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I have these two questions: 

If our churches should establish foreign missions, how would our missionaries 

approach heathen people, who have never heard the Gospel before, with the 

doctrine of predestination? 

How would our covenant view be explained to the above people? 

 

The fact of my correspondent's singling out the doctrine of predestination in a question of 

this kind must need simply that, to his mind, approaching the heathen with the aforesaid doctrine 

begets a difficulty in which none of the other Scripture-doctrines regarding our salvation would 

involve our missionary ministers laboring among heathen people. What to the mind of my 

correspondent may that difficulty be? He does not say. So I shall have to guess. To his mind the 

difficulties may be any or all of the following; 

a) Of all the Scripture-doctrines regarding our salvation none is so repulsive to the 

natural man as predestination. 

b) As compared with the other doctrines it is hard to understand intellectually like some 

theories of men. 

c) The doctrine of predestination is severe; it is a terrible doctrine. 

d) It is an apparent negation of human responsibility. 

e) It clashes with the will of God's command. 

And so my correspondent must be reasoning that the question is pertinent how our 

missionaries would approach heathen people with such a doctrine. 

Replying to this question would then have to consist first of all in weighing these 

difficulties. 

It may be well first to define the doctrine of predestination. 

The degree of predestination is God's eternal counsel with regard to the eternal state of 

his rational creatures including election and reprobation. Rom. 9:22, 23. 

Election is the eternal good-pleasure of God's will to save some men through the means 

of faith in Christ to eternal glory. 

Reprobation is the eternal good-pleasure of His will to condemn others to eternal 

damnation. (Essentials of Reformed Doctrine, p. 9, Rev. Hoeksema). 

 

Difficulty under a). 

Certainly, the doctrine of predestination is thoroughly repulsive to the natural man. For it 

exalts God as the fountain and cause of the redemption of His people and as the only determining 

factor in the damnation of the reprobated. But the rest of the Scripture-doctrines regarding our 

salvation do likewise either directly or by implication and are therefore just as repulsive to the 

natural man. Take for example the doctrine of the total depravity of man. Apart from the 

regenerating grace of God, so this, doctrine has it, man is totally corrupt as to his whole nature, 

spiritually dead in his trespasses and sins, so that, if he becomes the subject of redeeming grace, 

he owes eternal gratitude to God alone and must give Him all the glory. What could be more 

hateful to the natural man than such a conception. 

 



Difficulty under b): 

As to the logic pervading it, the doctrine of predestination is no harder to understand 

intellectually than the rest of the Scripture-doctrines regarding our salvation. And they are not 

hard to understand. 

Certainly, predestination, being as it is a work of God, is a mystery defying our powers of 

penetration. But the incarnation of the Son of God and the atonement of Christ are mysteries just 

as profound. All God's works are mysteries. And He is the mystery. Yet, however 

incomprehensible, they can be conceived by our mind as revealed thru the scriptures. 

Let us illustrate. We do not fathom a tree. How the tree as to its root, trunk, branches and 

leaves was potentially in its seed—an acorn, if the tree be an oak —is to us a mystery. But we do 

have in our minds the clearest conception, mental picture, of a tree. It is no different with God's 

works of redemption including certainly predestination. However incomprehensible, as revealed 

to us through the Scriptures, they can be conceived by our minds and understood as to the logic 

pervading them, and explained therefore by the teachers in the church, so that even a child can 

understand. 

 

Difficulty under c): 

Certainly, predestination — definitely the eternal good-pleasure of God's will to condemn 

others to eternal damnation on account of their sins — is a terrible work of God. But He is a 

terrible God and terrible in all His works. This is a truth encountered in the Scriptures over and 

over. And we either by grace adore and proclaim this terrible God as revealed in the face of 

Christ, or we lie prostrate before the shrine of idols. And then these are the gods that we serve 

and proclaim. A third possibility there is not. 

 

Difficulty under d): 

Unless we conceive of the will of man as free in the pelagian sense, there can be in our 

minds no logical conflict between predestination and the human responsibility of man. All the 

works of God are mysteries, but they do not in their totality involve us in logical contradictions. 

 

Difficulty under e): 

God's predestination, which is the will of his decree, is one. The will of His command is 

another. But there is no clash between the two; for then God were in eternal conflict with 

Himself. For the will of God's decree is a rule of action for God Himself by which He sets before 

him what He will do. In the will of God's command is laid down what God would have man do. 

There are two more considerations entering in here. 

First, predestination, definitely election, being the cause and fountain of our entire 

redemption, is the very heart of the Gospel, so that not to be proclaiming predestination either 

directly or indirectly is not to be proclaiming the Gospel. 

Second, the Scripture-doctrines regarding our salvation constitute a logically integrated 

thought-structure in which each doctrine has its place and supplements all the others. What 

bearing this has on the proclamation of these doctrines is obvious. To proclamate anyone of them 

directly is to proclamate them all by implication. In others words, the minister of the Word 

faithful to the truth is always in his proclamations of the Gospel proclaiming predestination 

either directly or indirectly. He is always preaching the atonement of Christ directly or indirectly, 

and the total depravity of man, etc. And so, too, if he falsifies anyone element of doctrine he 

falsifies the entire body of truths at every point. 



Now if these things be understood— understood that there is just as much reason for 

asking how our missionary ministers would have to approach the heathen with the doctrine of the 

total depravity of man or with the doctrine of the incarnation of the Son of God, or with the 

doctrine of the atonement of Christ, etc., it is perfectly in order to ask how our missionary 

ministers would approach the heathen with the doctrine of predestination. 

Let us then face the question how our missionary ministers would approach the heathen 

with the doctrine of predestination. They would approach the heathen with this doctrine in all 

true humility of spirit and as prepared to proclaim this truth in all its purity, fulness and glory. 

This, of course, would also be the answer to the question how our missionary ministers 

would approach the heathen with any of the other elements of doctrine of our Christian faith. It 

would be our answer to the question how they would approach the heathen with the Gospel. 

I believe, therefore, that to satisfy my correspondent I must be more specific in answering 

his question how our missionary ministers would approach the heathen with the doctrine of 

predestination. And we can be more specific. 

Our missionary ministers would approach the heathen with predestination, definitely 

reprobation with that mind of Paul in them to which the apostle gives expression in the words: “I 

say the truth in Christ, I lie not, my conscience also bearing witness in the Holy Ghost, that I 

have great heaviness of and continual sorrow of heart. For I could wish that myself were 

accursed from Christ for my brethren, my kinsmen according to the flesh.” Rom. 9:8. 

The saints do look ahead with joyful expectation to the last judgment because then “their 

innocence shall be known to all, and they shall see the terrible vengeance which God shall 

execute on the wicked (reprobated) who most cruelly persecuted, oppressed and tormented them 

in this world; and who shall be convicted by the testimony of their own conscience, and being 

immortal, shall be tormented in that everlasting fire which is prepared for the devils and his 

angels.” Belgic Conf., Art 37. 

Though such be the believer's comfort: yet so far is he from rejoicing in the eternal 

torment of the reprobated as such, that, like Paul, he has continual sorrow of heart for the 

reprobated portion of humanity. For, after all, they are his brethren according to the flesh. 

And though the believers do not pray for the salvation of the reprobated, which would be 

sheer folly and as sinful as foolish, they do love their enemies, bless them by whom they are 

cursed, do good to them by whom they are hated, and pray for them by whom they are 

despitefully used and persecuted, that they may be children of their Father which is in heaven. 

These sentiments should be clearly expressed at the first approach. 

Our missionaries would not approach the heathen with some such message as this: that 

though a man wanted to be saved he must perish, if he be reprobated. That would be proclaiming 

fatalism not predestination. It is a terrible lie. My correspondent would like to know perhaps just 

what Scripture passage our missionaries should select for their first approach. Any Scripture 

passage would do as long as it deals with some phase of the work of redemption. For, as I stated, 

the Scripture doctrines regarding our salvation constitute a logically integrated thought structure, 

so that every gospel text treats of predestination either directly or by implication. Take as an 

example the following scripture at I Timothy 1:15: "This is a faithful saying, and worthy of all 

acceptation that Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners . . ." If this text is to be rightly 

explained predestination must be brought into the exposition of it. 

It stands to reason that our missionary ministers would not for the first time approach 

heathen people who had never before heard the Gospel with a learned dissertation on 

predestination nor with a learned dissertation on any other Scripture-doctrine regarding our 



salvation, especially not if these heathens were unlettered men with the apperceiving mass of 

savages like the Hottentots. If these were the heathen to be instructed the presentation would 

have to be extremely simple. But all heathen are not Hottentots by any means. The Greeks of 

Paul's day, though heathen, were a highly civilized and cultured people. 

Paul was the apostle to the heathen. We should therefore study his approaches. One 

example, that of Paul's approach to the jailer in whose prison Paul and Silas were shut up. The 

prison doors had been opened by an earthquake. The keeper, supposing that the prisoners had 

escaped, drew his sword and was about to kid himself when Paul cried out with a loud voice: 

“Do thyself no harm, for we are all here.” The keeper was terrified. Leading Paul and Silas out of 

the prison, he asked: “Sirs, what must I do to be saved?” And they said: “Believe in the Lord 

Jesus Christ, and thou shalt be saved, and thy house.” That was Paul's first sermon to this 

heathen brought under the conviction of sin by the voice of God that came to him through that 

earthquake. But then we read: “And they spake unto him the word of the Lord, and to all that 

were in his house.” And certainly it was a word bearing also on predestination. For it was the 

Word of the Lord. It was Gospel. And predestination is the heart of the gospel. It is the Gospel. 

Herewith I have answered also the second question of my correspondent— the question: 

“How would our covenant view be explained to the above people.” 

 

Originally Published in: 

Vol 12 No 7 April 1952  


