
The term Election in the Holy Scriptures

(The following is  a  translation of  an article published in  Populair-Wetenschappelijke Bijdragen
(scholarly contributions) by Prof. B. Holwerda, published by Oosterbaan & Le Cointre, Goes, 1962,
pages 50-64, entitled “De Verkiezing in de Schrift”. In this basic approach we are again directed to
God’s  Word  as  the  primary  source  of  our  knowledge.  The  Dutch  terms  kiezen,  verkiezen,
uitverkiezen are translated as to choose, to elect, to select. Dutch bible quotations are not translated,
but the NIV texts are used. Typeset by Henrietta Raap. Translated by Dennis Teitsma, 2002).

Considering the terminology that has become meaningful in our ecclesiastical language, we often
discover a peculiar phenomenon. That is, that the developing dogmatic language eventually ascribes
a different meaning to a certain word, than it did originally have in the Bible.

We all  know,  that  certain  terms  used  in  dogmatics  were  not  taken  from the Bible.  Let’s  only
mention the word “trinity.” It is found nowhere in Scripture, even though the matter itself is taught
quite emphatically.

Nevertheless, many other terms in dogma are directly taken from the Holy Scriptures, such as faith,
repentance, election, re-birth, providence, calling, etc.

Still, one thing must be clear at the outset. Those concepts do often have a totally different content
in dogma than in Scripture. Now this does not apply to all those expressions, for the term “faith”,
for example, has the same dogmatic meaning as it has been given in the Bible. Nevertheless, this
does not take away from the fact, that in many instances, the dogmatic usage of a certain term is not
covered by the scriptural meaning. Neither may we say that this is not allowed. As long as that
difference is kept in mind. For we are not to approach Scripture with a specific dogmatic meaning,
because then we would unintentionally let the Bible say what it does not state. We may, therefore,
use certain terms either in a dogmatic sense, or in a biblical meaning, as long as we remember to
distinguish both of them. Therefore in the exposition of the Bible, we may never carry our dogmatic
concepts into Scripture. Just the same, in explaining dogmatic writings, we must always question
what a certain word meant in the ecclesiastical usage of that time. We may not just interpret a term
in  our  confessions  only  in  a  biblical  sense,  because  we  must  also  acknowledge  the  historical
development of church language.

I like to mention a few examples. First of all,  providence. We know from Lord’s Day 10, that in
ecclesiastical language, we understand God’s providence to mean, His almighty and ever present
power, whereby, as with His hand, He still upholds and governs heaven and earth and all creatures.
Dogmatically, therefore, providence means the work of upholding and governing the world, as God
did in the time following the work of creation.

However,  consulting the Scripture about  the  biblical meaning of this  word,  we discover that  it
occurs quite often in relation to God’s “eternal counsel”, and it also has about that same meaning. In
the Holy Scriptures, providence deals therefore, with God’s eternal decree regarding all things. The
difference  is  quite  apparent.  In  dogma,  providence  is  a  certain act  of  God  in  time,  clearly
distinguished from His other works in time. However, in the Bible, providence means the decree,
that God made from eternity about everything that will occur in time.
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Another example of this difference between biblical and dogmatic meaning we find in the term, re-
birth or regeneration. At least in present day dogmatic usage, re-birth means the implanting of the
new  principle  of  life,  that  makes  believing  possible.  Whoever  did  not  receive  the  grace  of
regeneration cannot believe. Man in death must first of all be made alive, before he can faithfully
accept God’s Word etc., etc.

However,  in  the  Bible,  re-birth  means  something  totally  different.  In  the  Bible,  it  does  not
concentrate on receiving the  principle of a new life, but it means the total renewal of life. In the
Bible,  the  idea  is  just  that  we  are  being  regenerated  by  the  Word  in  the  way  of  faith.  While
dogmatically (at least these days) re-birth  precedes faith, it is the other way around in the Bible,
namely, re-birth means the radical renewal of life that follows faith.

In the old church, this biblical usage maintained itself for a long time. Therefore, for example in
Article 24 of the Belgic Confession, we read, “we believe, that this true faith, worked in man by the
hearing of God’s Word and by the operation of the Holy Spirit, regenerates him and makes him a
new man. It makes him live a new life”. Therefore, it is here very clearly stated, that man is born
again  by  faith.  This  is  completely  biblical.  However,  especially  in  the  struggle  with  the
Remonstrants, the development in the usage of dogmatic terms arose, so that re-birth, as implanting
of the principle of a new life, preceded faith.

These two examples should be sufficient to make it clear, that at all times, this difference must be
kept in mind. With both the Bible, as well as the confessions, we must always keep in mind its own
parlance. When I read the Bible dogmatically or interpret the confession in a biblical way, I run into
trouble. I believe, that the way is now open to find out what “election” means in Scripture.

* * *

1. Reviewing  scripture
references ,  and starting with
the O.T., it is striking that the
word for election or choice is
not  only  used  for  an  act  of
God, but also for what people
do. For example, Psalm 25:12,
“Who,  then,  is  the  man  that
fears  the  LORD?  He  will
instruct him in the way 
for  him.  Psalm  119:30,  “I
have chosen the way of truth”,
and  verse  173,  “for  I  have
chosen your precepts” (Dutch
– verkoren, “elected”).

The Israelite views the way of the LORD, the way of the truth and God’s commandments,
besides and over-against other ways. He differentiates between the LORD’s way and the idol
worship or the way of the lie and of sin. He now chooses conscientiously against the latter and
in favour of the former. He knows what God means to him. He know what are the ways that
God prescribes for us. Therefore, he elects or choses them (and not the way of sin).

It is simply clear, that in this situation of “electing”, we cannot think about divine decree. We
sooner deal here with deeds or acts, whereby man shows his responsibility. God shows him the
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two ways he can take, a wrong one and a correct one. Now, with great accountability, man has
to choose.

2. A  typical  example  of
Scripture’s  peculiar  usage  of
the  term  “election”
(verkiezing),  we  find  in
Joshua 24:22. In his farewell,
Joshua  exhorts  the  people  to
make  the right  choice and to
faithfully serve the LORD in
the land, by saying, “You are
witnesses  against  yourselves
that you have  chosen
the LORD”. Therefore, here is
simply  spoken  of  an  act  of
choice by  men.  Moreover,  in
accordance  with  biblical
language, it can just as well be
said that God chooses men, or
that  men  chooses  God  for
himself.

3. In  addition,  there  are
therefore  many  incidents  in
the O.T. that speak about the
election or choice by God. In
Psalm  106:23,  Moses  is
called, God’s chosen one, and
so is  Aaron in Psalm 105:26
and David in Psalm 89:3. Also
of importance is Psalm 78:70,
“He  chose David  his  servant
and took him from the sheep
pens”.  This  is  a  case  of
parallelism,  that  is,  a  style
method,  whereby  the  second
part  of  the  sentence  has  a
similar  meaning  as  the  first
part.  “He  chose  him”  means
about  the  same  as  “He  took
him from the sheep pens”.

From this it is already clear that, when Scripture speaks of God’s choice or election, this word
does not always refer to His eternal decree, but to God’s act in time, whereby He treats one with
discernment and grants him special favours. That same meaning is also present, for example, in
the well known words from Psalm 65, “Blessed are those you choose and bring near” etc. This
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addresses  the  privilege  the priests  have over  the  common  people,  for  they may always  be
present in the temple. That is then God’s election, namely, that He treats the sons of Aaron with
discernment and grants them privileges that others do without.

4. Texts that speak of divine
“election” of a king
deserve  special  attention.  Of
course I know, that this term
in those texts relates to an act
of God, which is differentiated
from  what  we  understand
about election in this context.
The choice of a king for Israel
is  of  course  something  else
than  the  choice  to  salvation.
However,  I  believe,  that  we
cannot skip these texts. For in
the  first  place,  also  these
references give us insight into
the manner whereby the Bible
uses  the  term  election.  The
New Testamentic  use  of  this
word is here prepared by and
based  on  the  typical  O.T.
application of this concept and
so also when it is used for the
choice of a king. In addition,
there  is  then  also  a  second
consideration. However much
we  deal  at  these  occasions
with  a  special  choice  or
election,  that  is  to  be
differentiated from election to
salvation, there still is not only
a formal similarity of the term,
but  also  a  factual  coherence.
Especially  the  fact,  that  their
king  was  “elected”  by  God,
was to the people evidence of
their own election to be God’s
people.  In  that  way,  both
influenced each other, for the
people  were  chosen  and
therefore they also had a king
chosen  by  God.  Their  king
was elected, and therefore the
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people  could  see  therein  the
confirmation  and  the
guarantee  of  their  own
election.

Suffice it to say, that I must now mention some places that, in that way, speak about the election
of a king.

First of all then, I think of the regulations to appoint a king in Deuteronomy 17, especially verse
15, “when you enter the land the LORD your God is giving you . . . be sure to appoint over you
the king the LORD your God chooses” (Dutch: verkiezen zal – will elect). This surely shows
clearly, that that choice is not something from eternity, but something that God will do later,
when they are in Canaan. Of course, I do not say that this choice of a king happened outside
God’s  Eternal  Counsel.  Absolutely  not.  But  what  does  now  appear,  is  that  the  term
election/choice in itself, is not concerned with the eternal decree, but with a selection, that God
makes in time, when He by-passes many others and calls one specific person to the office of
king. Making a choice (electing) is here selecting only one from a wide range of eligible people,
and to call him to the office. A very clear example of such a choice by God, we find with the
anointing of David. Jesse presented his sons one by one before Samuel. When the eldest, Eliab,
appeared, Samuel thought, this is the one. He was impressed by Eliab’s appearance. But the
LORD said, “I have rejected him” (by the way, here we can see, how much the O.T. language
influenced  the  N.T.  usage,  for  the  word  we  use  as  the  opposite  of  election  is  the  term
“rejection”. This goes back to the O.T., for God rejected Eliab). Of course with respect to Eliab
this is not in relation to a decree of God’s eternal rejection. It is there simply a choice of office.
Samuel regards what is in front of his eyes, the handsome appearance etc., and therefore, he
finds Eliab recommendable in every respect. Samuel chooses him, but the LORD looks at the
heart. Therefore with respect to  Eliab, the LORD says, no, it must not be this one, for he is
unfit. Rejection is here, for this special purpose, that God, at this moment, passes him by.

Somewhat different is the situation in 1 Samuel 10. The people had desired a king and now they
cast the lot. By th`is lot, the LORD then appointed Saul. And that is then called election, for
Samuel said: “Do you see the man the LORD has chosen?” (verse 24).

It  must  be clear to anyone,  that  “election” (just  as well  as “rejection”) concerns the  act of
selecting in time and not the eternal decree of selection.

5. Now  we  must  also  say
something  about  the  election
of Israel as God’s people. It is
understood,  that  in  the
election of Israel we do come
close  to  the  problem  of
election  in  a  narrower  sense.
The  election  of  Israel,  as
God’s people, is later on in the
N.T.  the  election  of  the
church.  Therefore,  we  get
quite  close  to  the  confession
of Lord’s Day 21, that Christ

5



gathers  a  congregation  for
Himself  “chosen  to
everlasting life”.

The German professor Kurt Galling wrote a book in 1928 entitled, “Die Erwahlungstraditionen
Israels” (The election traditions of Israel). The theme of this work is right away clear from the
title. He wishes to write about the election of Israel as God’s people. He is of the opinion, that
he can point out that Israel recognized two traditions of election. The one would be connected to
the exodus and the conquest, whereas the other, on the contrary, was based on the patriarchical
history.

Galling  pictures  it  this  way:  the  old tradition  about  election  is  the  one of  the  exodus.  So,
originally,  Israel’s  election  would  be  based  on  the  exodus  from   Egypt.  Much  later,  our
unknown writer did, on the other hand, present the idea, that God had elected Israel in the
patriarchs.

Now from a reformed viewpoint based on Scriptural faith, the tone of this whole book must be
dismissed.

Nevertheless, much of the collected material can still be used. For example, what is mentioned
about the relation between covenant and election, is biblical. By presenting the covenant, the
question about the nature of the relationship between God and His people, is in the foreground,
according to Galling. On the other hand, election points towards the historical act, whereby that
relationship  is  introduced.  The  dominating  concept  with  the  covenant  is  its  interactive or
reciprocal relationship i.e. its reciprocity. However, in distinction to this covenantal mutuality,
election points to its origin, to God’s self-commitment.

When this is correct, it again shows the boundless confusion of tongues, thanks to a shift from
biblical  speech  to  dogmatic  language.  The  term  “election”  has  become  dogmatic,  and
synonymous to “decree”. And with the covenant, we then get discussions about the question, if
it is one-sided or two-sided. A solution could then be found in calling the covenant one-sided in
origin, and two-sided in its continuation. But it can then also be said, that the covenant is really
all one-sided. So we arrive at this dogmatic problem, namely, what is then the relation between
eternal election and the (one- or two-sided?) covenant in time?

Nevertheless, the Bible is certainly a lot simpler. The covenant is two-sided. This two-sided
relationship, which is called covenant, finds its origin in the one-sided self-commitment of God,
which  Scripture  calls  election.  Election,  as  God’s  self-commitment,  is  then  the  historical
introductory act of the covenant as mutual relationship.

We could then right away conquer many difficulties. In the first place, dogmatics would no
longer  bother  us  in  understanding  the  Holy Scriptures,  as  happens  all  too  often  when  the
dogmatic language makes the biblical sense of the words seem strange. Only already this gain
would be worthwhile. Besides, there is also another result, and that is that the election as a one-
sided historical introductory act of a two-sided covenant relationship, enables us to state the
problem of “covenant-election” in a totally different way.

These days  the covenant-election problem is generally posed as:  eternal  election versus the
time-bound  reality  of  the  covenant.  This  problem  as  such  appears  to  be  insoluble.  When
attempts  for  a  solution  are  suggested  (outward-inward  covenant,  in  or  of  the  covenant,
appearance and essence of the covenant) things are philosophized away so thoroughly, that the
reality of  the  covenant,  even  unintentionally,  is  seriously  going  to  suffer.  However,  when
election is viewed as the historical introduction of the covenant, then the tension between the
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two disappears. Moreover, a direct unity is then evident, because election becomes the basis of
the covenant. Also the reality of the covenant will never be in danger, because both covenant
and election are realities in time. Then we get rid of all those confusing differentiations. Then
the connection between one-sided and two-sided is transparent, etc.

* * *

6. In point  5,  I  gave a  few
conclusions that Galling made
in his study about the election
traditions of Israel. I indicated
that  the  author’s  critical
viewpoint  should  be
dismissed,  but  on  the  other
hand,  that  also  a  lot  of  the
gathered material could, in my
opinion,  still  be  used.  I
indicated  as  well  that,  when
Galling  is  correct  in  viewing
the  election  as  the  one-sided
historical  introductory  act  of
the  two-sided  covenant,  then
the  problem  of  covenant-
election should be posed in a
totally different way.  At least
with  respect  to  the  O.T.,
Galling figures that “election”
expresses a negative as well as
a  positive  aspect.  Negatively,
he  states  there  was  a  time
when the alliance of Israel and
Jahwe  did  not  yet  exist,  and
positively,  this  alliance has  a
historical orientation.

So in any case, according to Galling, the situation is such, that also the O.T. election of Israel as
God’s people, is not related to the eternal decree, but to God’s work in time. That is to say that
the election of Israel has this specific concept in common with the election of people and of
kings. Also, that this notion, without exception, is used by Old Testamentic authors for God’s
acts of separating and selecting in time. This is quite clear, for example, in Isaiah 14:1, where
the  prophet  writes,  that  the  LORD  “once  again”  will  choose  Israel  (Dutch  “nog”,  Prof.
Ridderbos “nog verder” and Galling “noch einmal”). Whatever the translation, here is clearly
spoken of the ongoing and the recurring work of election.

As far as I could gather, this agrees with what Quell writes about the same subject in the well
known dictionary of Kittel (Volume IV, p. 163 etc).

Finally, I should still say something about the “election” in the N.T. Everyone understands, that
for a church-bulletin article, as this, there is no time to check what others have written about
this. Also an independent study would take a lot more time. Therefore I might as well do as I
did with the O.T., and present conclusions made by professionals, who dedicated a special study
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to this subject. Therefore, at this time, I take some examples from an article by Schrenk in the
above-mentioned dictionary, Volume IV, p. 176 etc.

According to Schrenk, the term for election is mainly used for the choice of Apostles in the
Gospels and in Acts. The term “to elect” or “to choose” is not a suitable concept to be coupled
for a dogma of election and rejection. The predestination ideas in the N.T. are connected to
other concepts (p. 180).

Especially  Paul  uses  the  word  “selection”.  In  Romans  9:11  he  speaks  about  selecting
(uitverkiezen), as God executes this selection in the history of the patriarchs. In this context,
Schrenk remarks that, this act is not about their salvation, but about their place and historical
task (or function). And that is the way it is now as well, when, for some time, the church out of
the Gentiles is raised above Israel. Certainly, its basis is God’s decree and resolve or plan, but
here is still referred to “verfahren”, a process and an act or deed by God (in time).

Paul goes on to speak of the election of Israel (Romans 11:28) and of the whole Christian
church  (1  Thessalonians  1:4).  Furthermore,  he  uses  the  term to  indicate  that  God  chooses
(elects) one part of Israel, while the rest are hardened in sin (Romans 11:5).

All these texts speak about an election, a choice or selection in time.

Only two texts in the N.T. speak about an eternal election. Ephesians 1:4 states, “For he chose
us in him before the creation of the world”, and 1 Peter 1:2 mentions, “chosen according to the
foreknowledge of God the Father”.

Therefore, also in the N.T., “election” is as a rule understood as God’s act in time. As a matter
of fact, it seems to me that such a meaning is not excluded even in 1 Peter 1:2. Considering
Paul’s use of language, and his often terse (cryptic) style, it is even questionable to me, if we
cannot accept this meaning for Ephesians 1:4 as well. It does not seem impossible to me, that
this text  could be paraphrased as follows:  He did select  us now, in time,  and in Christ,  in
accordance with His plan or purpose made or resolved before the foundation of the world.

Schrenk,  therefore, also arrives at the conclusion, among others (p.  197),  that  the historical
Christian dogmas continue to struggle with something which we do not find in the N.T., and
also that the election concept comes dangerously close to the pagan idea of fate. Election or
choice is never without responsibility and “entscheidung” (decision, translator). This concept
remains anchored in eternity, but still it is always functionally historical. (I am sorry, that these
German terms are so difficult to translate, but the intent is probably still transparent to those
who attentively read the above.)

* * *

Now I would like to give some accounting. My readers know what prompted these articles. In our
circles, we have lately and repeatedly come to the thesis or proposition, that the circle of the elect
(this  word  is  used here  in  a  dogmatic  sense)  is  quantitatively as  broad as  the  members  of  the
covenant. The non-elected covenant members would, in that case, not have the essence but only the
appearance of the covenant.

My objection against this is, that the manner of posing the problem election-covenant, does actually
cause the loss of both of them, and result in being unable to say anything about either of them. In
this way, the covenant becomes a dubious phenomenon, for is it, in my situation, the essence, or
only the appearance of the covenant? And when the revealed covenant becomes so uncertain, or
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when it is put in a fog so to speak, oh yes, then I can still read in the Bible about election in the
sense of  God’s  hidden decree.  However,  what  is  the  use  of  that?  When the revealed becomes
doubtful, how can I then arrive at the certainty of this hidden decision? How do I then know, that I
am elected?

The above gave me a reason to find out what election means in the Scriptures. I must admit that it
was rather hasty and not at all independent.

However, I would now really wish that our professionals in dogma and exegesis could study this
problem together, and so arrive at a clearer formulation of the issues. The way it is going these days,
I believe, will  result  in making no headway.  However, it  seems to me,  that it is not out of the
question to probably advance and reach a better solution, whereby covenant and election are both
maintained undamaged.  This cooperation among dogmatics and exegetes could be quite fruitful,
even though I know quite well, that there is a set limit to our reasoning and we can never completely
understand God’s revelation.

Personally, I view these issues as follows.

First of all, it is such a pity, that slowly but surely all those concepts (predestination, providence,
counsel, election) have become synonymous, and that, as a result, we become sloppy in reading the
Bible. To us the term election seems to be the same as decree and even a very particular decree
concerning  our  salvation.  The  Bible,  however,  differentiates  between  predestination  (plan  or
resolve, “voornemen” tr.) and election (selection or choice, “verkiezing” tr.)

Secondly, I get the impression that concerning the problem of covenant-election, the Bible uses the
term for “election” in two kinds of ways, 
 election I, whereby the covenant is established.
 election II, whereby God in His good pleasure selects a “remnant” from the disobedient 

covenant circle.

In the third place, we do consequently get these line-ups,

a) election  I:  covenant
promise  covenant call (or demand)  obedience  blessing.

b) election  I:  covenant
promise  covenant demand  disobedience  covenant breach  apostasy  God’s regret
 covenant wrath.

c) election  I:  covenant
promise  covenant demand  disobedience  mercy  election II  remnant  repentance
 renewal.

It is rather programmatic, but I hope that it is clear what I mean. I believe, that we could be much
further ahead, when the relationship between the content of the above revelations is thoroughly
examined. It  seems to me,  that some constructs do not sufficiently account for several of these
Scriptural facts.

In  the  fourth  place,  when  this  relation  or  rather  when  these  factual  connections  are  patiently
gathered from Scripture then we could postulate or formulate problems such as the relation between
God’s eternal counsel and the unity of His deeds over time. After all, His decision or decree does
not only affect the fact of who will be saved, but His decree is concerned with all His works in their
mutual unity. To me it seems to be wrong, that we pose the problem of election - covenant in the
way it often happens, namely, the one is part of God’s decree and the other is an act in time. In
Scripture, we must search for the unity in all His works, as He fulfills them according to His eternal
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counsel. Also, it seems to be incorrect to state, that the election is being realized in the way of the
covenant – God completed His good pleasure in all His works, which after all form a unity. 

These are just a few points, and I must honestly admit, that I have many questions myself. However,
I continue to hope for a united search by all scripturally faithful exegetes and systematists. My last
installment is, therefore, only a request for a new start by professionals.

* * *

I should not stop, without answering the Rev. Vreugdenhil of Meliskerke, who was so kind to take
note of my articles in Pro Ecclesia. He also posed a few questions.

1. When the Rev.  V. writes
(about  the  covenant),  that  he
prefers to stick with the one-
sidedness  in  origin  and  the
two-sidedness  in  its
continuation, then I am happy
with  that.  I  myself  do  not
think  differently.  What
attracted  me  so  much  in  the
study by Galling was this, that
such  thesis  is  strongly
supported by the O.T. concept
of  the  covenant.  Election  is
equal to an historical
introduction  (one-sided).
Covenant  is  the  same  as  a
two-sided  relationship.  As  a
matter  of fact,  they mean the
same  thing,  except  these  are
more securely founded in the
use  of  Scriptural  language.
With that,  as Rev.  V. writes,
“the problem of one or two –
sidedness  of  the  covenant  is
not  yet  solved”.  However,  I
did  not  assert  that  either.  I
wrote  that  then  the  relation
between  one-sidedness  and
two-sidedness  would  become
transparent.  Therefore,  I  do
not deny,  that the problem of
covenant  stipulations
(“bepalingen”)  still  exists.
Only  the  possibility  is
provided  to  approach
question,  when  the  relation
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between  one  and  two-
sidedness  is  in  principle
clearly defined. As long as the
covenant  is  viewed,  for
example,  as  one-sided,  it
makes no sense to hold a long
discussion  about  the
provisions  (“bepalingen”)  of
the covenant.

2. After reading the previous
article,  the  Rev.  V.  will
understand  that  I  doubt,  if
“election”  in  the  Holy
Scriptures would ever refer to
the eternal decree of selection.
Perhaps  this  is  the  case  in
Ephesians 1:4. But even then,
it  would be the election of  a
concrete  or  factual
congregation  (“election  I”),
and not the decision or decree
of  the  selection  of  the
“remnant”  (“election  II”).  It
does not seem acceptable, that
we  must  examine  the
relationship  between  this
selection–decree  and  the
covenant (see above).. I would
much  rather  examine  the
relation  of  election  I  
covenant   election II, while
believing,  that  the  relation
between these deeds of God in
time,  are  secured  in  God’s
counsel.  This  means,
therefore,  among  others,  the
relation  between  covenant
decree, and election 
they  are  being  revealed  as
God’s deeds in time.

3. Indeed, I think I may say,
that  also  here  the  Scriptural
sense,  or  meaning  of  the
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words,  have  become  foreign
to us, just like the terms with
respect  to  being  born  again.
People  generally  interpret
“election” in the sense that it
may have in only  one
the  Bible.  Their
misunderstanding of the word,
prevented their  understanding
of  Scripture,  as  well  as  their
praise in election.
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