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			My Aim

			My aim in this short book is to show from Scripture that the simul­ta­neous existence of God’s will for all people to be saved and his will to choose some people for salvation unconditionally before creation1 is not a sign of divine schizophrenia or exegetical confusion. A corresponding aim is to show that unconditional election therefore does not contradict biblical expressions of God’s compassion for all people and does not rule out sincere offers of salvation to all who are lost among the peoples of the world.

			The Perplexing Texts

			First Timothy 2:4, 2 Peter 3:9, Ezekiel 18:23, and Matthew 23:37 are the texts most commonly cited to show that God’s will is for all people to be saved and none to be lost.

			
					In 1 Timothy 2:1–4, Paul says that the reason we should pray for kings and all in high positions is that this may bring about a quiet and peaceable life that “is pleasing in the sight of God our Savior, who desires all people to be saved and to come to the knowledge of the truth.”

					In 2 Peter 3:8–9, the apostle says that the delay of the second coming of Christ is owing to the fact that with the Lord one day is as a thousand years and a thousand years is as a day: “The Lord is not slow to fulfill his promise as some count slowness, but is patient toward you, not wishing that any should perish, but that all should reach repentance.”

					In Ezekiel 18:23 and 32, the Lord speaks about his heart for the perishing: “Have I any pleasure2 in the death of the wicked, declares the Lord GOD, and not rather that he should turn from his way and live? . . . I have no pleasure in the death of anyone, declares the Lord GOD; so turn, and live.”

					In Matthew 23:37, Jesus says: “O Jerusalem, Jerusalem, the city that kills the prophets and stones those who are sent to it! How often would I have gathered your children together as a hen gathers her brood under her wings, and you were not willing!”

			

			It is possible that careful interpretation of 1 Timothy 2:4 would lead us to believe that God’s desire for all people to be saved does not refer to every individual person in the world, but rather to all sorts of people, since “all people” in verse 1 may well mean groups such as “kings and all who are in high positions” (v. 2).3 It is also possible that the “you” in 2 Peter 3:9 (“the Lord is . . . patient toward you, not wishing that any should perish”) refers not to every person in the world but to professing Christians, among whom, as Adolf Schlatter says, “are people who only through repentance can attain to the grace of God and to the promised inheritance.”4

			Nevertheless, the case for this limitation on God’s universal saving will has never been convincing to Arminians.5 And for our purposes, this case is not decisive, since other texts are more compelling. Ezekiel 18:23, 32; 33:11; and Matthew 23:37 surely point to God’s desire that all people be saved. Therefore, as a hearty believer in unconditional, individual election, I also rejoice to affirm that there is a real sense in which God does not take pleasure in the perishing of the impenitent, that he desired to gather all the rebellious inhabitants of Jerusalem, and that he has compassion on all people. My aim is to show that this is not double talk.

			My purpose is not to defend the doctrine that God chooses unconditionally whom he will save. I have tried to do that elsewhere,6 and others have done it more extensively than I.7 Nevertheless, I will try to make a credible case that while the texts cited above may indeed be pillars for God’s universal love and universal saving desire, they are not weapons against unconditional election.

			Naming the Ways God Wills

			Affirming the will of God to save all, while also affirming the unconditional election of some, implies that there are at least “two wills” in God, or two ways of willing. It implies that God decrees one state of affairs while also willing and teaching that a different state of affairs should come to pass.

			This distinction in the ways God wills is not a new contrivance. It has been expressed in various ways throughout the centuries. For example, theologians have spoken of “sovereign will” and “moral will,” “efficient will” and “permissive will,” “secret will” and “revealed will,” “will of decree” and “will of command,” “decretive will” and “preceptive will,” and “voluntas signi (will of sign)” and “voluntas beneplaciti (will of good pleasure),” among other terms.8

			Criticism of the Two Wills in God

			Clark Pinnock referred disapprovingly to “the exceedingly paradoxical notion of two divine wills regarding salvation.”9 In Pinnock’s edited volume, A Case for Arminianism, Randall G. Basinger argues that “if God has decreed all events, then it must be that things cannot and should not be any different from what they are.”10 In other words, he rejects the notion that God could decree that a thing be one way and yet teach that we should act to make it another way. He says that it is too hard “to coherently conceive of a God in which this distinction really exists.”11

			In the same volume, Fritz Guy argues that the revelation of God in Christ has brought about a “paradigm shift” in the way we should think about the love of God—namely, as “more fundamental than, and prior to, justice and power.” This shift, he says, makes it possible to think about the “will of God” as “delighting more than deciding.” God’s will is not his sovereign purpose that he infallibly establishes, but rather “the desire of the lover for the beloved.” The will of God is his general intention and longing, not his effective purpose. Guy goes so far as to say, “Apart from a predestinarian presupposition, it becomes apparent that God’s ‘will’ is always to be understood in terms of intention and desire [as opposed to efficacious, sovereign purpose].”12

			These criticisms are not new. Jonathan Edwards wrote two hundred and fifty years ago: “The Arminians ridicule the distinction between the secret and revealed will of God, or, more properly expressed, the distinction between the decree and the law of God; because we say he may decree one thing, and command another. And so, they argue, we hold a contrariety in God, as if one will of his contradicted another.”13

			Driven by Texts, Not Logic

			But in spite of these criticisms, the distinction stands, not because of a logical or theological deduction or necessity, but because it is inescapable in the Scriptures. The most careful exegete writing in Pinnock’s A Case for Arminianism concedes the existence of two wills in God. I. Howard Marshall applies his exegetical gift to the Pastoral Epistles. Concerning 1 Timothy 2:4, he says:

			To avoid all misconceptions it should be made clear at the outset that the fact that God wishes or wills that all people should be saved does not necessarily imply that all will respond to the gospel and be saved. We must certainly distinguish between what God would like to see happen and what he actually does will to happen, and both of these things can be spoken of as God’s will. The question at issue is not whether all will be saved but whether God has made provision in Christ for the salvation of all, provided that they believe, and without limiting the potential scope of the death of Christ merely to those whom God knows will believe.14

			In this book, I would like to undergird Marshall’s point that “we must certainly distinguish between what God would like to see happen and what he actually does will to happen, and [that] both of these things can be spoken of as God’s will.” Perhaps the most effective way to do this is to begin by drawing attention to the way Scripture portrays God’s willing something in one sense that he disapproves in another sense. Then, after seeing some of the biblical evidence, we can step back and ponder how to understand it in relation to God’s saving purposes.
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            1 Matt. 22:14; John 6:37, 44, 65; 8:47; 10:26–29; Rom. 8:29–30; 9:6–23; 11:5–10; 1 Cor. 1:26–30; Eph. 1:4–5; 1 Thess. 1:4; 2 Thess. 2:13; James 2:5.

				
					2 The emphatic doubling of the infinitive absolute with the finite verb for “have pleasure” is another way of expressing the oath in Ezekiel 33:11: “As I live, declares the Lord GOD, I have no pleasure in the death of the wicked.” The intensification in the King James Version wording of Ezekiel 18:23, “Have I any pleasure at all that the wicked should die?” is not necessarily implied in the original Hebrew. The intensification of God’s denial of having pleasure is to stress that he absolutely means what he says, not that the absence of every possible form of pleasure is absolute—as we will see later in the book.

				
					3 John Gill, The Cause of God and Truth (1735–1738; repr., London: W. H. Collingridge, 1855), 49–52.

				
					4 Adolf Schlatter, Die Briefe des Petrus, Judas, Jakobus, der Brief an die Hebraeer, Erläuterungen zum Neuen Testament, vol. 9 (Stuttgart: Calver Verlag, 1964), 126. This is especially true in view of v. 15, which urges the readers themselves to “count the patience of our Lord as salvation,” and in view of the fact that the delay of the second coming seems to result not in more individuals being saved worldwide, but in more being lost as the love of many grows cold (Matt. 24:12).

				
					5 Arminians have their name from Jacobus Arminius, who lived from 1560 to 1609. Their theology is usually contrasted with Reformed theology (or Calvinism) within the larger evangelical camp. With the Reformed, Arminians believe that humanity is fallen and unable to save itself. God must give prevenient grace to make us able to believe. But unlike the Reformed, Arminians do not believe that this prevenient grace is decisive in bringing about personal salvation, but rather that humans have the power of decisive self-determination, and that is what finally determines who is saved and who is not. Another doctrinal distinctive is summed up in The Global Dictionary of Theology: “For Arminius, predestination, instead of being unconditionally founded in God’s will alone, is conditional on an individual’s faith. God elects those to salvation who do not resist, but accept, his gracious gift of faith and perseverance; God reprobates those who stubbornly refuse to receive his saving gift.” Thus, persevering to the end in faith and being saved is not certain. Christians can use their power of self-determination to reject the faith and lose their salvation (K. D. Stanglin, “Arminianism,” in The Global Dictionary of Theology, ed. William A. Dyrness and Veli-Matti Kärkkäinen [Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2008], 61. See Roger E. Olson, Arminian Theology [Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2006]).

				
					6 See especially The Justification of God: An Exegetical and Theological Study of Romans 9:1–23 (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1993); The Pleasures of God: Meditations on God’s Delight in Being God, 3rd ed. (Colorado Springs: Multnomah, 2012), 33–59, 105–39; “How does a Sovereign God Love?” Reformed Journal 33, no. 4 (April 1983), 9–13; “Universalism in Romans 9–11? Testing the Exegesis of Thomas Talbott,” Reformed Journal 33, no. 7 (July 1983), 1114.

				
					7 Thomas Schreiner, “Does Romans 9 Teach Individual Election unto Salvation?” in Still Sovereign: Contemporary Perspectives on Election, Foreknowledge, and Grace, eds. Thomas R. Schreiner and Bruce A. Ware (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2000), 89–106; Robert W. Yarborough, “Divine Election in the Gospel of John,” in Still Sovereign, 47–62; Donald J. Westblade, “Divine Election in the Pauline Literature,” in Still Sovereign, 63–88; Samuel Storms, Chosen for Life: The Case for Divine Election (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2007); R. C. Sproul, Chosen by God: Knowing God’s Perfect Plan for His Glory and His Children (Carol Stream, IL: Tyndale, 2010).

				
					8 See Heinrich Heppe, Reformed Dogmatics (1860; repr., Grand Rapids: Baker, 1978), 143–49 for the way the sixteenth- and seventeenth-century Reformed theologians talked about the relationship between God’s decrees and his 
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If you would like to explore further the vision of God and life presented in this book, we at Desiring God would love to serve you. We have thousands of resources to help you grow in your passion for Jesus Christ and help you spread that passion to others. At desiringGod.org, you’ll find almost everything John Piper has written and preached, including more than sixty books. We’ve made over thirty years of his sermons available free online for you to read, listen to, download, and watch. 
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