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PREDESTINATION

Definition and Theological Context

The concept of predestination occupies a central, yet highly controversial, position within
Christian systematic theology, particularly within soteriology--the doctrine concerning salvation.
Defined fundamentally as the belief that God has eternally and sovereignly decreed the destiny of
every individual, predestination asserts that the selection of those who will receive salvation is an
act of divine will alone, independent of any foreseen merit, action, or choice on the part of the
human recipient. This principle posits that God's electing grace is not merely foreknowledge--
knowing in advance who will choose Him--but rather foreordination, the active and eternal
determination of who shall be called to faith and ultimately glorified. The theological tension
inherent in this doctrine arises from the apparent conflict between the absolute sovereignty and
omnipotence of God and the reality of human responsibility and free will, leading to centuries of
intense theological and philosophical debate concerning divine justice and human agency in the
process of redemption.

Predestination is intricately linked to other core theological doctrines, including divine omniscience,
the nature of grace, and the effect of original sin. If humanity is truly fallen and incapable of
initiating reconciliation with God, as orthodox Christianity generally affirms, then salvation must
necessarily be a monergistic work, meaning an act accomplished entirely by God. In this
framework, predestination provides the logical structure for how this salvation is applied to specific
individuals. The biblical support for this doctrine is traditionally drawn from passages such as
Romans 8:29-30, which outlines a chain of saving acts--foreknowledge, predestination, calling,
justification, and glorification--and Ephesians 1:4-5, which states that believers were chosen in
Christ "before the foundation of the world." The formal tone required for such a serious theological
discussion necessitates recognizing that predestination is not merely an abstract philosophical idea
but the bedrock upon which specific denominational understandings of assurance and grace are
built, determining whether salvation is viewed as conditional upon human response or
unconditional upon divine choice.

Understanding predestination requires distinguishing it clearly from the related, but distinct,
concept of fatalism. While fatalism suggests that all events are determined by impersonal forces
or fate, rendering human effort meaningless, predestination asserts determination by a personal,
loving, and morally perfect God whose purposes are rational, sovereign, and directed toward
ultimate goodness and glory. The decrees of God, according to this view, encompass all things,
but the specific doctrine of predestination focuses narrowly on the election of saints to eternal life.
Furthermore, theologians committed to predestination often emphasize that while God determines
the end (salvation), He also determines the means (faith, repentance, and sanctification), ensuring
that those elected are inevitably drawn to respond in genuine piety and obedience. This complex
interplay between divine decree and human response ensures that, for the believer, the doctrine is
intended to inspire humility, gratitude for unmerited favor, and assurance of final perseverance,
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rather than paralyzing resignation or ethical indifference.

Roots in Ancient and Patristic Thought

The formal development of the doctrine of predestination is inextricably linked to the writings of the
formative Church father Augustine of Hippo (354-430 CE). Augustine did not initially set out to
construct a comprehensive theory of predestination; rather, his theological reflections were driven
by the necessity of combating the theological system known as Pelagianism. Pelagius argued that
human nature, though affected by Adam's sin, still possessed sufficient inherent moral capacity to
choose good and earn salvation through meritorious works, thereby diminishing the need for divine
grace. Augustine responded forcefully, asserting the total devastation wrought by original sin,
which rendered humanity spiritually dead and utterly incapable of initiating any saving action. This
radical emphasis on human depravity necessitated the corollary doctrine that salvation must be
entirely the unmerited gift of God's efficacious grace, leading directly to the formulation of
predestination.

Augustine argued that God's grace is not merely sufficient--available to all who choose it--but
rather irresistible for the elect. He differentiated between two types of grace: common grace,
which helps all people but does not save, and saving grace (gratia irresistibilis), which is
specifically applied to those whom God has chosen before time began. These chosen individuals,
the elect, are predestined not merely to salvation in the abstract, but specifically to faith and
perseverance. Augustine's mature view affirmed that God foreordains salvation not based on
foreknowledge of who would freely choose Him, but solely in accordance with His sovereign,
gracious choice--a choice that creates the faith it foresees. This emphasis radically shifted the
focus of soteriology from human effort to divine sovereignty, establishing a legacy that would
profoundly impact subsequent theological history, particularly in the West, and setting the
foundational terms for all future debates concerning election and grace.

The Augustinian doctrine faced immediate and sustained opposition from those who feared it
undermined human moral responsibility, notably the semi-Pelagians. These critics, while accepting
the necessity of grace, maintained that the human will must cooperate by initiating the desire for
salvation, thereby denying the irresistible nature of God's saving grace. The Church, through the
Second Council of Orange in 529 CE, decisively affirmed many aspects of Augustine's anti-
Pelagian stance, endorsing the necessity of prevenient (antecedent) grace for the beginning of
faith and good works. However, the Council was more cautious regarding the harsher implications
of double predestination, thereby establishing a moderate Augustinianism that allowed for some
ambiguity regarding the fate of the non-elect. Thus, while Augustine provided the necessary
theological armature for the doctrine, the Patristic era left room for ongoing discussion regarding
the extent and fairness of God's eternal decrees toward those not chosen for glory.
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The Medieval Interlude and Scholastic Debate

During the Medieval period, particularly within the flourishing scholastic traditions, the doctrine of
predestination was subjected to rigorous philosophical scrutiny as theologians sought to harmonize
Augustinian theology with developing concepts of causality and rationality, often drawing heavily
upon the rediscovered works of Aristotle. Scholastic thinkers, such as Thomas Aquinas
(1225-1274), affirmed predestination as the eternal plan of God for ordering some rational
creatures to the end of eternal life. Aquinas systematically placed predestination within the broader
context of divine providence, arguing that God's primary causality guarantees the intended
outcomes (salvation), while human beings function as secondary causes, utilizing their free will to
achieve the determined ends. For Aquinas, God wills salvation for the elect, and this divine will is
infallibly efficacious, meaning that those chosen will inevitably be given the grace necessary to
choose faith and persevere to the end.

Aquinas, however, was careful to address the thorny issue of reprobation--the decree concerning
those who are not saved. He maintained a distinction often characterized as single predestination,
arguing that while God positively wills the salvation of the elect (predestination), He merely permits
or passively allows the non-elect to fall into sin and receive the punishment they justly deserve
(reprobation). God does not actively cause damnation in the same way He actively causes
salvation. This nuance was designed to safeguard God's absolute goodness and prevent the
conclusion that God actively forces people into sin and damnation, a charge frequently leveled
against more radical deterministic views. This systematic approach attempted to preserve both
divine sovereignty and human culpability, asserting that the elect are saved entirely by grace, while
the reprobate are condemned justly due to their own willful rejection of God.

Despite Aquinas's influential synthesis, the debate persisted throughout the later Middle Ages. The
tension between divine omnipotence and human freedom became particularly sharp among figures
like John Duns Scotus and William of Ockham, who emphasized the absolute freedom and
arbitrary power of God's will (voluntarism) over His intellect. Ockhamite thought, for instance,
sometimes emphasized that while God could save anyone He willed, He established a covenantal
system whereby He would reward those who did their best (facere quod in se est), thereby
injecting a greater measure of contingency and human action into the salvation process than pure
Augustinianism permitted. These variations in scholastic thought ensured that, by the dawn of the
sixteenth century, the precise relationship between God's eternal decree and human faith
remained a complex and unsettled issue, providing the immediate theological background against
which the Protestant reformers would launch their critiques.

Predestination in the Protestant Reformation

The doctrine of predestination experienced a dramatic resurgence and systematization during the
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Protestant Reformation, becoming a hallmark doctrine for key reformers, most notably Martin
Luther (1483-1546) and John Calvin (1509-1564). Luther, in his pivotal work *The Bondage of the
Will* (1525), written in direct opposition to Erasmus of Rotterdam's defense of free will,
passionately defended a radical, deterministic understanding of divine sovereignty. Luther argued
that the human will, subsequent to the Fall, is entirely enslaved to sin and incapable of choosing
God; thus, salvation must be entirely the result of God's irresistible will, which determines who will
be saved and who will be lost. For Luther, denying predestination was equivalent to denying the
necessity of grace and elevating human effort above the saving power of Christ. His focus was
primarily pastoral and experiential: the assurance of salvation rests not on the fickle human will, but
on the immutable decree of a sovereign God.

While Luther focused on the existential reality of the bound will, it was John Calvin who gave the
doctrine its most systematic and influential expression within his magnum opus, *Institutes of the
Christian Religion*. Calvin defined predestination as "the eternal decree of God, by which he
determined in himself what he willed to become of every man. For all are not created with a similar
destiny; but eternal life is foreordained for some, and eternal damnation for others." Calvin viewed
predestination not just as an abstract truth, but as a doctrine essential for humility and the proper
veneration of God's glory. He was unequivocal in asserting unconditional election--God's choice
is based solely on His good pleasure, independent of any condition fulfilled by the chosen
individual. This robust defense cemented predestination as a central characteristic of Reformed
theology, emphasizing God's complete control over both the means and the end of salvation.

Calvin's formulation famously embraced the principle of double predestination (a concept
discussed further below), arguing that God's decree encompasses not only the election of the
saints (election) but also the reprobation of the wicked (reprobation). Although he acknowledged
the doctrine was a "frightful decree" (decretum horribile), he insisted it was necessary to maintain
the absolute symmetry and completeness of God's sovereignty. Both Luther and Calvin derived
immense spiritual comfort from this doctrine, arguing that the certainty of God's eternal purpose
provided the only true foundation for Christian assurance and perseverance, eliminating any
reliance on the inherently flawed performance or merit of the believer. The Reformation thus
solidified predestination as a dividing line between those theological systems emphasizing
monergism (God works alone in salvation) and those leaning toward synergism (God and humanity
cooperate).

Monergism vs. Synergism: The Arminian Controversy

The robust Calvinistic formulation of predestination faced its most significant internal theological
challenge shortly after Calvin's death with the rise of Arminianism, named after the Dutch
theologian Jacobus Arminius (1560-1609). Arminius, while initially a proponent of Calvinism,
grew concerned that the doctrine of unconditional election made God the author of sin and
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undermined genuine human responsibility. He proposed an alternative view known as conditional
election, arguing that God's election is based on His foreknowledge of who will freely choose to
exercise faith in Christ. This position reintroduces a synergistic element, suggesting that while
grace is necessary for salvation, the human will retains the capacity (enabled by prevenient grace)
to accept or reject that grace. This approach attempts to reconcile God's desire for all people to be
saved with the undeniable fact that not all are saved, placing the ultimate responsibility for
damnation on the human refusal of grace, rather than on a sovereign divine decree.

The ensuing theological conflict between the followers of Calvin (Gomarists) and the followers of
Arminius (Remonstrants) led to a major international church gathering, the Synod of Dort
(1618-1619). The Synod was convened specifically to address the five points of the Arminian
Remonstrance. The resulting canons issued by the Synod firmly rejected the Arminian
interpretation and provided the definitive, tightly structured response of classical Calvinism, often
summarized by the acronym TULIP: Total Depravity, Unconditional Election, Limited Atonement
(Christ died effectively only for the elect), Irresistible Grace, and Perseverance of the Saints. This
structure systematically reinforced the monergistic view, insisting that God's electing decree is
absolute, irresistible, and sovereignly effective, thereby ensuring the salvation of the elect from
beginning to end, entirely apart from human merit or initiative.

The Arminian controversy marked a definitive schism in Protestant theology regarding the nature of
salvation. While Calvinism emphasizes the glory of God's sovereign, electing grace and the
security of the believer (assurance based on God's immutability), Arminianism champions the
universality of God's love, the seriousness of human choice, and the necessity of ongoing human
cooperation with grace (assurance based on present faithfulness). This historical debate remains
highly relevant today, defining the theological boundaries between major denominations, where
Presbyterian, Reformed, and some Baptist churches tend toward Calvinism, while Methodist,
Pentecostal, and many Free Churches adhere to Arminian or synergistic viewpoints. The essential
divergence lies in whether the ultimate efficacy of salvation resides in the sovereign will of God or
in the condition of the human response.

Key Concepts: Single and Double Predestination

Within the scope of the doctrine, a crucial distinction exists between single predestination and
double predestination, differing fundamentally on the nature and extent of God's decree
concerning the non-elect. Single predestination, typically associated with moderate Augustinianism
and Thomism, asserts that God actively decrees the election of some people to salvation and
eternal life (predestination to glory). Regarding the non-elect, however, God merely passes them
over, allowing them to follow their own sinful course and justly receive the condemnation they earn
through their willful disobedience (reprobation is passive). In this view, God is the author of
salvation but not the author of damnation; the reprobate are condemned because of their sin,
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which God foreknew and permitted, but did not eternally and positively decree in the same manner
as election.

In contrast, double predestination, most closely associated with the systematic theology of John
Calvin and formalized at the Synod of Dort, asserts a symmetrical divine decree. It posits that God
actively and eternally decrees the destiny of all humanity: some are chosen for election unto glory,
and others are ordained for reprobation unto eternal damnation. This symmetry is necessary,
adherents argue, because an eternal decree concerning the elect logically implies a parallel decree
concerning the non-elect; otherwise, God's sovereignty would be incomplete or contingent.
Calvinists often categorize double predestination further into supralapsarianism (God decreed
election and reprobation before the Fall) and infralapsarianism (God decreed election and
reprobation after foreseeing the Fall), with the latter being the more common view, attempting
slightly to mitigate the severity by placing the decree logically after the consideration of sin.

The controversy surrounding double predestination centers on its philosophical and ethical
implications, specifically the question of whether God is deemed the direct cause of the non-elect's
destruction. Critics argue that if God positively decrees reprobation, He necessitates the actions of
the reprobate, thereby violating their moral responsibility and making Him the ultimate source of
evil. Proponents counter that God decrees the end (reprobation) but uses the means (the non-
elect's own willful sin) to achieve it, maintaining that God's justice is entirely vindicated because the
reprobate are judged for their own actual sins, not merely for being excluded from grace. The
complexity of these positions underscores why the doctrine of predestination, more than almost
any other, demands careful theological precision when discussing the attributes of divine
sovereignty and divine justice.

Philosophical and Ethical Implications

The doctrine of predestination carries profound philosophical and ethical implications that have
challenged theologians and philosophers for centuries. Philosophically, the strongest challenge is
the potential contradiction with moral responsibility. If God has determined the final destiny and
even the intermediate actions of all people, does this not render human choice illusory? If the elect
are irresistibly drawn to faith and the reprobate are inevitably bound for destruction, the concepts of
guilt, merit, punishment, and reward appear meaningless. The classical response from proponents
of predestination involves differentiating between God's ultimate decree and the human experience
of causality. While God is the First Cause, human beings remain secondary causes who act
voluntarily according to their desires, meaning that their choices are both free (in the sense of
being uncoerced) and determined (in the sense of being eternally planned). Thus, the reprobate
justly incur guilt because they willingly act upon their sinful desires.

Ethically, predestination raises urgent questions regarding the purpose of evangelism and good
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works. If salvation is unconditionally decreed, why engage in missionary efforts or pursue
sanctification? Critics often claim the doctrine leads to fatalism or antinomianism (the belief that
moral law is irrelevant). Historically, however, the opposite has often been true: Reformed
traditions, which strongly adhere to predestination, have been historically noted for intense
missionary zeal and strong ethical rigor. This phenomenon is explained by the understanding that
predestination encompasses the means as well as the ends. The elect are predestined not just to
glory, but to genuine faith and holiness. Good works are not the cause of election, but the
necessary evidence and inevitable fruit of it. Evangelism is viewed not as an attempt to change
God's mind, but as the ordained method by which God gathers His elect from the world.

Furthermore, the doctrine heavily impacts the psychological experience of assurance. For the
person convinced of unconditional election, true assurance is derived not from introspecting on
their own fluctuating faith or performance, but from the immutable, eternal purpose of God. This
foundation can provide immense comfort and stability. Conversely, the doctrine can be a source of
profound spiritual anxiety for those who fear they might be among the reprobate, leading to intense
introspection and worry about the signs of election. The theological resolution often involves
directing the inquirer away from seeking secret evidence of God's hidden decree (Deus
absconditus) and towards the manifest evidence of His revealed will in Christ (Deus revelatus),
emphasizing that genuine faith and repentance are the most certain signs that one has been called
according to God's gracious purpose.

Modern Interpretations and Related Psychological Concepts

In the modern theological landscape, the classical, high-Calvinist doctrine of predestination has
undergone various revisions and critiques, particularly within liberal and process theology, which
often prioritize human autonomy and God's relational involvement in history. Many contemporary
theologians, especially those following Karl Barth, move away from viewing predestination as the
arbitrary selection of individuals and instead define election Christologically. In this view, Jesus
Christ is the Elect Man, in whom God has chosen all humanity for salvation. This interpretation
preserves the concept of divine election but makes it universal in scope and conditional upon
humanity's response to Christ, thereby mitigating the harsh implications of double predestination
and aligning more closely with universalist tendencies. Other modern theologians prefer to frame
predestination primarily in terms of God's foreknowledge, avoiding the deterministic implications of
foreordination altogether.

From a secular perspective, the theological concept of predestination relates closely to
philosophical and psychological determinism. Psychological determinism posits that all behavior
and mental states are causally determined by prior physical or psychological conditions,
suggesting that individual choices are inevitable consequences of biological or environmental
factors, rather than genuinely free choices. While theological predestination attributes the ultimate

Encyclopedia of psychology encyclopedia.arabpsychology.com



https://encyclopedia.arabpsychology.com/?p=20858
https://encyclopedia.arabpsychology.com
https://encyclopedia.arabpsychology.com

PREDESTINATION

causality to a divine, personal will, both concepts share the structural element that the future is
fixed and theoretically knowable. The psychological concept of fatalism, the belief that outcomes
are fixed regardless of effort, mirrors the negative psychological impact that a strict, misunderstood
view of predestination can have on motivation and responsibility.

However, the positive psychological dimension of predestination, particularly in its Calvinist
expression, is the concept of a strong locus of control rooted outside the self. By placing the
ultimate outcome of one's life (salvation) entirely in the hands of an unchanging, sovereign God,
believers often experience a reduction in anxiety regarding their own failures or the chaos of the
world. This external, fixed assurance fostered by the doctrine contributed significantly to the
disciplined, dedicated work ethic observed in early Protestant cultures, as famously argued by Max
Weber in *The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism*. The pursuit of diligence and success
in worldly callings became a psychological means of seeking assurance that one was, indeed,
among the elect, transforming a theological doctrine into a powerful driver of social and personal
behavior.
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