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Introduction 

For centuries Christians have debated the role of God’s sovereignty and man’s free will 

in the redemptive process.  Human logic sees both as mutually exclusive and unable to fully 

coexist without one infringing upon the other.  To further complicate matters, the Bible does not 

clearly spell out the relationship between sovereignty and free will.
1
  Within this essay I seek to 

establish the fundamental importance of man’s fallen state to the doctrine of election, an issue 

often ignored and overlooked in the discussions.   

Thesis Statement 

Only through a Biblical understanding of man’s total depravity resulting from his sinful 

nature can one correctly ascertain the doctrine of election.    

Brief Historical Overview 

Though often linked to John Calvin, election is a far older church doctrine.  It first 

appeared during discussions between Augustine and Pelagius (411-430 A.D.).  These two 

formed the earliest branches of Calvinism and Arminianism.  The groups mainly differ between 

making God’s sovereignty foremost (Calvinism) and man’s free will predominant 

(Arminianism).  This debate hit its climax during the Reformation (1500-1648 A.D.).  Luther, 

Zwingli, and Calvin contributed to the Augustinian view, opposed by Arminius and his disciples.      

Statement of the Doctrine of Election 

Before discussing election, it is vital to agree on the doctrinal meaning.  The Westminster 

Confession of Faith presents one the best, succinct definitions: 

God, from all eternity, did by the most wise and holy counsel of His own free will, freely, 

and unchangeably ordain whatsoever comes to pass: yet, so as thereby neither is God the 

                                                           

1 Both Arminians and Calvinists agree that God is sovereign and mankind has free will.  Thus, 

the argument centers upon which is predominant and which is limited.  The debate is not over 

whether both exist, but rather how they mutually exist.   
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author of sin, nor is violence offered to the will of the creatures; nor is the liberty or 

contingency of second causes taken away, but rather established.
2
     

 

In particular, as the confession later states, election refers to God’s ordination of the individual 

salvation of mankind.  Despite this, the authors of the Westminster Confession of Faith strive to 

point out that God did not create sin.  Additionally, man’s free will is fully preserved alongside 

God’s complete sovereignty.  Precisely put, God specifically decreed and selected those 

individuals who would later receive His gift of eternal life. 

Statement of the Doctrine of Total Depravity 

Man’s total depravity is the direct result of Adam’s fall.
3
  Consequently, mankind is born 

with a sin nature.  Total depravity “renders the soul spiritually dead, so that the natural, or 

unrenewed man, is entirely unable of himself to do anything good in the sight of God.”
4
  It is 

important to clarify that this does not mean that man, in his unrenewed state, is as evil as he can 

be - that is utterly depraved.
5
  Experience shows there are degrees of wickedness manifested 

within humanity.  Rather, the term “total depravity of mankind” stresses that his condition 

renders him incapable of doing anything even remotely worthy in God’s sight.  Furthermore, it 

leaves him spiritually dead and unable to respond to God’s call.  Man’s total depravity demands 

that God must regenerate mankind unassisted by the individual.   

                                                           

2 Westminster Confession of Faith: Chapter III, Section 1. 

 

3 As used, the total depravity of mankind assumes the doctrine of original sin.  It is not my intent 

to prove that Adam’s fall resulted in the fall of all mankind.  That would take more than the 

allotted space.  However, the Bible clearly points to this in numerous passages like Romans 

5:12-14, 18-19.  The focus here will be on the implications of mankind’s inherited sinful nature.      

 

4 Hodge, Charles. Systematic Theology. Vol. 2. (Oak Harbor: Logos Research Systems Inc., 

1997): 230. 

 

5 This has led R. C. Sproul, and others, to argue that the term “Total Depravity” is very 

misleading.  See Sproul, R C. Chosen By God (Carol Stream: Tyndale House Publishers Inc., 

1986): 80.  However, since this is the convential term, I will consent to use it.    
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Biblical Exegesis 

The Scriptures are replete with examples of mankind’s spiritual condition.  Yet, too often 

we blithely dismiss them as simple testimonies to our being.  We accept that we are fallen and in 

need of a Savior, but we sadly fail to truly grasp the complete depth and extent of our current 

state.  Humans believe the Biblical portrait of our sinful nature is tantamount to a poor, lost, 

wandering soul.  Lost, yes, but searching and seeking after God, albeit in all the wrong places.  

We have softened the truth.  Sitting in our pews each week, we congratulate ourselves that, 

though prone to err, we have not sunken as low as the Hitler’s and Stalin’s of the world.
6
  We 

trade the Biblical portrait for a more soothing image.  Before we can understand the link between 

depravity and election, it is paramount to Biblically understand ourselves. 

The first critical piece of the human puzzle lies in the universal sinfulness of individuals.  

Apart from our Lord Jesus Christ, there are no perfect humans.  Everyone is tainted by sin.  The 

Apostle Paul clearly states in Romans 3:23, “all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.”
7
  

Experientially, this concept is also clearly evident to humanity.  Unless deluded, every individual 

will agree that no one is perfect.  However, even that statement underscores our failure to grasp 

the implications of our sin.  We prefer to think that we are not perfect rather than owning that we 

are sinful.  Less than perfect sounds and feels better than admitting we are blatant sinners.   

Looking to the Bible not only fails to exonerate us, but rather places us in a far worse 

predicament.  Just a few verses earlier, Paul states that “None is righteous, no not one; no one 

understands; no one seeks for God.  All have turned aside; together they have become worthless; 

                                                           

6 In Calvin’s eloquent words, “we most willingly persuade ourselves that we do not possess a 

single quality which is deserving of hatred;” Calvin, John. Institutes of the Christian Religion 

(Bellingham: Logos Bible Software, 1997) II, i, 2.   

 

7 Unless otherwise noted all Scripture comes from the English Standard Version. 
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no one does good, not even one” (Romans 3:10-12).
8
  The Greek word for worthless, ἀχρειόω, 

means to make or become useless.
9
  Paul labors the fact that sinful man is fallen and he does not 

search after God.  In actuality, his actions are worthless and useless. 

Our evils deeds are not the only component soiled by our sinful disposition.  Even our 

“good” actions fail to meet the mark of righteousness.  Isaiah 64:6 illustrates how the Jewish 

nation became “unclean, and our righteous deeds are like a polluted garment.”  Lest we breathe a 

sigh of relief claiming that this passage is not directed at us, we must remember that sinfulness is 

not solely a Jewish condition.  If Israel, God’s chosen people, became unclean through their 

sinful actions, how much more does this apply to everyone?  Rather, Isaiah captures a glimpse of 

God’s view on sin.  Even our “righteousness” is polluted and spoiled in His sight.  The Hebrew 

translation of polluted garment literally means a menstrual rag.
10

  A filthy rag is unable to clean 

anything.  In fact, everything it touches only grows dirtier.  The same is true for sinful humanity.  

Our nature pollutes and mires even our pathetic attempts at righteousness.  Bluntly stated, fallen 

man is unable to perform any good deed in God’s eyes.   

Far from simply short of perfection, the Bible frankly states that everything mankind does 

drives him farther away from God and holiness.  If even our best attempts are equated to a filthy, 

putrid cloth, what does that say about our worst deeds?  As R. C. Sproul states, “we have a 

relative understanding of what good is.”
11

  Compared to other, more “sinful” individuals, we 

                                                           

8 Paul draws from Psalm 14:2-3, Psalm 53:2-3, and Ecclesiastes 7:20. 

 

9
 
Greek Dictionary of the New American Standard Exhaustive Concordance (La Habra: The 

Lockman Foundation, 1998): Strong’s Greek #260. 

 

10 Brown, Francis, Samuel Rolles Driver, and Charles Augustus Briggs. Enhanced Brown-

Driver-Briggs Hebrew and English Lexicon (Oak Harbor: Logos Research Systems Inc., 2000): 

723. 

11 Sproul, Chosen by God, 82. 
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make ourselves out to be angels.  The trouble is that fellow sinners are not the standard!  The 

perfect, holy, spotless God is the mark.  And next to Him, even our utmost attempts are sinful.     

Beyond Filthy and Polluted 

Paul brings this bleak image to its climax in Ephesians 2.  Most Christians can easily 

recite his famous statement concerning grace (vs. 8-9).  They are, however, often ignorant of the 

preceding verses.  God’s grace makes sense in our minds because we subconsciously think of 

ourselves as deserving it or at least not undeserving of it.  Of course, we would never dare admit 

such a fact.  We are well schooled enough to respond that salvation is apart from us and wholly 

of God.  Yet, most imagine grace preceding after they respond to God in faith.  This statement 

seems very tame and subtle.  But, it is claiming nothing less than I respond to God’s call and 

then He regenerates me.  We still maintain our ability to accept or refuse His invitation.  I am 

convinced that part of the reason for this is our failure to understand Ephesians 2:1-7.  

Before broaching the subject of grace, Paul dwells on the depraved state of humanity.  

Mankind is described as “dead in trespasses and sins”, “following the course of this world, 

following the prince of the power of the air”, following “the passions of our flesh”, and “children 

of wrath” (Ephesians 2:1-3).  Our sins not only leave us dirty, they leave us in a spiritually dead 

state.  This is not a figurative statement simply alliterating man’s separation from God.  The 

Greek word νεκρός is specifically used of dead and lifeless objects.
12

  Lifeless things have no 

capacity to do anything.  A dead man is unable to breath, eat, sleep, or perform any action 

whatsoever.  That includes the inability to choose or respond!  Yelling at a corpse will not cause 

it to wake up or to take your hand.  Death leaves us completely unable to comprehend what is 

occurring around us.   

                                                           

12 Kittel, Gerhard, Geoffrey William Bromiley, and Gerhard Friedrich. Theological Dictionary 

of the New Testament. Vol. 4 (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1964): 892. 
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Notice also the source of our death.  It is our very actions and our own nature.  This 

immediately suspends any argument that only the very despondent people of the world have 

spiritually flat lined.  Furthermore, Paul is not writing to a crowd of heathens.  His letter is 

addressed to believers and these are the exact people Paul proclaims as formerly dead.  Such 

statements perfectly coincide with what Paul wrote in Romans 3.  Mankind is dead from sin.  

Not only that, but he will not and cannot seek after God.   

Paul depicts humanity as more than just dead in sin.  He also illustrates the depth of our 

sinful state.  Fallen man follows after the direction of the condemned world and gives allegiance 

to the evil one.  The “prince of the power of the air” that Paul refers to is none other than Satan.
13

  

Depraved man’s natural bent is to follow the path of the devil and to fulfill the passions of his 

flesh.  Man desires to do evil and is not inclined toward good.
14

 James puts forth the accusation 

that “friendship with the world is enmity with God” and “whoever wishes to be a friend of the 

world makes himself an enemy of God” (James 4:4).
15

  In Ephesians 2:2 sinful men are depicted 

as eagerly following the ways of the world and are thus at enmity with God. 

Our depravity is so complete that not only are we dead – as if suspended in a neutral state 

- but we are actually engaged in a war with God!  We are God’s declared enemy.  For this reason 

Paul calls us “children of wrath” (vs. 3).  This wrath is the Almighty God’s justified anger.  In 

the spiritual battle, people are willfully and eagerly doing all in their power to combat God.  We 

are not seeking for salvation.  Nor are we desperately crying out for help.  Rather, we are battling 

                                                           

13 Jamieson, Robert, A. R. Faussett, and David Brown. Commentary Critical and Explanatory 

on the Whole Bible (Oak Harbor: Logos Research Systems Inc., 1997): Ephesians 2:2. 

 

14 See Genesis 8:21 where God states that “the intention of man’s heart is evil” or Jeremiah 17:9 

“The heart is deceitful above all things and desperately sick”. 

 

15 See also Ephesians 2:11-12, 4:17-19, and Colossians 1:21. 
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with the Almighty!  As Calvin states, “Man…did his very utmost to annihilate the whole glory of 

God.”
16

 

What a far cry this is from our own piously constructed image!  Within 3 short verses 

Paul utterly shatters our self-righteousness.  Mankind is a sinful creature whose best actions are 

disgusting.  He is a spiritual corpse from birth.  Moreover, he delights in seeking God’s 

destruction.  How many of us have this view in mind when we think about our sinfulness?   

Total depravity is perfectly captured by this picture.  Man is corrupt in every facet of his 

being.  Only God’s restraining grace prevents us from becoming pure evil.  The Hitlers of the 

world are illustrations of what we would become, and worse, if left to our own desires.   

Relationship to the Doctrine at Hand 

How does the depravity of man relate to the doctrine of election?  It provides positive 

proofs for God’s election while answering common accusations leveled against God’s absolute 

sovereignty.  Apart from man’s depravity, election falls prey to its harshest criticisms. 

Positive Proof 

As sinners who are dead and unable to respond, we require God to breathe new life into 

us.  Paul’s language is crystal clear.  One cannot be partially dead.  Life and death are polar 

opposites which do not coexist.  Paul seeks to drive home this point as he states “when we were 

dead in our trespasses, [God] made us alive together with Christ” (Ephesians 2:5, italics added).  

We cannot respond to God without Him first regenerating us!  He must revive us before we can 

respond in faith.  Regeneration precedes mankind’s response in Paul’s salvific order.   

God does not simply provide a slight flicker of life in order to allow us to choose Him.  If 

He did so without transforming our heart, we would still refuse Him.  In fact, this is a 

                                                           

16 Calvin, III, i, 4. 
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contradictory idea since apart from altering our hearts of stone, we are still dead!  And, if He 

changes our heart, that necessitates Him changing our desires.  There is no neutrality between 

life and death!  It is one or the other.  We do not need a recovery pill, we need total resuscitation.  

Logically this means that God must either awaken all people, some select people, or none 

at all.
17

  Biblically, we know that the last option is incorrect.  The New Testament is full of 

examples of people God makes alive.  Experientially and Biblically, we know that the first 

option cannot be true.  Clearly not all are saved.  By necessity, this limits those reborn to a 

chosen group of individuals.  Nothing within these individuals sets them apart save God’s 

gracious selection of them.  There is nothing in them that influences God’s decision.  They are 

just as dead as everyone else and equally at enmity with God. 

Man’s spiritual condition not only advocates for God’s individual regenerative work 

based solely on His good pleasure, it also demands this be the case.  Left to his own devices, 

mankind will never choose Christ.  He will always choose that which is contrary to God. 

Answering Some Common Accusations 

Not only does total depravity necessitate the doctrine of election, but it also answers 

some of the common accusations leveled against it.  Perhaps the biggest opposition raised is the 

issue of fairness.  Unbelievers often charge God with being unfair by allowing anyone to go to 

hell.  Christians subtly level the same accusation at Him by diminishing His sovereignty.     

How utterly arrogant and foolishly presumptuous it is to claim there is anything within us 

deserving anything less than the total wrath of the Almighty One!  Such a claim flies in the face 

of Paul’s statement in Ephesians 2:3 that we are “by nature children of wrath, like the rest of 

                                                           

17 This is an adaption of Sproul’s four options (Sproul, Chosen by God, 22).  By focusing first 

on the total depravity of mankind, the four options he presents can be narrowed down to three 

since God providing the opportunity for all is pointless if none can respond.    
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mankind.”  Yet, we assert this and so much more when we demand that God adhere to our 

incredibly misguided view of fairness.  Is God fair?  Of course not!  And with our every waking 

second we should praise Him that He is unfair!  The accusation that God is unfair is nothing less 

than a claim that He is unjust.  It is a demand that everyone receives what they deserve.   

But what does man merit?  We erroneously say that man deserves an equal chance to 

decide to accept or reject Christ.  How false that is!  We deserve nothing less than the complete 

and total wrath of God.  God did not sin, we did.  In our warped minds we conceive of God in a 

way that is completely backwards.  We demand fairness because we see through fallen, sinful 

eyes.  The tragedy is not that some people go to hell.  As callous as that may sound to our ears, 

this is nothing less than what their lives earned.  This is justice and fairness.  And given a million 

chances to relive their lives, they would never, on their own, choose any differently.  The real 

injustice, the true tragedy, the ultimate unfairness is that any are admitted into heaven! 

That is exactly what grace means!  Yet, our repressed view of our sinful condition not 

only elevates ourselves, it also diminishes the magnitude of God’s grace.  Grace that is deserved 

is no longer grace.
18

  If we did anything, even acknowledged our need for a Savior, on our own, 

then we would have done something to earn the unearnable.  We would have grounds for 

boasting since we chose to accept what others decided to reject. 

We say that God is love.  Certainly nothing can be truer.  The Bible strongly affirms this 

fact.  The problem is that we elevate His love at the expense of His other characteristics.  God is 

love, but He is also fully righteous, fully holy, and fully just.   

In no way does this advocate for hyper-Calvinism or the idea that God is purely 

deterministic.  Man’s ability to choose and God’s ultimate sovereignty are both clearly taught in 

                                                           

18 Norman Geisler uses a similar argument in: Basinger, David, and Randall Basinger. 

Predestination and Free Will (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 1986): 66-67.  
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Scripture.  However, as seen, the Bible demonstrates that man’s inclinations and desires will 

only ever be for that which is contrary to God.  Humanity wants to be at enmity with God. 

Another charge leveled against God’s sovereign election is that it makes evangelism 

unnecessary.  Unfortunately many use this as an excuse to absolve them of sharing of their 

Savior.  There are two reasons why this is false.  First, the final recorded words of our Lord are a 

command to go and make disciples (Matthew 28:19).  God regenerates and converts, but He is 

pleased to use us as His means.  We seriously preach and uphold Christ’s command to love one 

another (John 15:12).  Despite our detached treatment of it, His directive to witness is in no way 

inferior to this instruction.  It is no small thing that God commissions evangelism. 

The second reason is that witnessing should be our natural response to God’s inner 

redemptive work.  Knowing that despite myself, God chose to redeem me should produce an 

unquenchable desire to see the dead around me receive new life.  My overflowing gratitude for 

what I could never hope to deserve should be to long for others experience the same.  Ironically, 

the largest proponent of election was also one of the greatest evangelists to ever walk the earth.  

As Loraine Boettner says of Paul, “His theory made him a missionary and impelled him to set 

forth Christianity as final and triumphant.”
19

  Rather than sideline him, Paul’s understanding of 

God’s election and decrees compelled him to be the means through which God brought salvation 

to the Gentiles.  A full knowledge of our depravity should spur us on to do likewise.  After 

seeing the depraved state God redeemed me from, evangelism is the least I can offer in return. 

As a final note, if one is to err on one side of this issue, is it not better to err on the side of 

God’s sovereignty?  Even if the Bible were silent concerning the doctrine of election, one would 

still be driven to accept such a conclusion.  If I am truly at a fork in the road, by far the safest 

                                                           

19 Boettner, Loraine. The Reformed Doctrine of Predestination (Phillipsburg: Presbyterian and 

Reformed Publishing Company, 1932): 260. 
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route is to grant God more sovereignty rather than to increase man’s power.  To grant mankind 

ultimate free will “places the creatures beyond His [God’s] absolute control and in some respects 

gives them veto power of His eternal will and purpose.”
20

  To uplift man’s will over God’s 

sovereignty grants mankind more power in regard to salvation than the Almighty.     

Personal Application 

As a missionary the doctrines of election and total depravity are personally very relevant.  

Predestination absolves me of any responsibility for the eternal destiny of individuals.  If the 

eternity of man depended on his choice, then his fate would lie in the hands of the evangelist.  

The gospel messenger, if unable to present a “convincing” enough argument, would be partially 

responsible for the damnation of the sinner.  Because of God’s election, I can rest assured that I 

am not responsible for anyone.  My accountability ends with my faithfulness to be the conduit 

through which the gospel is conveyed.  On a practical level, this means that I am always a 

successful evangelist by faithfully going and being the means through which others may hear.  

This does not excuse me to stay at home, but rather liberates me to go forth in confidence.   

Personally, the doctrine of election has unlimited applications.  A complete 

understanding of my depraved state magnifies the grace of God.  Why He deemed fit to choose 

me is beyond all belief and reason.  My view of God’s love is exponentially increased as I see 

how unlovable I truly am!  In turn, this leads to an increased desire to wholeheartedly seek after 

my Savior.  If He was pleased to select me when I was at war with Him, what should I not be 

willing to do for Him?  There is no way I could ever repay such grace and to repay it would be to 

negate it.  However, out of my overflow of love, my heart’s innermost desire to glorify God is 

increased as I meditate upon His selection.  The longer I study the doctrine of election, the more 

                                                           

20 Ibid, 218. 
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I realize how miniscule my picture is of God.  Rather than turning God into an overbearing 

puppeteer, as some have maintained, it has opened my eyes to capture a bigger picture of His 

glory, majesty, and grace.  The result leaves me in awe of His incredible sovereignty. 

Conclusion 

Undoubtedly the joint working of God’s sovereign control and man’s free will is a 

complicated issue.  It is a mystery which God did not deem fit to fully explain.  However, once 

we grasp the depth of our depravity, coming to grips with ourselves as far worse than we ever 

dared dream, then God’s election becomes both a Scriptural doctrine and a logical necessity.  

Nothing could be more arrogant than demanding the righteous Judge yield His absolute control 

to my corrupt nature.  Nor would it change anything if He did.  Death does not, cannot, and will 

not ever produce life.  Humanity’s fatal mistake in dismissing election is twofold: we elevate 

ourselves far higher than we truly are and we strip God of His glorious magnitude.  This is 

simply a watered down version of Jeremiah 2:13: “My people have committed two evils: they 

have forsaken Me, the fountain of living waters, and hewed out cisterns for themselves, broken 

cisterns that can hold no water.”  We have abandoned the glorious majesty of God’s sovereignty 

and have created an image of mankind that elevates him over his Creator.  Our God is not 

restricted to a box of our making.  The more we understand our true sinful state, the more 

amazed we will stand at God’s glorious miracle of regeneration.  God’s selection of you was 

apart from any action, decision, or choice on your part.  In fact, it was in spite of it!  What an 

amazing, sovereign, gracious God we serve!                                                                                
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