Theology 1, WCF Chapter 3, 5

God’s Decrees and Providence

Preston Graham Jr. & Tolivar Wills

"Men treat God's sovereignty as a theme for controversy, but in Scripture it is matter for worship.'

J.I.Packer

WCF 3:  God’s Decrees

(c.f Handout #5, “Sovereignty and Suffering”)

WCF 3:1-3  God, from all eternity, did, by the most wise and holy counsel of His own will freely, and unchangeably ordain whatsoever comes to pass:(1) yet so, as thereby neither is God the author of sin,(2) nor is violence offered to the will of the creatures; nor is the liberty or contingency of second causes taken away, but rather established.(3) 

(1)Eph. 1:11; Rom. 11:33; Heb. 6:17; Rom. 9:15,18. 

(2)James 1:13,17; 1 John 1:5. 

(3)Acts 2:23; Matt. 17:12; Acts 4:27,28; John 19:11; Prov. 16:33.  

WCF 3.2  Although God knows whatsoever may or can come to pass upon all supposed conditions,(1) yet hath He not decreed anything because He foresaw it as future, or as that which would come to pass upon such conditions.(2) 

(1)Acts 15:18; 1 Sam. 23:11,12; Matt. 11:21,23. 

(2)Rom. 9:11,13,16,18.  

WCF 3.3  By the decree of God, for the manifestation of His glory, some men and angels(1) are predestinated unto everlasting life, and others foreordained to everlasting death.(2) 

(1)1 Tim. 5:21; Matt. 25:41. 

(2)Rom. 9:22,23; Eph. 1:5,6; Prov. 16:4. 

WCF 3:4 These angels and men, thus predestinated and foreordained, are particularly and unchangeably designed; and their number so certain and definite, that it cannot be either increased or diminished.(1) 

(1)2 Tim. 2:19; John 13:18. 

WCF 3.5  Those of mankind that are predestinated unto life, God, before the foundation of the world was laid, according to His eternal and immutable purpose, and the secret counsel and good pleasure of His will, hath chosen in Christ unto everlasting glory,(1) out of His mere free grace and love, without any foresight of faith or good works, or perserverance in either of them, or any other thing in the creature, as conditions, or causes moving Him thereunto;(2) and all to the praise of His glorious grace.(3) 

(1)Eph. 1:4,9,11; Rom. 8:30; 2 Tim. 1:9; 1 Thess. 5:9. 

(2)Rom. 9:11,13,16; Eph. 1:4,9. 

(3)Eph. 1:6,12.  

WCF 3.6  As God hath appointed the elect unto glory, so hath He, by the eternal and most free purpose of His will, foreordained all the means thereunto.(1) Wherefore, they who are elected being fallen in Adam, are redeemed by Christ;(2) are effectually called unto faith in Christ by His Spirit working in due season; are justified, adopted, sanctified,(3) and kept by His power, through faith, unto salvation.(4) Neither are any other redeemed by Christ, effectually called, justified, adopted, sanctified, and saved, but the elect only.(5) 

I Pet. 1:2; Eph. 1:4,5; Eph. 2:10; 2 Thess. 2:13. (2)1 Thess. 5:9,10; Tit. 2:14. (3)Rom. 8:30; Eph. 1:5; 2 Thess. 2:13. (4)1 Pet. 1:5. (5)John 7:9;Rom. 8:28; John 6:64,65; John 10:26; John 8:47; 1 John 2:19.  

WCF 3.7  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.(1) 

(1)Matt. 11:25,26; Rom. 9:17,18,21,22; 2 Tim. 2:19,20; Jude 4; 1 Pet. 2:8.  

WCF 3.8  The doctrine of this high mystery of predestination is to be handled with special prudence and care,(1) that men, attending the will of God revealed in His Word, and yielding obedience thereunto, may, from the certainty of their effectual vocation, be assured of their eternal election.(2) So shall this doctrine afford matter of praise, reverence, and admiration of God,(3) and of humility, diligence, and abundant consolation, to all that sincerely obey the Gospel.(4) 

(1)Rom. 9:20; Rom. 11:33; Deut. 29:29. (2)2 Pet. 1:10. (3)Eph. 1:6; Rom. 11:33. (4)Rom. 11:5,6,20; 2 Pet. 1:10; Rom. 8:33; Luke 10:20.

1. Note that 3:1 highlights two tensions.  What are they?  How does the Confession deal with these conflicting tensions?  :   

the Confession affirms both:  “by the most wise and holy counsel of His own will freely, and unchangeably, ordain whatsoever comes to pass”.  And yet….
a. neither is God the author of sin,

b. nor is violence offered to the will of the creatures;

c. nor is the liberty or contingency of second causes taken away, but rather established.

Our difference, then, is that we do not consider the mystery involved in this, sufficient to cause us to deny, either the one or the other. If the Bible affirms both, we confess both, whether they are reconcilable in our minds or not. 

2. What is denied in 3:2? Compare with what is affirmed in paragraph 3?

See also Calvin, p.925, "we indeed place both doctrines in God, but we say that subjecting one to the other is absurd." p.956, "no distinction between God's will and God's permission.”

Scripture references:

Prov. 16:4 The Lord has made everything for its own purpose, Even the wicked for the day of evil.

Rom. 9:22 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?

Rom. 9:23 And He did so in order that He might make known the riches of His glory upon vessels of mercy, which He prepared beforehand for glory,

How does John 3:4-8 fit into all this?  Why compare water birth and Spirit birth?  


Note also:

Mt.11:25  I thank you, Father, Lord of heaven and earth, because you have hidden these things from the wise and the intelligent and have revealed them to infants; yes Father, for such was your gracious will...

Mt. 16:17, Blessed are you, Simon son of Jonah! For flesh and blood has not revealed this to you, but my Father in heaven.

3. What attribute of God is described in paragraph 4? Why is this so important to our relationship to God?  

4. Notice what the Confession is and is not saying. On the one hand, this section deals more with the topics of God's attributes in relation to things pertaining to the cosmos or "world" and consistently applies this to topics of salvation. On the other hand, the Confession is not presently dealing with man within creation, especially as it relates to our free will and human fallenness.(both to be discussed in Chapters 9 & 6)  

“Therefore, it would be an error to pit this section against either "free will" or "human responsibility" Perhaps one way of reconciling these things is to remember that God's decrees, while acting upon time and space, are transcendent to time and space as a created order. Therefore, what God decrees in his transcendent state may very will work through created orders such as free will within time and space such that the created orders are not violated by God's sovereignty, but rather the in complement to God's sovereignty. And then there is the expected mystery!”



Preston Graham Jr.  

5. Paragraph 6 indicates that God ordains not only the ends, but also the means. 

1 Pet. 1:1:1-2: “…who are chosen according to the foreknowledge of God the Father, by the sanctifying work of the Spirit, that you may obey Jesus Christ and be sprinkled with His blood: May grace and peace be yours in fullest measure.”

What impact does this have on our ‘growing in Christ?’  What do we do in this ‘faith’ journey?  

 Take note of…

Philippians 1:6 And I am sure of this, that he who began a good work in you will bring it to completion at the day of Jesus Christ.

1 Corinthians 3:7So neither he who plants nor he who waters is anything, but only God who gives the growth.

Philippians 2:12-13 Therefore, my beloved, as you have always obeyed, so now, not only as in my presence but much more in my absence, work out your own salvation with fear and trembling, 13 for it is God who works in you, both to will and to work for his good pleasure.

6. Paragraph 7 teaches that God is to be praised for his decrees. The Assembly noted the prayer of thanksgiving offered by Jesus “I praise Thee, O Father, Lord of heaven and earth, that Thou didst hide these things from the wise and intelligent and didst reveal them to babes” (Mat. 11:25).

God's hidden decree is not to be searched out but obediently marveled at... I say with Paul that we ought not to seek any reason for it because in its greatness if far surpasses our understanding... Would he wish God's might so limited as to be unable to accomplish any more than his mind can conceive?  







Calvin: (p.952)

Can we/you live with the mystery?  Is that unreasonable to expect that we should live with it?  Cf.—Isa. 40, Job 40-42  

How does this all relate to suffering and major disastors?  
