ELECTION, THE HUMANITY OF JESUS, AND POSSIBLE WORLDS"
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“He chose us in Christ before the foundation of the world” (Ephesians 1:4).

These days even Reformed Christians do not have much to say about election. The idea
that God somehow chose those who would believe has become an endangered species of
doctrine. Its habitat, which once included the entire Presbyterian and Reformed continent, has
shrunk so that it now seems to be found only in small sectarian preserves where, even there, its
survival appears to be uncertain.

Two objections seem to have defeated the doctrine as it commonly has been understood.
First, for God to have chosen some to be saved seems contrary to what we have come to think of
as “fair play.” In the civic realm fairness seems to require giving each person an equal chance to
succeed. It seems somehow more just that God too would give everyone the same chance.
Surely, if I am to be an Equal Opportunity employer, Christ must be an Equal Opportunity
Savior. The idea that some are chosen does not conform to what Thomas Kuhn would call our
“paradigm.” In terms of the sociology of knowledge, we have become Arminians all. This
objection, however, has only a limited weight. Sociology-of-knowledge considerations, as has
been pointed out both sociologically and philosophically,? only incline us to consider concepts
more or less plausible. They cannot tell us whether a given proposition is true.

A second objection, however, is more properly theological and thus deserving of our
attention. Especially as the doctrine came to be elaborated by successive generations of
theologians, election came increasingly to be discussed in terms of God’s decrees before
creation, and the fates of both the saved and the lost were thought to be equally the direct
outcome of the will of God.? As a result, the doctrine that Charles Williams called
“comprehensible in Calvin” became, in his words, “tiresome in English Puritans, and quite
horrible” in later Presbyterians.* It is little wonder that for many even of the Reformed and
Presbyterian churches the doctrine of election seemed more and more to be an exercise in
theological abstraction and less and less an expression of grace.

A more satisfactory approach to election is found in the earlier Reformed confessions.
One example is the Second Helvetic Confession of 1566, which quotes Ephesians 1:4 and firmly
connects election not to God’s decrees nor to reprobation but to Christ: “God has elected us, not
directly, but in Christ, and on account of Christ. . . . Let Christ, therefore, be the looking glass, in
whom we may contemplate our predestination” (chapter 9). In contrast to later scholasticism the
earlier Reformed creeds understand election in terms of Christ® and locate it firmly within the
workings of the gospel.® Election, in their view, is not an arcane side issue to Christian theology



but an essential part of the way salvation is applied to the believer. As Jack Rogers has written:
“Election is the Reformed way of saying grace alone.”’

The perspective of the early Reformed creeds is in accord with the teaching of the New
Testament. Throughout the New Testament, election is related to Christ. We are blessed in
Christ, “just as he chose us in Christ,” and we are destined in love “for adoption as his children
through Jesus Christ” (Ephesians 1:3-5), “chosen and destined by God the Father . . . to be
obedient to Jesus Christ” (1 Peter 1:2), “predestined to be conformed to the image of his Son, in
order that he might be the firstborn within a large family” (Romans 8:28). In the New Testament
there are no eternal decrees apart from Christ: We are elect in him.

An essential component of the New Testament’s view of election is that Christ is himself
the Elect One. He is the “living stone . . . chosen and precious” (1 Peter 2:4). In Luke’s
transfiguration scene the heavenly voice speaks: “This is my Son, the Chosen” (9:35).% Even
Jesus’ opponents associate his messianic claims with election: “Let him save himself, if he is the
Messiah of God, his Chosen One” (23:35).? The election of believers is thus closely connected
with Jesus’ own election: He is the Chosen One, and it is in him that we are chosen. He was the
first chosen, to become “the firstborn within a large family.” Our election is dependent upon his.
Thus Karl Barth’s emphasis is correct: The election of believers cannot be considered apart from
the election of Jesus Christ.*

In view of the incarnation, moreover, the election of Jesus must include his election as a
human being. Jesus’ humanity must be continually asserted in the face of popular docetism.**
Robert Farrar Capon has written: “The human race is, was, and probably always will be deeply
unwilling to accept a human messiah. We don’t want to be saved in our humanity; we want to be
fished out of it.”*? But of course the Christian doctrine is that the humanity of Jesus is essential to
our salvation. The Belgic Confession states:

[He] did not only assume human nature as to the body, but also a true human soul, that he
might be a real man. For since the soul was lost as well as the body, it was necessary that
he should take both upon him, to save both” (Article 18).

The election of Christ is not only the election of the divine Son but also the election of
the man Jesus, and it may be that the election of Jesus in his humanity may be the most useful
mirror, to use the metaphor of the Second Helvetic Confession, in which our own election may
be viewed.

Within the framework of his humanity the temptations of Jesus are of particular interest.
The temptation narratives (Matthew 4:1-11; Mark 1:12-13; Luke 4:1-13) follow the synoptic
gospels’ story of Jesus’ baptism. It was at his baptism that Jesus’ election was publicly
announced by God: “You are my Son; the Beloved; with you | am well pleased.”*® In the
temptations that followed, Jesus faced the possibility of denying his election and of forsaking the
work for which he was chosen. We must, moreover, be warned against a false understanding of
Jesus’ temptations, which may not be understood in ways that undercut Jesus’ humanity or that
reduce them to a series of charades. It is docetic to minimize the stark reality of what the New
Testament says about the temptations: They were lengthy, they were physically exhausting, and,



when they were over, Jesus was drained beyond the possibility of human assistance: “Then the
devil left him, and suddenly angels came and waited on him” (Matthew 4:11).

Among Jesus’ temptations was the temptation to use divine power to eliminate the
necessity of his physical suffering: “If you are the Son of God, command these stones to become
loaves of bread.”* It must also have been that Jesus was tempted to use that power to escape
from the ordeal of the temptations themselves. The testing ended when Jesus said, “Away with
you, Satan!” (4:10). Surely he had been tempted to escape the terrible experience by pronouncing
these words forty days earlier when the temptations had just begun. Yet to have done so would
have belzgzn to succumb to as surely as to have yielded to one of the temptations that the gospels
record.

If to call upon divine power to resist the temptations would itself have been to succumb,
then we are faced with an awesome and necessary conclusion: It was possible for Jesus to have
yielded to the temptations and so to have forsaken his mission. Here our response is likely to be:
“So it may have been possible, but only humanly speaking.” But this is just the point: When
speaking biblically about the temptations of Jesus, “humanly” is the only way that we can speak.
Speaking of Jesus’ withstanding the temptations because he was the Son of God has already been
ruled out by Matthew 4:3-4. The Spirit led Jesus into the wilderness to be tempted, and God’s
angels ministered to him when it was all over. But in the time between, Jesus the man had no
other resources than we have when we ourselves are tempted.*® There could have been no
heavenly lifeline to snatch Jesus to safety in a moment of weakness, and he must have known the
terrible possibility that he could have succumbed.!’ This may be why the temptations remained
so vividly in Jesus’ mind as to become part of his reminiscences to his disciples. It must have
been, until Good Friday, the most terrible experience of his life.

Must we then portray God the Father as anxiously watching the events of the temptation,
biting his heavenly nails as he waited to see the conclusion? Did he have a list of potential
appointees for messiahship and sonship for use in case this Jesus failed? It cannot be that God
was uncertain about the outcome: Jesus’ election, like ours, was “according to the foreknowledge
of God the Father” (1 Peter 1:2)."® But how are these to be reconciled? Some would claim that
there seem to be only two ways along which we can proceed. The first is to deny the reality of
the temptations and leads, as we have seen, to docetism. The second is to deny God’s certainty of
the outcome and leads to the rejection of God’s omniscience.

But another way of approaching the problem of election and the temptations of Jesus is
suggested by the fruitful idea of “possible worlds,” which has been most recently explored by the
Christian philosopher Alvin Plantinga.™® According to this notion, the way things are in the world
that we inhabit is not the only way things might have been. There are other states of affairs that
might actually have existed instead of those with which we are familiar. These states of affairs,
together with the actual world we know, are called possible worlds. Some of them differ only
slightly from our world, while others may be very different indeed. There are possible worlds in
which Socrates was not wise but foolish; there are possible worlds in which | am, say, not a



professor but a policeman, possible worlds in which I am not married but single, possible worlds
in which I do not exist at all.

If in this view of things there are possible worlds in which Socrates was foolish, then
there are possible worlds in which Jesus did not successfully resist the temptations.” Both in
these possible worlds and in our world, Jesus’ temptations were real and he was not constrained
either to resist or to succumb. The only necessary difference between these worlds and ours is
that in our world Jesus did not yield to the temptations. In thinking of none of these worlds is it
necessary to eliminate the possibility of Jesus’ failure.?

How then may we speak of the temptations without having at the same time to portray
God as uncertain about the outcome? There are possible worlds in which Socrates was wise or
foolish or nonexistent, worlds in which Jesus withstood the temptations or yielded or, perhaps,
was never born at all. God could have chosen to make any of these possible states of affairs real.
But ours is the real world because, out of all the possible worlds, God chose to actualize this one.
Of all the possible worlds of which God could conceive, this is the world of which God was
thinking when he said, “Let there be!”%

It is to be noted that, in actualizing a possible world, none of the characteristics of that
world are changed. In becoming actualized these characteristics become the way things are
instead of the way things are not, but the characteristics themselves remain the same. Thus in the
actualizing of the possible world in which Jesus could have succumbed to the temptations but did
not, the “could have succumbed” does not disappear. If it was possible that Jesus withstood the
temptations freely and not of divine necessity, then in actualizing that possibility the freedom of
Jesus’ decisions and deeds was not taken away.?

We may now return to the matter of Jesus’ election. We have seen that, in order for his
election to be fulfilled, Jesus must have willed to resist his temptations. In other ways as well the
election of Jesus as Messiah and Son of God did not eliminate the importance of human
decisions and deeds. Viewed “from below,” the success of Jesus’ mission appears to be
contingent upon a number of events that might have occurred differently. Of course Jesus must
have continued to be committed to his mission and to affirm “not my will but yours be done”
(Luke 22:42). But the actions of others were also necessary to the mission of Jesus. Mary had to
be willing to fulfill her unique role (1:28-38); Jesus’ family environment had to be conducive to
his spiritual growth (2:52); as Luke especially points out, even the right political setting had to be
present. Had any of these human facts been different, Jesus could not have accomplished what
God chose him to do.

The concept of possible worlds sheds light on the historical process by means of which
Jesus’ fulfillment of his mission was made possible. It is clear that there is no possible world in
which Jesus could have fulfilled his mission if he had not actually been born.?* In a similar way,
any possible world in which Jesus fulfilled his mission must also have included the means by
which Jesus became the person by whom that mission could have been fulfilled. It is easy to
conceive of a possible world in which Jesus’ mother was named something other than “Mary.” It
is harder to conceive of a world in which she retarded her son’s spiritual development. In stating
the above we are obviously saying something akin to the Reformed doctrine of providence:



“God, who has appointed to everything its end, has ordained the beginning and the means by
which it reaches its goal” (Second Helvetic Confession, chapter 4). We have, however, avoided
thinking of providence, like election in the later creeds, in the context of eternal decrees. Like the
events surrounding his temptation, the decisions and deeds not only of Jesus but of others whose
lives affected his mission were free. Each person could have acted differently. In choosing to
actualize the possible world in which Jesus freely fulfilled his mission, God also chose the world
in which a woman named Mary freely recognized her vocation in being Jesus’ mother (Luke
1:46-49), the world in which an emperor freely decreed an enrollment for taxation (2:1), and the
world, finally, in which a governor freely decreed the execution of a preacher whose teachings
seemed to be politically dangerous (23:5).% As we have seen in the specific case of Jesus’
temptations, the volitional nature of each of these acts was not eliminated when God chose to
actualize this world.

We are now in a position to return to our initial question about the election of individuals.
Reformed Christians have approached this issue with Ephesians 1:4 in mind: “He chose us in
Christ before the foundation of the world.” Non-Calvinists have approached the question
thinking of passages like 1 Timothy 2:3-4: “God . . . desires everyone to be saved and to come to
the knowledge of the truth.” To Calvinists, other Christians have seemed to compromise God’s
sovereignty and to enfeeble election by making it dependent on the will of human beings.?® To
the non-Reformed, the Calvinistic doctrine has seemed to deny the free offer of the gospel and to
undercut evangelism.?’ Christians appear to be impaled on the horns of a dilemma.

We have seen in the preceding section, however, a model for understanding the election
of Jesus in which human choice is not denied but rather incorporated into the workings of
election itself. We may now ask whether the concept of possible worlds can be profitably applied
to our own election. | think that it can be applied in the following way: There is at least one
possible world in which | freely responded to the gospel and became a Christian, and there is at
least one other possible world in which | remained an unbeliever. In each of these worlds various
conditions contributed to my religious state. In the first world | was raised by a Christian parent,
while in the second world my parents were unbelievers and mocked Christianity. In the first
world my own experience of grace pointed me to God, while in the second world | interpreted
my experiences solely within a secular frame of reference. In the first world the happiness of my
marriage leads me to give thanks to God, while in the second world I only consider myself to be
a very lucky man. In each world my state of belief or unbelief is the result of voluntary decisions
and deeds by myself and others. Yet of all other possible worlds God chose to actualize the one
in which I became a Christian. In choosing this world in which | and others believe, “he chose us
in him before the foundation of the world.” God’s actualizing of the world in which these
conditions occurred is thus, from a Christian perspective, an act of grace. The response of the
Christian to the gospel, like the experience of Jesus in his temptations, is both free and certain:
free, because it is unfettered; certain, because God in his grace has chosen this outcome from
among all the other states of affairs that might have been.



How does this view accord with Scripture and with the Reformed creeds? Clearly, no one
in the Biblical or Reformation periods was thinking in just these terms. The question we must
ask, therefore, is not “Is this a necessary reading?” but “Is this permissible, and does seeing
things in this way add to our understanding?” It does not seem that to understand election in
terms of God’s choice to actualize this world violates any of the key passages on election in the
New Testament. It might be objected, however, that this concept does not do full justice to the
Biblical teaching, and especially to the view that we are elect in Christ. In particular it may seem
that this understanding speaks of the significance of Christ in our election primarily as a
historical precedent: Our election operates in the same way his did. In reply it may be said, first,
that it may be of some value to include such a view in one’s understanding of election.
According to 1 Corinthians 15:23 Christ is the “first fruits,” who has demonstrated in his
resurrection what will certainly be true of all believers. There may be some useful implications in
a similar approach to his election as well. In addition, however, this paper does not attempt to
offer a complete theory of election but only a Reformed perspective that may assist in
constructing such a view. Not everything that must be covered in a comprehensive treatment
needs to be discussed here.

We have spoken of God’s choice to actualize this world as an act of grace. This
perspective seems to accord with the early Reformed creeds, which as we have seen above saw
election evangelically and Christologically. Election, in the early Reformed perspective, has to
do with the application of grace and the gospel to believers. One might object, however, on the
ground of the Canons of Dort. To say at the same time that our human acts are genuinely free
and that the outcome of our decisions and deeds is known to God in advance may seem to
resemble Arminianism too closely.?®

By way of reply we may first observe that the objectionable feature in the Arminians’
teaching was not merely their idea that foreknowledge is the key to election. The critical issue
was their view of what that foreknowledge concerned. The teaching rejected at Dort was that
election is determined by God’s foreknowledge of the believer’s merit, of his or her
“perseverance to the end in faith, conversion, holiness, and godliness . . . for the sake of which he
who is chosen is more worthy than he who is not chosen” (Canons of Dort, Section 1, Rejection
of Errors 5). Contrary to the Reformed doctrine that faith and conversion are God’s gifts that
flow to believers on account of grace, the Remonstrants taught that faith and conversion are
meritorious activities that move God in his foreknowledge to include those who display them
among the elect.?

There is nothing of the foregoing in the concept being proposed in this paper. In choosing
to actualize this world, God brought about the election of those who would be believers,
choosing them “in Christ before the foundation of the world” (Ephesians 1:4). It is not the case
that the eventual belief and conversion of the elect is meritorious. Indeed, as we have already
seen, my believing—while free on my own part—is at the same time an outcome of free acts by
others. In choosing the world in which | became a believer, God also chose the world in which
those conditions occurred that would lead me to faith. As we have seen above, God’s actualizing
of the world in which these conditions occurred is an act of grace. Such grace, therefore, is
always prevenient. The response of the Christian, although free, is secure, because God in his
grace has chosen to actualize the world in which this response occurs.



This paper began by acknowledging that the views commonly understood as the
Reformed doctrine of election were theologically troublesome because, especially as they spoke
of God’s eternal decrees and of reprobation, they seemed to have little to do with the gospel.
Following the direction of the early Reformed creeds we have attempted to understand election
in the light of the election of Jesus and especially in the light of his temptations. Confronted with
the problem of reconciling Jesus’ freedom and God’s foreknowledge in connection with the
temptations, we have made use of the concept of possible worlds.*® We have found that this view
allows us to affirm a biblical and Reformed doctrine of election and at the same time to
acknowledge the importance of human decisions and deeds. Finally we have seen that from this
perspective God’s choosing to actualize this world from among other possible worlds is nothing
other than an act of grace. This grace, and not eternal decrees or reprobation, becomes election’s
most important characteristic. A view of election consistent with the opening section of this
paper has been reached.

v

Thinking of election in terms of God’s actualization of a possible world, however, has
implications for further reflection within Reformed theology. Each of these flows from the
recognition that God’s actualizing this world is an act of grace. The first of these has to do with
the corporate nature of election. In distinction from the individualistic emphasis found in popular
evangelicalism, Reformed theology has always spoken of the communal nature of salvation. We
are Christians within a covenant community, the Church. “The Kirk is catholic, that is, universal,
because it contains the chosen of all ages, realms, nations, and tongues” (Scots Confession,
chapter 16). This is of course a biblical perspective as well. Except for the election of Jesus and
the selection of some persons to perform specific tasks,** the New Testament does not speak of
the election of solitary individuals. It speaks instead of the election of the Christian community.
References to elect persons are characteristically in the plural: “He chose us in Christ”
(Ephesians 1:4).

In understanding election in terms of God’s choice to actualize this possible world,
moreover, there can be no question of my election as a solitary person. This is true in two ways.
First, if | have been elected in God’s choice of this world, then so have all others who will
believe. It can never become a matter of God primarily having chosen me: My worship cannot
consist primarily of singing “Blessed Assurance, Jesus Is Mine.”* In addition, my unfettered
response to the gospel is dependent on the free acts of others, including other Christians. My
response was shaped not only by my own volition but also, as we have seen, by the contributions
of others. In actualizing the world in which I believe, God has also actualized the world in which
those external factors—other persons, environmental influences, the Church—all existed as well.
My election is thus doubly corporate: | am elected along with all others who will believe, and
this election is made effective through the acts and decisions of others.*®

A second implication of the concept of this paper has to do with the doctrine of creation
and is related to one of the esoteric backwater issues of Reformed scholasticism: the controversy
over infra- and supralapsarianism. This dispute concerned the relationship between creation and



election: Did God decide to create a world of men and women, recognize that we would fall into
sin, and then decide to elect some of those sinners to be saved (infralapsarianism)? Or did he
elect some to be saved and then create the world as a means to that end (supralapsarianism)?

Supralapsarianism had implications that had little to do with the gospel and that led to its
rejection by many Reformed thinkers.*® The initial insight of its adherents, however, is of the two
the more consistent with the concept that God’s choice to actualize this world was an act of
grace. As we have seen above, God’s actualizing the world in which I am a Christian included
actualizing all the means by which I became a believer. | could not have become a believer had |
not been born with enough intelligence to understand the gospel (Romans 10:17). Indeed I could
not have become a believer had I not been born at all. Thus in order for me and others to have
become believers, a vast number of physical things had to have occurred. Millions of years of
evolution had to have taken place in order for sufficiently intelligent beings to have existed; the
earth itself had to have been a suitable environment for life; the “big bang” had to have occurred.
The whole of creation had to happen, and thus the whole process of creation must be recognized
to be an act of God’s grace. A positive Reformed approach to environmental issues, to offer just
one suggestion, seems to be necessitated by this recognition. This implication is consistent with
the proposal of this paper: Choosing to actualize this world is God’s act by which election is
established. In the present discussion, not only election but also creation is recognized as an
outcome of God’s actualizing. This becomes yet another way in which we may regard God’s
actualizing to be an act of his grace.
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a possible world in which Socrates is not human but an alligator. It seems to be necessary that there be
sufficient shared characteristics between “Socrates” in world ¢ and “Socrates” in world 5 so as to allow a
trans-world traveler to identify both as the same. Presumably the foolish Socrates looked the same, had
the same parents, etc., as the Socrates we think of. He simply could not get his reasoning to work out
right. A Jesus who had not been born would not, by this criterion, be the same being as the Jesus we
know.

25Throughout the present discussion, freedom is understood as the ability to have chosen to act differently
from the way one in fact did act. There is a possible world, of course, in which Mary impeded Jesus’
mission, a world in which Augustus adopted a different fiscal policy, a world in which Herod executed
Barabbas (Mark 15:6-15 and parallels). In each world including ours, each of these decisions and deeds
was voluntary: None of these persons was compelled to choose as he or she did. See Philip L. Quinn,
“Plantinga on Foreknowledge and Freedom,” in Alvin Plantinga, pp. 271-287.

26
So the Canons of Dort, especially the rejection of errors appended to the first section.

27Non-Reformed Christians were particularly unimpressed by Calvin’s argument that the “everyone” of 1
Timothy 2:4 means “people of all sorts.” “God has not closed the way unto salvation to any order of
men”; Calvin (Institutes of the Christian Religion 3.24.16 [Philadelphia: Westminster, 1960]). This
interpretation actually originated with Augustine (The Enchiridion on Faith, Hope, and Love 113
[Chicago: Regnery Gateway, 1961], p. 121): “We may understand by ‘all men,” every sort of men.”

10



28

Arminianism, the doctrine of the Remonstrants whose view was rejected by the synod of Dort in 1618-
19, held that God’s election of individuals was determined by his foreknowledge that they would
voluntarily come to faith and persevere in it to the end.

29Arminianism is thus a return to the medieval principle: “To the one who does what is in him to do, God
does not deny grace.” In this view grace is necessary for salvation, but one can prepare for the gift of
grace by becoming a worthy recipient of that gift. Cf. George Tavard, Justification: An Ecumenical Study
(New York: Paulist, 1983), pp. 36-37.

%1t should be noted that Plantinga does not develop the notion of possible worlds along the lines
suggested in this paper. Plantinga’s applications of the concept concern the problem of evil (can God
create beings who freely act rightly in all possible worlds?) and the ontological argument for God’s
existence (a maximally perfect being such as God—Anselm’s “that than which no greater can be
conceived”—must exist in every possible world). See his God, Freedom, and Evil (Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, 1977), especially pp. 45-55 and 108-112.

3

1The calling of the apostles is an instance of the latter: “You did not choose me, but I chose you. And |
appointed you to go and bear fruit” (John 15:16). Paul writes of his election that God *“had set me apart
before | was born, and called me through his grace” (Galatians 1:15, echoing the call of the prophet in
Isaiah 49:1).

SZI. John Hesselink (On Being Reformed [Ann Arbor: Servant, 1983], p. 29) has written: “What is
objectionable about so many so-called gospel hymns is not only the cheap, jazzy music, but also the self-
centered, Arminian theology.... You need not be a theologian to figure out when there is an unhealthy
imbalance. Simply notice whether you sing more hymns about ‘me and my salvation’ or more hymns
about God, his glory and grace, and his kingdom.”

33Chief among these external means, in the Reformed view, is the Church. Calvin called the Church the
mother of believers (/nstitutes 3.1.4) and introduced his discussion of the Church with these words: “It is
by the faith in the Gospel that Christ becomes ours and we are made partakers of the salvation and eternal
blessedness brought by him. Since, however, . . . we need outward helps to beget and increase faith within
us, and advance it to its goal, God has also added these aids” (ibid.).
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