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Introduction 
 
 

There are doctrines in Christian theology that are difficult because they are technically complex. There are 

doctrines that are difficult because the biblical evidence for them requires careful exegetical work. And there are 

doctrines that are difficult because they press the limits of human comprehension and require the kind of humble 

submission to divine revelation that fallen human pride finds nearly impossible to sustain. Reprobation belongs 

to the third category. It is not primarily difficult because the texts are obscure or because the logical argument is 

hard to follow. It is difficult because of what it means, because it touches the eternal destiny of real human beings, 

because it forces the human mind into territory where the categories of divine justice and divine sovereignty 

intersect in ways that defy easy resolution, and because the doctrine, carelessly handled, has produced more 

pastoral damage than perhaps any other in the history of the church. 

And yet, precisely because it is difficult, precisely because the temptation to avoid it is so strong and the 

rationalizations for avoiding it so readily available, this lesson must be taught, taught with all the sobriety, humility, 

and pastoral tenderness that its subject demands, but taught nonetheless. The doctrine of reprobation is not a 

theological curiosity for advanced students who have exhausted the easier topics. It is an inescapable implication 

of the doctrine of election, which we have just studied in Lesson 5. If God has chosen some to salvation, if election 

is real and particular, then the corollary is inescapable: those who were not chosen have been passed over. The 

question is not whether this is true, if election is true, but what it means, on what basis it occurs, and how it must 

be held in the light of the full biblical testimony. 

The governing posture for this entire lesson is set by two texts that must be held together from the outset. The 

first is Romans 9:20: “Who are you, O man, who answers back to God?”, the apostolic rebuke of the creature who 

demands that the Creator account for His sovereign decisions at the bar of creaturely intuition. This posture of 

creature-appropriate humility before the divine decree is not optional; it is the only posture from which the 

doctrine can be rightly received. The second is Deuteronomy 29:29: “The secret things belong to the Lord our God, 

but the things revealed belong to us and to our sons forever” (NASB 1995). The doctrine of reprobation is a 

revealed thing, it is genuinely in Scripture, and the church is obligated to receive it, but it is a revealed thing that 

is contiguous with secret things that belong to God alone. We will affirm what Scripture reveals, acknowledge 

what Scripture does not fully explain, and refuse both the silence that would suppress the revealed truth and the 

speculation that would presume upon the secret things. 

This lesson will move through six major sections: the definition of reprobation and its component parts; the critical 

asymmetry between election and reprobation; the primary biblical evidence from Romans 9 and the supporting 

testimony of Proverbs, 1 Peter, and Jude; the theological framework of the infralapsarian and supralapsarian 

positions; the pastoral difficulty and the necessary posture of sobriety and tears; and the doxological purpose for 

which, according to Scripture itself, reprobation exists. Throughout, the governing conviction is that the doctrine 

must be held in the same frame in which Paul holds it in Romans 9–11, a frame that begins with pastoral anguish 

(9:1–5), proceeds through rigorous theological argument (9:6–11:32), and terminates not in theological triumph 

but in doxological wonder: “Oh, the depth of the riches both of the wisdom and knowledge of God! How 

unsearchable are His judgments and unfathomable His ways!” (Romans 11:33, NASB 1995). 

A word of pastoral preparation before we begin: if you are in this study and you find yourself thinking primarily of 

specific people you love who appear to be among the non-elect, a parent, a child, a sibling, a friend whose death 
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came before any visible sign of conversion, you are not required to resolve the doctrine’s full theological 

complexity before you are permitted to grieve. The pastoral response to the apparent lostness of a loved one is 

not to apply the doctrine of reprobation with cold precision; it is to bring that grief to the God who knows His own 

(2 Timothy 2:19) and to rest, with trembling, in the mercy of the One whose judgments are unsearchable and 

whose ways are unfathomable. This lesson is not written for those who find the doctrine comfortable. It is written 

for those who find it unbearable, and who need to understand it nonetheless. 
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I.   Reprobation Defined 

The Two Constituent Acts: Preterition and Condemnation 

 
 

A.   Definition and Component Parts 

Reprobation may be defined as God’s eternal, sovereign decision with respect to those who will not be saved, a 

decision that Reformed theology has consistently distinguished into two logically separable but inseparable acts: 

preterition and condemnation. Preterition (from the Latin praeteritio, to pass by or pass over) is the sovereign 

divine act of not choosing, of passing over certain individuals rather than electing them to salvation. It is the 

negative side of the single divine act of election: to elect some is, necessarily and by the same act, to pass over 

others. Condemnation (Latin: condemnatio) is the sovereign divine act of appointing those who have been passed 

over to the just punishment of their sins. The reprobate are not merely passed over and left to an indeterminate 

fate; they are appointed to condemnation as the just recompense of the sins for which they are actually guilty. 

The distinction between preterition and condemnation is not a theological nicety; it is the hinge upon which the 

entire defense of God’s justice in reprobation turns, and its implications are profound. Preterition is a sovereign 

act of will: God was not obligated to elect anyone. Every member of the fallen human race deserved 

condemnation, and the decision to pass over some rather than to elect them is grounded solely in the divine good 

pleasure, not in any comparative demerit in those passed over relative to the elect. The reprobate are not passed 

over because they are worse sinners than the elect; all fell in Adam, all are guilty, all deserve condemnation. The 

passing over is sovereign. 

Condemnation, however, is a judicial act grounded in the creature’s actual sin. The reprobate are not condemned 

for being non-elect; they are condemned for being sinners. Their sin is genuine, their guilt is real, their 

condemnation is just. No human being will stand before the judgment seat of God and be condemned for a decree 

of reprobation that was made without reference to his actual moral character and conduct; every human being 

who is condemned will be condemned for sins that are genuinely and personally his own. The decree of 

reprobation does not create the guilt for which condemnation follows; it appoints to condemnation those whose 

guilt is real and whose condemnation is therefore just. This is why the Reformed tradition has consistently insisted 

that reprobation, in its condemnatory aspect, is not parallel to election in its gracious aspect: election is 

unconditional (grounded in sovereign grace alone), while condemnation is conditional (grounded in the creature’s 

actual sin). 

This distinction also carries profound implications for the question of divine authorship of sin. The Reformed 

tradition has consistently denied that God is the author of sin, and the preterition/condemnation distinction is 

one of the primary mechanisms of that denial in the doctrine of reprobation. God’s act of passing over certain 

individuals does not cause them to sin; they sin from the inner necessity of their own corrupted nature, which is 

itself the result of Adam’s representative transgression. God does not create the sin for which the reprobate are 

condemned; He appoints to condemnation those who sin freely from their own corrupted natures. The decree of 

reprobation is sovereign with respect to preterition and judicial with respect to condemnation, and neither aspect 

makes God the author of the sin that grounds the condemnation. 
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B.   The Hardest Question: How Can Preterition Be Just? 

The most pressing objection to the doctrine of reprobation, and the one that deserves the most honest 

engagement, is not the question of whether God condemns the guilty justly, that He does is not seriously 

contested by any tradition that affirms a final judgment. The pressing question is whether the act of preterition, 

the sovereign passing over of some rather than electing them, can be just, given that those passed over are, from 

the Reformed account, no worse in themselves than those who were elected. If election is genuinely 

unconditional, if the elect were not chosen because of any quality that distinguished them from the non-elect, 

then the non-elect were passed over for the same reason: not for any comparative deficiency, but by the sovereign 

will of God alone. And this raises the question: how can it be just to pass over some when you could as easily have 

chosen them, and when the only reason for not choosing them is your own sovereign pleasure? 

Paul’s response in Romans 9:19–21 does not directly resolve this tension but deliberately reframes the question. 

The one who asks “Why does He still find fault? For who resists His will?” (v. 19) is answered not with a 

philosophical argument about the compatibility of sovereignty and justice but with a question about the creature’s 

competence to interrogate the Creator: “Who are you, O man, who answers back to God? The thing molded will 

not say to the molder, ‘Why did you make me like this,’ will it?” (v. 20, NASB 1995). The Potter/clay image is not 

a dismissal of the question but a reorientation of the questioner: the question itself presupposes a relationship of 

equality between the creature and the Creator that does not exist. The creature’s “fairness” intuition is not a 

reliable standard for evaluating the actions of the infinite God, and the creature who insists that God must act 

within the limits of creaturely moral intuition has placed herself in the position of the judge rather than the judged. 

The more constructive response that the Reformed tradition has offered to the question of preterition’s justice is 

grounded in the concept of the mass of perdition, Augustine’s massa damnata, which establishes that God’s 

decision not to elect all is not a decision to treat some worse than they deserve, but a decision to treat some 

better than they deserve. All fallen sinners deserve condemnation. None deserves election. Election is therefore 

an act of pure, sovereign mercy that God was under no obligation to extend to anyone, and preterition is the 

decision not to extend that mercy to some while extending it to others. The justice question about preterition is 

therefore not “Why did God not elect all?” (to which the answer is that He was not obligated to elect any) but 

“Why did God elect some?” (to which the answer is pure, sovereign, inexplicable grace). Preterition may not be 

an act of mercy; but it is not an act of injustice. It is the absence of mercy toward those who deserved nothing but 

justice, and justice they will receive. 

 

II.   The Asymmetry of Election and Reprobation 

Why Election and Reprobation Are Not Parallel Decrees 

 
 

A.   The Infralapsarian Emphasis on Asymmetry 

One of the most important distinctions in the doctrine of reprobation, and one that is frequently obscured in 

popular discussions of the subject, is the asymmetry between the divine acts of election and reprobation. The 

casual assumption is that if election is unconditional, then reprobation must be equally unconditional; that if God 

elected the elect for no reason in them, He equally reprobated the reprobate for no reason in them; and that 
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election and reprobation are therefore exact mirror images of each other, two equal and opposite decrees of the 

divine will. This assumption is wrong, and correcting it is essential for defending the justice of God in reprobation. 

The asymmetry is this: election is purely unconditional, grounded in no condition in the creature, not even 

foreseen faith, while reprobation, in its condemnatory aspect, is conditional in the relevant sense that it is 

grounded in the creature’s actual sin. The elect are chosen not because of anything in them; the reprobate are 

condemned because of something in them, namely, their genuine guilt before God as fallen, sinning human 

beings. Election’s ultimate explanation is the divine pleasure; condemnation’s ultimate explanation is the divine 

justice operating on genuine human guilt. The two are not parallel. 

This asymmetry is what the infralapsarian position in Reformed theology has consistently emphasized. The 

infralapsarian (from Latin: infra, below; lapsum, the fall) holds that the divine decree of election and reprobation 

is logically ordered after and presupposes the decree to create and to permit the fall. On this view, the objects of 

election and reprobation are considered as fallen, sinful human beings, as members of the massa damnata, rather 

than as mere creatable persons. In this frame, election is God’s sovereign, gracious choice to rescue some from 

the fallen mass, while reprobation is God’s just decision to leave others in the condemnation they have merited. 

The asymmetry is structurally built into the infralapsarian position: election rescues undeservedly from deserved 

condemnation, while reprobation leaves deservedly in deserved condemnation. Grace operates upward from the 

fallen mass; justice operates downward within it. 

The supralapsarian position (from Latin: supra, above; lapsum, the fall), which places the decree of election and 

reprobation logically prior to the decrees of creation and the fall, tends to flatten this asymmetry because it 

considers the objects of the decrees as mere creatable persons rather than as fallen sinners. On the supralapsarian 

view, the election and reprobation of individuals is the logically first act of the divine will, with creation and the 

fall as the means ordained for its execution. This position maintains the absolute priority of the divine decree but 

struggles to account for the asymmetry that the infralapsarian position preserves, it is harder to explain why the 

reprobation of a creature who has not yet fallen into sin is grounded in justice rather than in mere divine will. The 

majority position of the Reformed confessions (Westminster, Dort, Heidelberg) is infralapsarian, and for the 

precise reason that it more clearly preserves the asymmetry between the gracious character of election and the 

judicial character of condemnation. 

 

B.   The Cause of Condemnation Is Sin, Not the Divine Decree 

The pastoral and theological importance of the principle that the cause of condemnation is sin, not the divine 

decree, cannot be overstated. The preacher who proclaims the gospel must be able to stand before a congregation 

of sinners and declare with full integrity that those who are condemned will be condemned for their sins, not for 

a divine decree that they were helpless to resist. The gospel offers Christ to every hearer without distinction; the 

invitation is genuine and the command to repent and believe is addressed to all. The reprobate are not 

condemned because God refused to extend them the offer; they are condemned because they refused the offer 

they genuinely received. Their condemnation is just because it is grounded in genuine guilt, in actual sin, actual 

unbelief, actual rejection of the gospel that was sincerely proclaimed to them. 

This does not mean that the decree of reprobation plays no role in the final condemnation of the non-elect; it 

does, but not as a cause of their sin. The Reformed tradition has consistently maintained the distinction between 

the decree as the remote eternal background of all that occurs and the creature’s own will and action as the 
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proximate cause of sin and unbelief. God decreed, from eternity, to pass over certain individuals and to appoint 

them to condemnation; but the means by which they arrive at their condemnation is their own genuine sin and 

their own genuine rejection of the gospel. The decree is sovereign; the sin is real; the condemnation is just. These 

three affirmations must all be maintained together, and the pastoral disaster of reprobation’s misuse invariably 

involves the collapse of one or more of them. 

The Westminster Confession of Faith captures this asymmetry with theological precision in chapter III, section 7: 

“The rest of mankind God was pleased, according to the unsearchable counsel of His own will, whereby He 

extendeth or withholdeth mercy, as He pleaseth, for the glory of His sovereign power over His creatures, to pass 

by; and to ordain them to dishonour and wrath for their sin, to the praise of His glorious justice.” Note the 

structure carefully: the passing by is grounded in “the unsearchable counsel of His own will” (sovereign, no stated 

external condition); the ordaining to dishonour and wrath is “for their sin” (judicial, grounded in the creature’s 

actual guilt). The two acts are distinguished; the asymmetry is preserved; and the praise of God’s glorious justice 

is the stated terminus of the whole. 

 

III.   The Biblical Evidence 

Romans 9, Proverbs 16, 1 Peter 2, and Jude 4 

 
 

A.   Romans 9:22–23, Vessels of Wrath and Vessels of Mercy 

The primary New Testament text for the doctrine of reprobation is Romans 9:22–23, which we have already 

encountered in the previous lesson in its broader context but which now deserves concentrated exegetical 

attention in its own right. “What if God, although willing to demonstrate His wrath and to make His power known, 

endured with much patience vessels of wrath prepared for destruction? And He did so to make known the riches 

of His glory upon vessels of mercy, which He prepared beforehand for glory” (NASB 1995). The text presents two 

classes of human beings: vessels of wrath and vessels of mercy. Both are defined by their relationship to a divine 

act: the vessels of wrath are “prepared for destruction,” and the vessels of mercy are “prepared beforehand for 

glory.” 

A significant exegetical observation concerns the grammatical form of the two preparation verbs. The vessels of 

mercy are described with the active voice aorist (“prepared beforehand,” Greek: prohētoimas en, where God is 

the explicit subject); the vessels of wrath are described with the perfect passive participle (“prepared,” Greek: 

katērtismena, where the subject is not explicitly stated). This grammatical asymmetry has been noted by many 

commentators as reflecting the same asymmetry in the divine acts that the infralapsarian position emphasizes: 

the preparation of the vessels of mercy is explicitly attributed to God’s active sovereign work; the preparation of 

the vessels of wrath is stated in a form that leaves the agent unspecified. The vessels of wrath are prepared for 

destruction, but Paul is careful not to state with the same directness that God prepared them for it. Douglas Moo, 

John Murray, and Thomas Schreiner all note this grammatical point, though they reach slightly different 

conclusions about its precise significance. 

The purpose of both classes in Paul’s argument is stated with explicit doxological intent: the vessels of wrath exist 

so that God might “demonstrate His wrath and make His power known,” while enduring them with “much 

patience”; and they exist “to make known the riches of His glory upon the vessels of mercy.” This is a theocentric, 
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doxological account of reprobation, one in which the ultimate justification for the existence of vessels of wrath is 

not the intrinsic desert of those vessels (though that desert is real) but the display of the full range of God’s moral 

perfections across both categories. The justice of God is displayed in the condemnation of the guilty; the mercy 

of God is displayed in the salvation of the undeserving; and both together disclose a range of divine glory that 

neither alone could exhibit. The vessels of wrath are not incidental to the purposes of God; they serve the 

disclosure of God’s character in a way that makes the full measure of His glory visible in the theater of human 

history. 

The patience with which God endures the vessels of wrath is also theologically significant. Paul says that God 

“endured with much patience” the vessels of wrath. This patience is not indifference or acquiescence; it is the 

divine forbearance that holds back the full execution of wrath while the purposes of God in history are being 

accomplished, including the gathering of all the vessels of mercy into the kingdom through the proclamation of 

the gospel. This patience is itself an act of grace, grace not toward the vessels of wrath as such, but toward the 

vessels of mercy who are still being gathered. The restraint of divine wrath creates the historical space in which 

the gospel goes to the nations and the elect are called from every tribe and tongue and people. The vessels of 

wrath, even in their condemnation, serve the gathering of the vessels of mercy. 

 

B.   Proverbs 16:4, 1 Peter 2:8, and Jude 4 

The Old Testament witness to the doctrine of reprobation, while less concentrated than the Pauline testimony, is 

not absent. Proverbs 16:4 states: “The Lord has made everything for its own purpose, even the wicked for the day 

of evil” (NASB 1995). The declaration that the Lord has made the wicked for “the day of evil”, that is, for the day 

of judgment, is not a statement about the creation of evil or the origination of sin but a statement about the 

sovereign purpose of God that encompasses even the existence and final destiny of those who remain in 

wickedness. The wisdom tradition of Israel, which elsewhere insists on the full moral responsibility of the wicked 

for their choices and conduct, here affirms with equal directness that the sovereign God has purposed their 

existence and their end. Both truths are held together without embarrassment in the canonical witness. 

In 1 Peter 2:6–8, the apostle applies the stone texts of Isaiah and the Psalms to the division between those who 

believe and those who do not: “Therefore also it is contained in Scripture: ‘Behold, I lay in Zion a choice stone, a 

precious corner stone, and he who believes in Him will not be disappointed.’ This precious value, then, is for you 

who believe; but for those who disbelieve, ‘the stone which the builders rejected, this became the very corner 

stone,’ and, ‘a stone of stumbling and a rock of offense’; for they stumble because they are disobedient to the 

word, and to this doom they were also appointed” (vv. 6–8, NASB 1995). The final clause is decisive for the doctrine 

of reprobation: “to this doom they were also appointed.” The Greek (eis ho kai etethēsan) uses the same tassō 

root as Acts 13:48 (“appointment” to eternal life) but in the direction of judgment rather than salvation. The 

disobedient stumble because of their disobedience, the sin is genuine and the stumbling is their own, and yet they 

were appointed to this outcome. Both dimensions are stated in the same sentence without resolution of the 

tension. 

Jude 4 provides the third supporting testimony: “For certain persons have crept in unnoticed, those who were 

long beforehand marked out for this condemnation, ungodly persons who turn the grace of our God into 

licentiousness and deny our only Master and Lord, Jesus Christ” (NASB 1995). The phrase “long beforehand 

marked out for this condemnation” (Greek: hoi palai progegrammenoi eis touto to krima) is a reference to a prior 

divine writing or appointment: these individuals were, from long beforehand, inscribed into their condemnation. 
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Their condemnation is both divinely appointed (long beforehand) and grounded in their own ungodliness (they 

deny the Lord and pervert grace). Once again, the two dimensions coexist in the apostolic text without resolution 

of their apparent tension, and the faithful teacher must hold both rather than collapsing the tension by eliminating 

one. 

The cumulative force of these texts, Romans 9:22–23, Proverbs 16:4, 1 Peter 2:8, and Jude 4, is not that the biblical 

authors are presenting a comprehensive systematic account of reprobation with all its implications carefully 

mapped. They are presenting, with the directness and confidence of those who have received the full revelation 

of God’s sovereign purposes in history, the twin affirmations that are irreducible in the biblical testimony: God’s 

sovereign appointment governs the final destiny of both the saved and the condemned, and the condemned are 

condemned for their own genuine sin and unbelief. Both affirmations are present in each text, and the exegetical 

discipline that the doctrine of reprobation requires is precisely the discipline of holding both without softening 

either. 

 

IV.   Common Objections to Reprobation 

The Objections Honestly Engaged, the Biblical Answers Faithfully Given 

 
 

A.   Does Reprobation Make God the Author of Sin? 

The most fundamental objection to the doctrine of reprobation is the charge that it makes God the author of sin, 

that if God has, from eternity, appointed certain individuals to condemnation, and if the means by which they 

arrive at that condemnation is their own sin and unbelief, then God must be the one who produced that sin and 

unbelief in them, rendering the condemnation unjust since they could not have done otherwise. This objection 

deserves a careful and honest response, because it touches the most basic convictions about the character of God. 

The Reformed response begins with the distinction between the divine decree as the remote background of all 

events and the creaturely will as the proximate cause of sin. God decreed the fall and all that follows from it, but 

He did not do so by directly producing sin in Adam’s will or by compelling Adam to transgress against his own 

genuine inclinations. Adam sinned freely, in the full biblical sense of freedom: he sinned by the exercise of his own 

will, acting in accord with his own desires and choices, without external compulsion. The decree of God was the 

ultimate ordination of the event; the sin itself was the genuine act of the creature. The Reformed tradition has 

consistently and carefully affirmed this distinction, insisting that God is the sovereign ordainer of all that comes 

to pass but never the proximate author of sin, which always originates in the creature’s own corrupted will. 

The same principle applies to the non-elect. God passes over the non-elect and appoints them to condemnation; 

but the sin for which they are condemned is their own genuine sin, produced by their own corrupted natures, not 

by any direct divine compulsion. God does not inject sinful impulses into their wills against their own inclinations; 

their wills are their own, and the inclinations toward sin are their own, arising from the corruption that entered 

human nature through the fall. The decree of reprobation does not cause their sin; it appoints them to the 

condemnation that their own freely chosen sin merits. This is a distinction that requires careful and sustained 

theological attention to maintain, and it is a distinction that has been challenged from many directions. But it is 

the distinction that the biblical witness requires and that the Reformed tradition has most carefully preserved. 
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It must be acknowledged, with full honesty, that the point at which this argument reaches its limit is also the point 

at which Deuteronomy 29:29 must be invoked: “The secret things belong to the Lord our God.” The precise 

mechanism by which God’s sovereign ordination of all events is compatible with genuine creaturely freedom and 

genuine creaturely moral responsibility, the precise philosophical account of how the decree governs without 

compulsion and how preterition occurs without injustice, is not fully disclosed in Scripture. The Reformed tradition 

has offered philosophical frameworks (compatibilism, concurrence) for articulating the relationship, and those 

frameworks are not without value. But they are not the final word, and the theologian who treats them as the 

final word has forgotten that she is dealing with the infinite God whose ways are unfathomable and whose 

judgments are unsearchable. 

 

B.   Does Reprobation Make the Gospel Offer Insincere? 

A second major objection to the doctrine of reprobation is that it renders the gospel offer insincere: if God has 

from eternity appointed certain individuals to condemnation, how can He sincerely command them to repent and 

believe? Is the invitation not a cruel mockery, an offer extended to those who were never intended to receive it? 

The Reformed response to this objection is grounded in the distinction between God’s revealed will and His 

decretive (secret) will, the classic distinction between the voluntas revelata and the voluntas decretiva. God’s 

revealed will is His moral command to all human beings: repent and believe, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand. 

This command is genuine, urgent, and directed without distinction to every hearer of the gospel. It is not rendered 

insincere by the existence of the decretive will, because the revealed will operates on a different level: it discloses 

what God requires of His creatures and what He genuinely offers to all who will receive it. The sincerity of the 

offer is not conditional on the offeror’s intention to override all obstacles to its reception; it is grounded in the 

genuine sufficiency of what is offered (Christ’s atoning work is genuinely sufficient for all who receive Him) and 

the genuine character of the command (God genuinely requires repentance and faith of every person who hears 

the gospel). 

The fact that God, in His decretive will, has not appointed all hearers to salvation does not make the offer to those 

hearers insincere; it means that the gospel, for those hearers, will harden rather than soften, that the aroma of 

life will become an aroma of death (2 Corinthians 2:15–16). The hardening is not the result of a disingenuous offer; 

it is the result of a genuine offer genuinely refused. The reprobate who hears the gospel and rejects it is not a 

victim of divine deception; he is a genuine rejector of a genuine offer, and his condemnation is grounded in that 

genuine rejection. The Canons of Dort make this point explicitly in the rejection of errors section of the First Head 

of Doctrine: those who are not converted are not to be blamed on God but on themselves, for God has provided 

a genuine means of salvation and they have refused it. 

The distinction between God’s revealed will and His decretive will also protects the preacher from a pastoral 

paralysis that would otherwise be devastating. If the preacher knew which members of his congregation were 

among the reprobate, the gospel offer to those individuals would indeed become problematic. But the preacher 

does not know. He has been given a commission to proclaim the gospel to every creature (Mark 16:15) without 

distinction or qualification, and that commission is his authorization to offer Christ freely and genuinely to every 

person who hears his proclamation. The preacher’s responsibility is to the revealed will, to proclaim the gospel 

with all the earnestness and urgency that a genuine offer of life demands, and to leave the decretive will in the 

hands of the God whose “secret things” are not the preacher’s business. 
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C.   Does Reprobation Mean God Does Not Love All People? 

A third objection, deeply felt and pastorally significant, is the tension between the doctrine of reprobation and 

the biblical declarations of God’s universal love and desire for all people to be saved. “God so loved the world that 

He gave His only begotten Son” (John 3:16). “The Lord is… not wishing for any to perish but for all to come to 

repentance” (2 Peter 3:9, NASB 1995). “This is good and acceptable in the sight of God our Savior, who desires all 

men to be saved and to come to the knowledge of the truth” (1 Timothy 2:3–4, NASB 1995). If God loves the 

world, desires all to be saved, and takes no pleasure in the death of the wicked (Ezekiel 33:11), how can He have 

from eternity decreed the reprobation of specific individuals? 

The Reformed tradition has addressed this tension through the framework of God’s two wills, the revealed and 

the decretive, in its application to love and desire. The will of God that is expressed in the sincere universal gospel 

offer, the compassionate desire that none should perish, the love for the world that sent the Son, these reflect 

what has been called the revealed will or the will of God’s commands and invitations, the genuine divine 

disposition toward the salvation of every human being as expressed in the gospel offer. The will of God expressed 

in the decree of reprobation reflects the decretive or secret will, God’s eternal determination of what will actually 

occur in history. The same God who genuinely does not take pleasure in the death of the wicked (a real and 

genuine divine attitude) has also, in His sovereign wisdom, decreed not to extend to all the effectual grace that 

would produce their salvation. Both are true of the one God, and the tension between them is real. The Reformed 

tradition does not dissolve that tension; it holds it, names it as a mystery that goes beyond our full comprehension, 

and trusts the character of the God in whom both wills reside. 

 

V.   The Pastoral Posture 

Sobriety, Humility, and Tears 

 
 

A.   How This Doctrine Must Not Be Taught 

The doctrine of reprobation is the one doctrine in all of systematic theology that most demands the specific 

character qualities the apostle Paul modeled in Romans 9:1–5, and that is a list that begins with anguish, not 

argumentation. “I am telling the truth in Christ, I am not lying, my conscience testifies with me in the Holy Spirit, 

that I have great sorrow and unceasing grief in my heart. For I could wish that I myself were accursed, separated 

from Christ for the sake of my brethren, my kinsmen according to the flesh” (Romans 9:1–3, NASB 1995). Paul’s 

treatment of divine sovereignty in election and reprobation begins here, not with triumphant proclamation of the 

doctrines, not with satisfaction at the systematic tidiness of the argument, but with grief so deep that he could 

wish himself condemned if that would save his people. This is the pastoral posture that the doctrine of reprobation 

demands from everyone who teaches it. No less. 

The doctrine of reprobation must not be taught with the cold, clinical detachment of a systematician who treats 

it as an interesting logical problem whose solution happens to involve the eternal condemnation of real human 

beings. It must not be taught with the theological smugness that takes satisfaction in having arrived at the correct 

position while others remain in confused ignorance. It must not be taught with the triumphal confidence of 

someone who enjoys the aesthetic tidiness of the high Calvinist system and is relatively unbothered by its 

implications for the destiny of persons who once breathed, laughed, suffered, and died. And it most certainly must 
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not be taught as a club with which to batter those who resist the doctrine, as if the person who weeps at the 

thought of eternal condemnation has thereby demonstrated her insufficient submission to divine sovereignty. 

The Reformed tradition’s own greatest advocates have consistently modeled the pastoral sobriety the doctrine 

requires. Calvin himself, the theologian most closely associated with the doctrine’s fullest development in the 

Protestant tradition, describes it in the Institutes as a “decretum horribile”, a horrible decree, and does so not as 

an expression of theological dissatisfaction but as an acknowledgment of the terror and weight of what the 

doctrine discloses. John Murray, the great Princeton and Westminster theologian, teaches the doctrine with a 

sobriety and a willingness to acknowledge mystery that stands as a model for everyone who follows him. And the 

Canons of Dort themselves, which provide the most careful confessional statement of the doctrines of grace, 

frame the discussion of reprobation with language that consistently emphasizes the justice of God and the guilt 

of sinners, not the satisfaction of the elect at the condemnation of their neighbors. 

 

B.   The Limits of Our Understanding: Deuteronomy 29:29 

Deuteronomy 29:29 is the most important hermeneutical guardrail in the doctrine of reprobation, and it deserves 

extended attention. “The secret things belong to the Lord our God, but the things revealed belong to us and to 

our sons forever, that we may observe all the words of this law” (NASB 1995). The verse draws a precise and 

important line between what God has revealed, which belongs to us, which we are obligated to receive, to believe, 

and to obey, and what He has not revealed, which belongs to Him, which is not ours to know, and into which 

speculation is not merely fruitless but presumptuous. 

In the doctrine of reprobation, the revealed things include: that God has from eternity not elected all persons to 

salvation; that those who are not elect are appointed to condemnation for their sins; that this condemnation is 

just; that the full measure of God’s justice is displayed in it; and that the existence of the reprobate serves the 

display of the divine glory in ways that Scripture itself discloses (Romans 9:22–23). These things are revealed, and 

the church is bound to receive them as such. The secret things include: the precise mechanism by which divine 

sovereignty and creaturely freedom are compatible; the complete divine rationale for why specific individuals 

were passed over rather than elected; the full account of how God’s genuine compassion and desire that none 

perish coexists with His decree of reprobation; and the comprehensive wisdom that sees the final display of the 

divine glory through the full range of human destinies in a way that makes all things right and beautiful and just 

in ways that we cannot presently comprehend. 

The pastoral application of Deuteronomy 29:29 in the context of reprobation is direct: when the grieving parent 

asks “Was my child among the reprobate?” or when the anxious believer asks “Am I perhaps reprobate without 

knowing it?” or when the struggling theologian asks “How can reprobation be just if God could have elected 

everyone?”, the answer in each case involves the honest acknowledgment that some of what is being asked falls 

on the secret side of the Deuteronomy 29:29 line. The answer to the first question is: God knows His own, and the 

ground of the parent’s hope is not the doctrine of reprobation but the mercy of the God who hears prayer and 

saves to the uttermost. The answer to the second question is: the question “Am I reprobate?” is answered not by 

trying to penetrate the secret decree but by examining the evidence of union with Christ. The answer to the third 

question is: the justice of reprobation is real (the condemned are condemned for their sins), but the complete 

account of its consistency with every divine attribute belongs to the secret things that are God’s alone. 
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What the church may not do, in the name of intellectual honesty or pastoral compassion, is simply refuse to teach 

what Scripture reveals on the grounds that what is not revealed makes the revealed uncomfortable. The revealed 

and the secret things are both real. The obligation is to affirm the former and to trust the latter, to say, with Paul, 

“How unsearchable are His judgments and unfathomable His ways!” and to mean it not as a retreat from 

theological rigor but as the genuine posture of creatures who have seen enough to know that the depths are real 

and who trust the character of the God in whose depths all things rest. 

 

VI.   The Doxological Purpose of Reprobation 

Grace Cannot Be Fully Known Apart from the Justice It Escaped 

 
 

A.   Reprobation and the Display of God’s Full Character 

The final and most important thing to be said about the doctrine of reprobation is what Paul says about it in 

Romans 9:22–23: it exists for the display of the riches of God’s glory. This is not a comfortable thing to say, and it 

must be said with all the sobriety that the previous section has established as the necessary pastoral posture. But 

it is what the apostle teaches, and the teacher who flinches from it has left the text and entered a more 

comfortable but less truthful territory. 

Paul’s argument is that the existence of vessels of wrath and vessels of mercy together, both classes of human 

beings, in their contrasting eternal destinies, serves a single unified doxological purpose: the full and unobstructed 

display of the complete moral character of God. The justice of God, His absolute holiness, His infinite 

righteousness, His unyielding demand that sin be punished, is displayed in the condemnation of the vessels of 

wrath in a way and to a degree that no other event in the history of the universe could display it. The mercy of 

God, His sovereign compassion, His inexplicable grace, His lavish generosity toward the undeserving, is displayed 

in the salvation of the vessels of mercy in a way that no other event could disclose. And the full display of both 

together, justice and mercy, holiness and grace, wrath and glory, reveals a God whose moral perfections are richer, 

fuller, and more magnificent than either display alone could show. 

This doxological argument is not a rationalization of cruelty. It is the apostolic answer to the question of what 

reprobation is for, and the answer is not that it exists to satisfy divine wrath for its own sake, or to display divine 

power as an end in itself, but to make known the riches of the divine glory that encompasses both justice and 

mercy in their fullest and most perfect expression. The vessels of wrath serve the vessels of mercy not by their 

condemnation as such but by the contrast their condemnation provides: against the background of divine justice 

exercised without mercy, the divine mercy exercised toward the undeserving shines with a brightness that it could 

not have without that background. Grace is most fully appreciated against the background of the judgment it 

escaped. 

This is why the apostle’s treatment of reprobation in Romans 9 does not end with condemnation but with 

doxology. “Oh, the depth of the riches both of the wisdom and knowledge of God! How unsearchable are His 

judgments and unfathomable His ways!” (Romans 11:33, NASB 1995). The doxology does not evade the doctrine; 

it receives it. The depth Paul is praising is not a depth that has excluded the hardness of what has just been argued; 

it includes it. The wisdom that Paul finds unsearchable is the wisdom that encompasses both the election of the 

vessels of mercy and the reprobation of the vessels of wrath in a single sovereign purpose whose ultimate 
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terminus is the fullest possible display of the fullest possible glory of the fullest possible God. This is not the 

comfort of unthinking religious optimism; it is the comfort of those who have looked long and honestly into the 

darkness and found there, at the very center of what they could not explain, the God whose glory fills even the 

places they cannot follow. 

 

B.   Grace Cannot Be Fully Known Without Judgment 

The doxological function of reprobation carries a direct implication for the believer’s own experience and 

understanding of grace: grace cannot be fully known apart from the judgment it escaped. The depth of gratitude 

that a vessel of mercy feels for her election is proportional to her understanding of what election rescued her 

from, of the condemnation that was her due as a member of the fallen mass, of the justice that would have been 

perfectly served by her condemnation, and of the sovereign, inexplicable, purely gratuitous mercy that rescued 

her from a judgment she deserved. The believer who does not understand reprobation, or who refuses to think 

about it, does not thereby have a more comfortable faith; she has a less grateful one. She has been spared 

something whose magnitude she does not fully know, and consequently she cannot fully appreciate the grace that 

spared her. 

This is why the Puritans and the Reformed tradition have consistently insisted on teaching the full counsel of God, 

including the hardest doctrines, as the foundation for the deepest and most durable gratitude. It is not theological 

masochism to contemplate the doctrine of reprobation; it is the path to a gratitude that is grounded in reality 

rather than in a carefully edited version of the divine character that excludes the attributes that make grace most 

necessary and most glorious. The God who is only love, the God of popular sentimental Christianity who is too 

kind to condemn and too gentle to exercise wrath, is not the God of Scripture, and the grace of that God is a 

diminished grace, because it is not costly, not miraculous, and not particularly remarkable. The grace of the God 

who is both infinitely just and infinitely merciful, who could righteously have condemned all and graciously chose 

to save some, is a grace that can only be received with prostrate, astonished, tearful wonder. 

This is the note on which the entire treatment of election and reprobation in this unit reaches its proper 

conclusion. The doctrine of election produces the praise of the glory of God’s grace (Ephesians 1:6). The doctrine 

of reprobation, received in the same frame of creature-appropriate humility and doxological orientation, deepens 

the wonder of that grace by establishing how undeserved it was and how perfectly just its absence would have 

been. Together, election and reprobation, the two sides of the single eternal decree of a sovereign and holy God, 

serve the single purpose that Paul names three times in Ephesians 1 and eleven chapters of Romans bring to its 

climactic expression: the praise of the glory of the God who is both “just and the justifier of the one who has faith 

in Jesus” (Romans 3:26, NASB 1995). 

 

“The secret things belong to the Lord our God, but the things revealed belong to us and to our 
sons forever, that we may observe all the words of this law.” 

Deuteronomy 29:29, NASB 1995 
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Theological Terms and Definitions 
 
 

Reprobation God’s eternal, sovereign decision with respect to those who will not be saved, comprising two 
logically distinct but inseparable acts: preterition (the sovereign passing over of certain 
individuals rather than electing them to salvation) and condemnation (the judicial 
appointment of those individuals to the just punishment of their sins). Reprobation is the 
necessary corollary of election: to elect some is necessarily to pass over others. Reprobation 
is not the mirror image of election; election is unconditional (not grounded in anything in the 
creature), while condemnation is judicial (grounded in the creature’s actual guilt). 
Westminster Confession III.7. 

Preterition Latin: praeteritio, “passing over.” The first and sovereign component of reprobation: God’s 
decision not to elect certain individuals, to pass them over rather than choosing them for 
salvation. Preterition is a sovereign act of will, not of justice: God was not obligated to elect 
anyone, and the decision to pass over some rather than to elect them is grounded solely in 
the divine good pleasure, not in any comparative demerit in those passed over relative to the 
elect. Preterition is not the cause of the reprobate’s sin; it is the divine decision not to extend 
the effectual grace that would have prevented that sin and secured salvation. 

Condemnation The second and judicial component of reprobation: God’s appointment of those who have 
been passed over to the just punishment of their sins. Condemnation is a judicial act grounded 
in the creature’s actual sin and guilt, not merely in the divine decree of preterition. The 
reprobate are not condemned for being non-elect; they are condemned for being sinners. 
Their guilt is genuine, their condemnation is just, and no person will stand before the 
judgment seat of God and be condemned for a decree that had no reference to his actual 
moral character. This judicial grounding of condemnation is what makes reprobation 
compatible with the justice of God and distinguishes it from mere caprice. 

Vessels of Wrath Paul’s description in Romans 9:22 of those who are “prepared for destruction”, those whose 
condemnation serves the display of God’s wrath and power. The passive grammatical form 
(“prepared,” Greek: katērtismena) leaves the agent unspecified, reflecting the same 
asymmetry that the infralapsarian doctrine of reprobation emphasizes: the preparation of the 
vessels of mercy is explicitly attributed to God’s active sovereign work (prohētoimas en, v. 23), 
while the preparation of the vessels of wrath is stated without explicit divine agency. Both 
classes serve the unified doxological purpose of displaying the full range of God’s moral 
perfections. 

Vessels of Mercy Paul’s description in Romans 9:23 of those whom God “prepared beforehand for glory”, the 
elect, upon whom God has determined to make known “the riches of His glory.” The active 
voice of “prepared beforehand” (Greek: prohētoimas en, with God as the explicit subject) 
marks the divine preparation of the elect as a direct, active, sovereign act of grace, in contrast 
to the grammatically ambiguous preparation of the vessels of wrath. The vessels of mercy 
exist to receive and display the richness of the divine mercy, a mercy that is most fully 
appreciated against the background of the justice displayed in the vessels of wrath. 

Massa Damnata Latin: “condemned mass” or “mass of perdition.” Augustine’s term for the entire fallen human 
race regarded as a uniformly condemned mass from which God sovereignly rescues some by 
grace and justly leaves others to their condemnation. The concept establishes that no member 
of the fallen mass deserves election, all deserve condemnation, and therefore that election is 
pure, undeserved grace and preterition is not an act of injustice but the withholding of a mercy 
that was never owed. The massa damnata framework is indispensable for the Reformed 
defense of reprobation’s justice: preterition does not make anyone worse off than they 
deserve; it merely withholds a mercy they had no right to expect. 
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Decretive Will God’s eternal sovereign determination of what will actually come to pass in history, the will 
of God as decree, as opposed to the will of God as precept (command) or desire. Also called 
the secret will (voluntas secreta) or sovereign will. Distinguished from the revealed will 
(voluntas revelata), which is God’s disclosed command and desire expressed in Scripture. Both 
wills are genuinely God’s: the decretive will governs what will occur; the revealed will discloses 
what God commands and desires. The tension between God’s genuine compassion that all be 
saved (revealed will) and His decree not to extend effectual grace to all (decretive will) is 
resolved by maintaining the distinction rather than collapsing one will into the other. 

Revealed Will God’s disclosed command and desire as expressed in Scripture, what God requires of His 
creatures and what He sincerely offers to all who receive it. The revealed will includes the 
universal gospel offer (the sincere, genuine proclamation of salvation to every hearer without 
distinction), the command to repent and believe (addressed to all who hear), and declarations 
of God’s compassionate desire that none should perish (2 Peter 3:9; Ezekiel 33:11; 1 Timothy 
2:4). The sincerity of the gospel offer is grounded in the revealed will, not in the decretive will, 
and the preacher’s responsibility is to the revealed will: to proclaim the gospel freely and 
genuinely to every creature. 

Compatibilism The philosophical position that divine sovereignty (God’s ordination of all events) is 
compatible with genuine human freedom and responsibility (the creature genuinely wills and 
acts and is morally accountable for those acts). Compatibilism holds that human freedom, 
rightly understood, is not the absence of causation but the ability to act according to one’s 
own will and desires without external compulsion. The Reformed tradition generally operates 
within a compatibilist framework, holding that God’s sovereign ordination of human choices 
does not eliminate the genuine and responsible character of those choices. Contrasted with 
libertarian free will, which requires that a free act be undetermined by any prior cause. 

Decretum 
Horribile 

Latin: “horrible decree.” Calvin’s description of the decree of reprobation in the Institutes 
(III.23.7): “The decree is, indeed, dreadful; and yet it is impossible to deny that God foreknew 
what end man was to have before He created him, and foreknew, because He had so ordained 
by His decree.” Calvin’s use of “horribile” reflects not theological dissatisfaction but the 
appropriate weight and gravity of what the doctrine discloses about the character of divine 
sovereignty and the fate of real human beings. The phrase is often cited as evidence of Calvin’s 
own pastoral sobriety with the doctrine, as opposed to the triumphalism that the doctrine has 
sometimes generated in less careful hands. 
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Practical Application 
 
 

A.   For the Mind: What Must We Believe? 

We must believe that the doctrine of reprobation is part of the revealed counsel of God, that it is genuinely in 

Scripture, that the church is obligated to receive it rather than to suppress it, and that suppressing it does not 

make it less true but only makes those who suppress it less equipped to understand the full character of the God 

they worship and the full depth of the grace they have received. The student who resists the doctrine of 

reprobation has not thereby made God more loving; she has simply refused to look at the part of His revealed 

character that makes His love most astonishing. The doctrine of reprobation is, in the end, the dark background 

against which the grace of election blazes with its fullest and most undeniable brightness. 

We must believe, with equal conviction, that the doctrine must be held with the two guardrails that Scripture 

itself provides: the asymmetry of election and reprobation (election is unconditional grace; condemnation is 

judicial justice), and the distinction between the revealed and the secret things. These guardrails are not 

comfortable evasions of the doctrine’s hard edges; they are the precise distinctions that make it possible to affirm 

the doctrine without attributing injustice to God, without making God the author of sin, and without rendering 

the gospel offer a divine mockery. Believe both guardrails, hold them together without collapsing either, and the 

doctrine becomes receivable, not comfortable, but receivable. Abandon either guardrail, and the doctrine 

becomes either a defense of divine injustice or an evasion of scriptural truth. 

We must also believe that the proper terminus of the doctrine is doxological. Paul begins his treatment of divine 

sovereignty in Romans 9 with grief (9:1–5), proceeds through rigorous argument (9:6–11:32), and ends with 

wonder (11:33–36). The student who comes to the end of this lesson with more systematic satisfaction than 

doxological awe has not yet received what the apostle intended. The doctrine of reprobation is not a theorem to 

be proved; it is a truth to be received with trembling, and the trembling that it rightly produces is not despair but 

the specific trembling of a creature who has seen the holiness and sovereignty of a God before whom she has 

nothing to boast and everything to receive. 

B.   For the Heart: What Must We Feel and Desire? 

The emotional register that the doctrine of reprobation demands is not one but several, held simultaneously in a 

combination that only genuine theological seriousness and genuine pastoral compassion can sustain. First: 

sobriety, the awareness that what is being discussed is the eternal destiny of real human beings, that the doctrine 

touches realities of unspeakable weight, and that no person who teaches or receives it with lightness has 

understood it. The decretum horribile is horrible, and the appropriate response to what is horrible is not cheerful 

indifference. 

Second: humility, the humility of the creature who recognizes that she is standing at the edge of territory that 

belongs to God alone, that the secret things are His and not hers, and that the posture of “who are you, O man, 

who answers back to God” is not a theological dodge but the only accurate account of her position before the 

infinite divine wisdom. The student who leaves this lesson more confident in her theological system than she was 

before has perhaps missed the point entirely; the student who leaves this lesson more aware of the depths she 

cannot plumb has received it rightly. 
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Third: wonder, specifically, the wonder of one who has looked at the justice she deserved and recognized, in the 

fact that she did not receive it, the sovereign grace that can only be called inexplicable. The doctrine of 

reprobation, received honestly, produces the deepest possible gratitude for election, because it establishes with 

unambiguous clarity that there was nothing in you that made you worth electing, that the grace that chose you 

could as justly have passed you by, and that its choice of you was therefore the most gratuitous and the most 

glorious act of sovereign mercy imaginable. Let the doctrine produce this wonder in you, and the sobriety and the 

humility will be in it already. 

C.   For the Hands: What Must We Do? 

• Read Romans 9:1–23 and Romans 11:33–36 in one sitting, as the beginning and the ending of the same 

argument. Note the emotional register of 9:1–5 (anguish, grief, unceasingpain), the rigor of 9:6–23 

(sustained exegetical argument from Scripture), and the posture of 11:33–36 (doxological wonder before 

unsearchable judgments). Ask: does the movement from grief to argument to wonder describe your own 

experience of engaging this doctrine? What would it mean for you to begin with Paul’s grief (for those who 

do not believe) rather than with theological confidence, to proceed through his argument rather than 

through your own intuitions, and to end in his doxology rather than in your own systematic satisfaction? 

• Read Westminster Confession of Faith, Chapter III, Section 7 carefully. Identify the precise language used 

for preterition (“pass by”) and condemnation (“ordain them to dishonour and wrath for their sin”). Note 

that the Confession attributes the passing by to “the unsearchable counsel of His own will” (no stated 

external condition) and the condemnation to “their sin” (judicial, grounded in guilt). Ask: how does the 

Confession’s careful language preserve the asymmetry between election and reprobation that this lesson 

has emphasized? And how does the Confession’s doxological terminus (“to the praise of His glorious 

justice”) reflect the apostolic pattern of Romans 9–11? 

• Work through the three major objections to reprobation addressed in Section IV of this lesson, that 

reprobation makes God the author of sin, that it makes the gospel offer insincere, and that it contradicts 

God’s universal love, and write a careful, two-paragraph response to each. The response should neither 

dismiss the objection nor surrender the doctrine, but should engage the specific concern with the specific 

biblical and theological resources the lesson has provided. Then share your responses with a study partner 

and ask for honest critique: have you engaged the objection on its strongest terms, or have you taken an 

easier target? 

• Spend a period of prayer specifically for people in your life who appear to you, from all visible evidence, to 

be among the non-elect, who have heard the gospel and persistently rejected it, who have lived and died 

without any visible sign of regeneration or faith. Pray for them with the theological realism of one who 

knows that only sovereign grace can save, that you cannot save them, argue them into the kingdom, or 

manipulate the divine decree by the earnestness of your prayers. But pray also with the pastoral urgency of 

one who has been given a revealed will that says God genuinely does not take pleasure in the death of the 

wicked, and that the preacher is to proclaim the gospel to every creature. Let the tension between the 

decretive and the revealed will be present in your prayer, and let neither collapse the other. 

• Reflect carefully and honestly on the following question: does the doctrine of reprobation, as taught in this 

lesson, make the grace of your own election more or less precious to you? If more precious, articulate 

exactly why, what specific aspect of the doctrine has deepened your appreciation for the grace that found 

you. If less precious (or if the doctrine has made you primarily anxious or troubled rather than grateful), 

bring that anxiety honestly to God and to your pastor or spiritual director, and ask for help in receiving what 
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is genuinely in Scripture in a way that produces the doxological response that Paul models rather than the 

despairing response that the doctrine should not produce in those who are genuinely in Christ. 
 

Key Texts:  Romans 9:14–24; 11:33–36; Proverbs 16:4; 1 Peter 2:6–8; Jude 4; Deuteronomy 29:29; Romans 3:26; 
Westminster Confession of Faith III.7 
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Study and Discussion Questions 
 
 

Opening Question 

• Before engaging this lesson, what was your emotional response when you first encountered the title 

“Reprobation, The Hardest Doctrine”? Relief that someone was willing to teach it? Dread at having to 

engage it? Intellectual curiosity about the argument? Grief at the thought of specific people whose eternal 

destiny concerns you? Being honest about your initial emotional posture is important, because the doctrine 

of reprobation is one where the emotional response is not incidental to the theological engagement but is 

part of what the apostle Paul models as the appropriate way to hold the truth. 

Observation Questions (What Do the Texts Say?) 

• Read Romans 9:19–23 carefully. In verse 20, what question does Paul address, and how does he reframe it 

rather than answering it directly? What is the significance of the potter/clay image drawn from Isaiah 29:16 

and 45:9, specifically, what does the image establish about the relationship between the creature and the 

Creator that makes the creature’s objection to divine sovereignty inappropriate? In verses 22–23, what are 

the two classes of human beings named, and what divine purpose does each serve? What is the grammatical 

difference between “prepared for destruction” (v. 22) and “prepared beforehand for glory” (v. 23), and what 

theological significance does that grammatical asymmetry carry? 

• Read Proverbs 16:4. What does the verse state about the Lord’s purpose in making “everything” (including 

the wicked)? What does “the day of evil” refer to in the context of Proverbs’ wisdom tradition? How does 

this verse’s assertion of divine purpose over the wicked coexist with the strong emphasis throughout 

Proverbs on human moral responsibility and the genuine consequences of moral choices? What does the 

coexistence of both emphases in the same wisdom tradition suggest about the biblical authors’ comfort 

with holding divine sovereignty and human responsibility together? 

• Read 1 Peter 2:6–8 in full. What three stone texts from the Old Testament does Peter cite, and how does he 

apply them? In verse 8, what two things does Peter say about those who stumble: (1) something that is their 

own act and responsibility, and (2) something that reflects a divine appointment? What is the precise Greek 

phrase translated “they were appointed,” and what does the passive voice of the verb indicate about the 

agency behind the appointment? How does the coexistence of “they stumble because they are disobedient” 

and “to this doom they were also appointed” in the same sentence model the asymmetry that the lesson 

has argued is essential to the doctrine? 

• Read Jude 4. What does the phrase “long beforehand marked out for this condemnation” indicate about 

the temporal origin of the condemnation? What is the Greek behind “marked out” (progegrammenoi), and 

what does the perfect passive form indicate? How does the verse connect the prior divine marking with the 

present moral character of those marked (“ungodly persons who turn the grace of our God into 

licentiousness and deny… Jesus Christ”)? Does this connection support or undermine the argument that the 

cause of condemnation is the creature’s sin rather than the divine decree alone? 

• Read Deuteronomy 29:29. In its original context, what is the verse distinguishing? What belongs to God 

(“secret things”) and what belongs to Israel (“things revealed”)? What is the stated purpose of the “revealed 

things” belonging to Israel (“that we may observe…”)? How does this verse function as a hermeneutical 

guideline for the doctrine of reprobation: what is on the “revealed” side of the line (which the church must 

affirm) and what is on the “secret” side (into which speculation is presumptuous)? 
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Interpretation Questions (What Does It Mean?) 

• The lesson distinguishes preterition (the sovereign passing over) from condemnation (the judicial 

punishment for sin) and argues that this distinction preserves the justice of God in reprobation. Evaluate 

this argument carefully. How does the massa damnata concept (all fallen sinners deserve condemnation; 

none deserves election) contribute to the defense of preterition’s justice? Does the argument succeed in 

establishing that preterition is not unjust, i.e., that withholding undeserved mercy from some while 

extending it to others is compatible with divine justice? What residual tensions, if any, does the argument 

leave unresolved? 

• The lesson argues that reprobation and election are not parallel decrees, that election is unconditional while 

condemnation is judicial. The supralapsarian position is said to tend to flatten this asymmetry, while the 

infralapsarian position preserves it. Explain the specific mechanism by which the infralapsarian ordering of 

the decrees (creation and fall logically prior to election and reprobation) preserves the asymmetry. Does 

the infralapsarian position fully resolve the justice question about preterition, or does some residual tension 

remain even within the infralapsarian frame? 

• The lesson presents three objections to reprobation (it makes God the author of sin; it makes the gospel 

offer insincere; it contradicts God’s universal love) and provides Reformed responses. Which of the three 

objections do you find most difficult to answer? What specific element of the Reformed response to that 

objection seems weakest or most vulnerable? And how does the Deuteronomy 29:29 framework, the 

distinction between what is revealed and what belongs to the secret things, function as a legitimate 

response to the points where the argument reaches its limits, without being a dishonest evasion? 

• The lesson argues that reprobation serves a doxological purpose: the full display of God’s moral character 

across both justice (in the vessels of wrath) and mercy (in the vessels of mercy). Evaluate this argument 

exegetically from Romans 9:22–23. Is Paul’s argument that the existence of vessels of wrath serves the 

display of the riches of glory upon the vessels of mercy a satisfying doxological justification for reprobation, 

or does it raise further questions about the moral character of a God who uses human beings as instruments 

of display for His own glory? How does the Reformed tradition’s theocentric framework, in which the glory 

of God is the supreme good and the proper end of all things, address this question? 

• The lesson insists that reprobation must be taught with sobriety, humility, and tears, citing Paul’s anguish 

in Romans 9:1–5 as the model. Is this pastoral posture compatible with the doctrine’s logical implications, 

or is there an inherent tension between the theological certainty of reprobation and the pastoral grief that 

the lesson says it should produce? Put differently: if reprobation is God’s just and sovereign decree, why 

should the teacher grieve? What does Paul’s anguish in Romans 9:1–5 reveal about the relationship 

between theological conviction and pastoral compassion that the Reformed tradition has sometimes failed 

to model? 

Application Questions (What Does It Demand of Us?) 

• The lesson opens with a warning that the doctrine of reprobation must not be taught with “cold, clinical 

detachment” or “theological smugness.” Have you observed either of these failures in the way Reformed 

theology has sometimes been communicated, either in published works, in preaching, or in personal 

theological conversation? What specifically produces that failure, and what would need to change in the 

character and pastoral posture of the communicator for the doctrine to be taught in the way this lesson 

describes as faithful? 
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• The lesson discusses the pastoral situation of a grieving parent who asks whether her deceased child was 

among the reprobate. How would you address that person? What specific biblical resources would you draw 

on (not the doctrine of reprobation itself, but other aspects of the biblical witness)? How does the “secret 

things” principle of Deuteronomy 29:29 function in that pastoral conversation? And what does it mean, in 

that context, to affirm that God knows His own (2 Timothy 2:19) without claiming to know what He has not 

revealed? 

• The lesson argues that “grace cannot be fully known apart from the judgment it escaped.” Do you find this 

claim experientially true in your own spiritual life? Is your gratitude for the grace of election deeper or 

shallower because of your understanding of reprobation? If you find the claim not to be experientially true, 

if the doctrine of reprobation has produced more anxiety than gratitude, what specific misunderstanding of 

the doctrine might account for that effect? And how does the Christ-centered account of assurance 

(examining the evidence of union with Christ rather than gazing into the decree) address the anxiety that 

the doctrine can produce? 

• The lesson closes with the claim that election and reprobation together serve “the single purpose” of “the 

praise of the glory of the God who is both just and the justifier.” Trace this claim through the argument of 

the lesson. How specifically does reprobation contribute to the praise of divine glory that election alone 

could not produce? And how does this doxological orientation, in which the ultimate purpose of all things, 

including reprobation, is the display of the divine glory, change the way you relate to the doctrine 

emotionally? Does it help? Does it trouble you? What would it mean to receive it as Paul receives it in 

Romans 11:33–36, not as a satisfying resolution of the tension but as an occasion for prostrate wonder 

before a God whose ways are unfathomable? 
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Prayer Focus 
 
 

Begin this lesson’s prayer time by reading Romans 9:1–5 slowly, not as a doctrinal preamble to the theological 

argument that follows, but as the emotional key in which every subsequent engagement with this doctrine must 

be set. “I am telling the truth in Christ, I am not lying, my conscience testifies with me in the Holy Spirit, that I have 

great sorrow and unceasing grief in my heart. For I could wish that I myself were accursed, separated from Christ 

for the sake of my brethren, my kinsmen according to the flesh” (vv. 1–3, NASB 1995). Let Paul’s grief be your 

grief. Let the thought of those who do not believe, and will not believe, and whose condemnation is both real and 

just, press upon your heart with the weight it deserves. Do not move quickly to the theological argument. Stay 

with the grief long enough to mean it. 

Then, from that place of grief, pray for those in your life who do not yet believe. Name them specifically, if you 

are in a corporate setting where that is appropriate, or hold them before God in your own heart. Pray for them 

with the full range of theological conviction that this lesson has established: that they are, apart from sovereign 

grace, as incapable of coming to Christ as Lazarus was of coming out of his tomb; that the only power that can 

save them is the sovereign, effectual, irresistible grace of the Spirit who was commissioned from eternity to apply 

the redemption of Christ to the elect; and that you do not know, that you cannot know, whether they are among 

those the Father has given to the Son. Pray, therefore, with the urgency of those who know that only God can 

save, and with the hope of those who know that the God who can save is also the God who commands the gospel 

to be proclaimed to every creature. 

Pray with honest self-examination before the doctrine of reprobation. Not the anxious self-examination that the 

doctrine can produce when it is received in the wrong spirit, the tortured introspection that asks “Am I perhaps 

among the reprobate?” and finds no peace in any answer. But the honest, Spirit-assisted self-examination that 

John commends in his first letter: the examination of the evidence of union with Christ that establishes, with the 

kind of confidence that the Spirit produces in the hearts of God’s children, that you belong to the One who said “I 

chose you” (John 15:16). If that evidence is present, genuine faith, genuine love for God and His people, genuine 

grief over sin, genuine progress in holiness however imperfect, then receive it as the Spirit’s own testimony to 

your election (Romans 8:16) and let the doctrine of reprobation not diminish that assurance but deepen the 

wonder of the grace that produced it. 

Pray with specific gratitude for the asymmetry of election and reprobation as it applies to your own soul. The 

asymmetry is this: you are a vessel of mercy not because of anything in you that distinguished you from the vessels 

of wrath, but solely because of the sovereign, inexplicable, unconditional grace of the God who chose to extend 

mercy to you rather than to pass you by. The vessels of wrath are receiving what every member of the fallen mass 

deserves; the vessels of mercy are receiving what no member of the fallen mass could claim. You are among the 

latter not by your wisdom, your spiritual responsiveness, or your better use of free will, but by the pure sovereign 

pleasure of the God who, in the words of Ephesians 1:5, predestinated you to adoption “according to the kind 

intention of His will.” Pray: “Why me, Lord?” And receive in the silence that follows not an explanation but the 

astonishing reality of a grace that owes no explanation to any creature. 

Close with a full, unhurried reading of Romans 11:33–36 as the corporate doxological response to everything this 

lesson has taught. “Oh, the depth of the riches both of the wisdom and knowledge of God! How unsearchable are 

His judgments and unfathomable His ways! For who has known the mind of the Lord, or who became His 



Faithful to the Word  |  Systematic Theology: Soteriology  |  Lesson 6  |  © 2026  

Dr. Joshua Nichols faithfultotheword.com Page 24 

counselor? Or who has first given to Him that it might be paid back to him again? For from Him and through Him 

and to Him are all things. To Him be the glory forever. Amen.” Speak this not as a formula but as the genuine 

posture of those who have been where Paul has been in Romans 9–11, who have looked at the sovereignty of 

God in election and reprobation, who have felt the weight of both the anguish and the argument, and who have 

arrived at the only place those who truly receive the biblical testimony can finally rest: not in a theological system 

that explains everything to their satisfaction, but in prostrate wonder before the God whose wisdom is 

unsearchable, whose ways are unfathomable, and from whom and through whom and to whom are all things. To 

Him be the glory forever. Amen. 

 

“Oh, the depth of the riches both of the wisdom and knowledge of God! How unsearchable are 
His judgments and unfathomable His ways! For from Him and through Him and to Him are 

all things. To Him be the glory forever. Amen.” 

Romans 11:33, 36, NASB 1995 

 

Key Texts:  Romans 9:1–5, 14–24; 11:33–36; Proverbs 16:4; 1 Peter 2:6–8; Jude 4; Deuteronomy 29:29; Romans 3:26; 
Ephesians 1:5 
 

Soli Deo Gloria 

To God Alone Be the Glory 
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