.  Moses himself is younger than his brother Aaron.  

Later on we see that David is the youngest of Jesse’s sons.  This doesn’t bode well for me 

as a first-born!  But it’s not a rule.  The point is: for God to choose the younger of the two 

is scandalous.  It goes against who the world says is important and powerful. 

 And if we look at the whole Bible we see this is a general principle for how God 

works: 

 

James 2:5 – “Has not God chosen those who are poor in the eyes of the world to 

be rich in faith and to inherit the kingdom he promised those who love him?” 

 

Luke 1:52-53 – “He has brought down rulers from their thrones but has lifted up 

the humble.  He has filled the hungry with good things but has sent the rich away 

empty.” 

 

Jesus said on several occasions that “the first shall be last and the last shall be 

first” (i.e. Mt. 19:30, 20:16; Mk. 10:31; Lk. 13:30). 

 

1 Corinthians 1:26-29 – “Brothers, think of what you were when you were called.  

Not many of you were wise by human standards; not many were influential; not 

many were of noble birth.  But God chose the foolish things of the world to shame 

the wise; God chose the weak things of the world to shame the strong.  He chose 

the lowly things of this world and the despised things – and the things that are not 

– to nullify the things that are, so that no one may boast before him.” 

 

As one person has said, “The powerful grace of God is a scandal.”
4
  It makes no sense.  

You can’t peg it.  It does not operate in any way according to the world’s standards.  It 

runs counter to all cutural and moral expectations.  By and large Christianity flourishes 

outside the halls of power and among those who are disenfranchised.  Christianity is 

flourishing among the dalits (the untouchables) in the Indian caste system…  We know so 

little about how God choose but we do know that he doesn’t choose like the world 

chooses.  It’s not like picking teams on the playground.  God is gracious.  Grace that’s 

based on any kind of norm or expectation or quality or status is no longer grace. 

 

Conclusion 

 So I’ve been saying that the reason why any sinner would ever know God and 

love him is because God first knew and loved them.  We see that all throughout the 

Scriptures and we see that clearly in today’s text.  “Jacob and Esau together dramatize the 

human predicament,” writes Kent Hughes.  “Both the elect and non-elect are hopelessly 

self-centered and incapable by themselves of doing consistent good.  Jacob is a scheming, 

Machiavellian figure, and Esau is a free spirit who lives for his appetites.”
5
  The only 

hope for either of them or any of us is God’s grace. 

 And as Tim Keller says, “Salvation by works and moral effort would favor the 

more able, competent, accomplished and privileged.  But salvation by sheer grace favors 

the failed, the outsider, the weak because it only goes to those who know salvation is by 

sheer grace.”
6
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 There are great mysteries surrounding all this.  But the mysteries only serve to 

make God more attractive and worthy of worship because we know that he is sovereign 

and powerful and holy and just AND at the same time God is gracious. 

 And I would just finish by saying that this doctrine of God’s gracious choosing, 

while it may be at first offensive and hard to swallow is kind of like a piece of candy with 

a hard shell, but a delectably sweet middle.  Jonathan Edwards wrote, 

 

“From my childhood up, my mind had been wont to be full of objections 

against the doctrine of God’s sovereignty, in choosing whom he would to 

eternal life…  It used to appear like a horrible doctrine to me.” 

 

But as he chewed on it some more and searched the Scriptures God began to give him a 

firm conviction that this is what the Bible teaches.  But, he wrote, 

 

“I have often since, not only had a conviction, but a delightful conviction.  

The doctrine of God’s sovereignty has very often appeared, an exceeding 

pleasant, bright and sweet doctrine to me: and absolute sovereignty is what 

I love to ascribe to God.”
7
 

 

A delightful conviction!  Elsewhere he wrote, 

 

“The doctrines of God’s absolute sovereignty, and free grace, in showing 

mercy to whom he would show mercy; and man’s absolute dependence on 

the operations of God’s Holy Spirit, have very often appeared to me as 

sweet and glorious doctrines.  These doctrines have been much my 

delight.”
8
 

 

I want this doctrine to become exceedingly sweet and delightful to you.  Believing 

in God’s sovereignty is the only way I can go on in ministry and not go insane.  But it 

wasn’t always the case for me either.  I remember my freshman year of college having an 

RA who believed in this stuff about God choosing and I remember praying to God for his 

salvation!  I thought he was a heretic!  Don’t ask me what I thought God could do in 

answer to my prayer for his salvation because remember – I didn’t believe that was up to 

God, but anyway… 

Here’s the thing.  If you can work through the hard exterior, the interior is full of 

wonderful and sweet practical implications.  It brings humility, security, and an identity 

that means you respect everyone, coerce no one, and have hope for anyone.
9
 

Humility.  If you’re a sinner saved by grace and you believe that you didn’t 

choose God but God chose you, there will be, there should be, a profound humility.  

Remember: there’s absolutely nothing about you that made you to differ or deserve 

God’s affection.  As Ed Clowney says, “God’s people are chosen, not choice”
10

 (cf. Dt. 

7:7).  So if you believe this, then there is absolutely no place for boasting because there is 

absolutely nothing about you that makes you any better than another person. 

Security.  It also frees you up from always wondering if you’ve done enough, if 

you’re good enough, if God’s pleased with you.  There’s great security in knowing it’s 

not dependant on me, but it’s all of God’s grace.  I am filthy in my sins, but Christ has 
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washed me with his blood and clothed me with his righteousness.  And if there’s nothing 

I’ve done to earn it then there’s nothing I can do to lose it. 

Identity.  Everyone is in search of their identity.  Psychologists like Erik Erikson 

and others will all tell you that your identity comes from a sense of being unique and 

distinct from other people.  We look to what makes us special – ethnicity, education, 

character, successes, etc… and we’re always defining ourselves over against other people 

which will inevitably lead you to a feeling of superiority.  So whether you’ve wrapped 

your identity up in being an activist for Greenpeace or a supporter of Focus on the 

Family, you will automatically look on others as inferior – morally, intellectually, etc…  

Only building your identity on grace, on Jesus Christ and his accomplishments on your 

behalf, will allow you to have a non-oppressive identity. 

Belief in God’s gracious choice produces humility, security, and identity…  

which in turn means that you… 

 Respect everyone.  Christians, if they really understand grace, should be the most 

respectful, tolerant, loving, understanding, forgiving, receptive people.  And Calvinists of 

all people should be the kindest, most winsome, meek people.  Yet why are there so 

many cocky Calvinists?  It’s really an oxymoron.  I know many of you would say that 

you believe this stuff, but I would say you don’t really believe it.  Why?  Because you’re 

snappy, unforgiving, angry, judgmental, hold grudges, have no patience with people, and 

absolutely can’t stand Arminians.  Go back and reexamine what you say you believe and 

realize it leaves no room for that.  If you know you’re just a wretched sinner saved by 

sheer grace, you will respect everyone 

 Coerce no one.  And if God saves by sheer grace then you will coerce no one.  

Out of love you’ll tell them about the grace you’ve found in Christ, but you’ll trust God 

to draw them.  And that’s how God works.  He himself coerces no one.  Some opponents 

of this doctrine liken it to divine rape.  But God does not force himself on anyone.  He 

draws them; he doesn’t drive them.  God is a being of overwhelming beauty who opens 

our eyes to behold him and we are irresistibly drawn to him.  Therefore we will not be 

angry arguers or mad manipulators, but joyfully tell people of the beauty and wonder and 

majesty and grace of God.  And finally… 

 Have hope for anyone.  This doctrine of God’s election means that there’s hope 

for anyone!  Don’t worry about whether or not you’re elect.  Realize that the fact that 

you’re here today is strong evidence that God is drawing you to himself.  Relish God’s 

grace and throw your self on his mercy and know that whoever calls upon the name of 

the Lord will be saved (Rom. 10:13).  And don’t worry about what this may mean for 

others you know.  Simply tell them of the amazing grace of God and understand that if 

God’s grace could extend to you, it can extend to anyone. 

 

The Lord’s Table 

As we prepare for a time of worshipping God for his grace and participating in the 

Lord’s Table, let me suggest that you open your Bible’s to Ephesians chapter 1.  I’m just 

going to read vv. 3-8 and then you can come up and eat when you’re ready, assuming you 

acknowledge that you’re a sinner and there’s no hope for you apart from the grace of God 

that sent Jesus to die in your place.  If you believe that, then this is true of you. 

“Praise be to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed us in 

the heavenly realms with every spiritual blessing in Christ.  For he chose us in him before 
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the creation of the world to be holy and blameless in his sight.  In love he predestined us 

to be adopted as his sons through Jesus Christ, in accordance with his pleasure and will – 

to the praise of his glorious grace, which he has freely given us in the One he loves.  In 

him we have redemption through his blood, the forgiveness of sins, in accordance with 

the riches of God’s grace that he lavished on us with all wisdom and understanding.” 

 

Benediction 
May you live in awe of God’s grace and extend that grace to others. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 

Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, May 4, 2008.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but was 

written to be delivered orally.  The vision of Immanuel Baptist Church is to transform sinners into a holy 

people who find eternal satisfaction in Christ. 
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