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INTRODUCTION 

Although not the only NT passage dealing with the subject of election and predestination, the verses in 

Ephesians 1:4-5 are certainly some of the most crucial to the discussion.  There are several different 

views on how Christians might understand the subject of election and predestination.1  At the heart of 

the discussion is the question of whether God elects and predestines a person to eternal salvation, and if 

so, how He might do so considering that person’s decision to believe the gospel message. 

There are several terms that play in to this discussion including the following:  foreknowledge, election 

(including variants of the word “choose” or “choice,” as well as God’s “elect”), predestination, and 

calling.  We find these terms in passages like Ephesians 1:4-5, Romans 8:29-30, and 1 Peter 1:1-2, 

although none of these passages has all four major terms.  In deciding about Eph 1:4-5, we must not 

only ask what these terms mean in their own context but what they mean in light of these related 

passages. 

EPHESIANS 1:4-5 

                NASB 

4 just as He chose us in Him 

before the foundation of the 

world, that we would be holy 

and blameless before Him. In 

love 5 He predestined us to 

adoption as sons through 

Jesus Christ to Himself, 

according to the kind 

intention of His will,

          NET Bible 

4 For he chose us in Christ 

before the foundation of the 

world that we may be holy 

and unblemished in his sight 

in love.5 He did this by 

predestining us to adoption as 

his sons through Jesus Christ, 

according to the pleasure of 

his will— 

   Greek Text (NA28) 

4 καθὼς ἐξελέξατο ἡμᾶς ἐν 

αὐτῷ πρὸ καταβολῆς κόσμου 

εἶναι ἡμᾶς ἁγίους καὶ 

ἀμώμους κατενώπιον αὐτοῦ 

ἐν ἀγάπῃ, 5 προορίσας ἡμᾶς 

εἰς υἱοθεσίαν διὰ Ἰησοῦ 

Χριστοῦ εἰς αὐτόν, κατὰ τὴν 

εὐδοκίαν τοῦ θελήματος 

αὐτοῦ,  

UNDERSTANDING THE EMPHASIS OF EPHESIANS 1:4 

The following schematic is intended to help clarify the main point of verse four by showing its 

four primary components: 

   

I deliberately placed the first and fourth components in bold font.  The first component (“He 

chose us”) is the main clause.  The fourth component (“that we might be …”) is a purpose/result 

clause as signaled in the Greek text by the infinitive verb initiating that clause.  The other two 

                                                 
1 For a helpful introduction, see Charlie Bing, “Free Grace and Views of Election,” Grace Notes 72 (privately published but 

available at < http://www.gracelife.org/resources/gracenotes/?id=72&lang=>). 

He chose us in Him before the foundation 

of the world 

that we might be holy and 

blameless before Him 



components are secondary and serve to support the main clauses.  This does not mean, however, 

that they are unimportant.  Rather, the thrust of the verse is to tell us that God chose us for the 

purpose that we might be holy and blameless before Him.  Thanks to the redeeming work of 

Christ and God justifying us, we do attain to that status. 

The third component informs us that this took place “before the foundation of the world.”  The 

point is that God’s choosing of us happened prior to our existence and therefore before we had 

done anything good or bad.   

THE RELATION OF “IN HIM” TO “HE CHOSE US” 

The question remains as to how the second component (“in Him”) relates to the main clause.  In 

the Greek text, the words “in Him” are ἐν αὐτῷ.  This is simply the preposition ἐν followed by 

the pronoun in the dative case.  [The preposition ἐν is very flexible in its translation and can 

mean “in, with, by, into, in connection with, or because”].  Wallace discusses the syntactical 

options for this phrase (the preposition ἐν followed by a noun/pronoun in the dative).2  In this 

context, there are essentially four options to be considered.  The resultant meaning is brought out 

by the words in italics in the following: 

1. Expressing purpose or result 

 “He chose us for the purpose of being in Him.” 

2. Causal 

 “He chose us because of our being in Him.” 

3. Sphere 

 “He chose us, being in Him.” 

4. Relational (or Instrumental) 

 “He chose us in connection with Him.” 

The correct option is the one that (1) best accords with the infinitive clause at the end of verse 

four (“that we might be holy and blameless before Him”) and (2) correctly relates to the verb 

translated “predestined” in verse five. 

Option two might lead to the conclusion that God’s choice of us was predicated on the fact that 

we were in Him.  That is, because we were “in Christ,” He chose us.  This would make man’s 

choice the basis of God’s election of us.  On the other hand, options three and four would not rest 

on the position that God’s choice was based upon man’s choice.  Man’s choice might be 

involved, but that alone would not be the determining factor in God’s choice. 

Option one above is too awkward in its relation to the final infinitive clause.  It does not make 

good sense to say that “He chose us for the purpose of being in Him for the purpose that we 

                                                 
2 See Daniel B. Wallace, Greek Grammar Beyond the Basics (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1996), 372. 



might be holy and blameless before Him.”  The other three are more reasonable alternatives, and 

other factors must be considered to arrive at the correct conclusion. 

THE RELATION OF THE KEY VERBS IN EPHESIANS 1:4 AND 1:5 

The first factor to be considered is the relation of the verb “chose” in verse four to “predestined” 

in verse five.  Both are parsed in what is known in Greek syntax as the “aorist” tense, which 

basically is used to express past tense action.  However, the verb “chose” in verse four is in the 

indicative, while the verb “predestined” in verse five is a participle.  This means that these verbs 

have a relationship to one another and that the verb “chose” is the primary action verb.  As for 

the participle, since both are “aorist,” the action would be expected to be simultaneous (and only 

rarely sequential).3  In any case, the “predestination” does not precede the “choosing” according 

to Greek syntax. 

CLARIFICATIONS ABOUT GOD’S “FOREKNOWLEDGE” 

Next, we need to consider how the verbal concept “choose” (Gk ἐκλέγομαι, eklegomai) is used in 

1 Peter 1:1, although in that case we have the related adjective used substantively (Gk ἐκλεκτός, 

eklektos).  Grammatically, these are cognate terms with the same essential meaning.  1 Peter 1:2 

goes on to explain that the readers to whom Peter wrote were chosen based on the work of each 

member of the Trinity: 

 according to the foreknowledge of God the Father 

 by the sanctifying work of the Spirit 

 to obey Jesus Christ and be sprinkled with His blood 

The latter is what we call the “obedience of faith,” that is, by obeying God’s will to believe in 

Jesus Christ as one’s Savior (cf. Jn 3:36; Rom 1:5).  The key thing to note here is the work of 

God the Father.  Those who are “the chosen” are chosen according to the foreknowledge of God 

the Father.  Notice, first, what the text does NOT say.  It does not say that they are chosen 

according to God’s foreknowledge of the decision they would make about Christ.  The issue is 

His foreknowledge of them, not their decision.  A careful study of the word “foreknowledge” and 

the related verb “to foreknow” are crucial to understanding the author’s intended meaning.  It 

does not mean just that God knows beforehand, but also that God predetermines and purposes 

something beforehand.  We see this, for instance, in Acts 2:23: 

23 this Man, delivered over by the predetermined plan and foreknowledge of God, you 

nailed to a cross by the hands of godless men and put Him to death. 

The verse does not mean that God simply knew ahead of time that Christ would die on the cross.  

He purposed it to happen.  Also, the verb “to foreknow” is used of Christ Himself in 1 Peter 

1:20:  “He was foreknown before the foundation of the world.”  The point is not that the Father 

                                                 
3 Wallace, Greek Grammar Beyond the Basics, 624-25. 



knew of Jesus before the world was created.  He foreknew Jesus in the sense of being eternally 

related to Him. 

GOD’S WORK OF PREDESTINING IN RELATION TO MAN’S BELIEF 

Now that we have clarified the meaning of “foreknowledge, foreknow,” we need to consider the 

secondary verb in Eph 1:5, namely, the verb “predestine” (Gk προορίζω, proorizō).  The verb is 

used six times in the NT (Acts 4:28; Rom 8:29, 30; 1 Cor 2:7; Eph 1:5, 11).  God predestines 

what He has first purposed to happen (Acts 4:28; Eph 1:11).  It is insightful to compare the use 

of proorizō (“to predestine”) in Eph 1:5 with that in Rom 8:29-30. 

      Ephesians 1:4-5                                                          Romans 8:29-30                       

4 just as He chose us in Him before the foundation of 

the world, that we would be holy and blameless 

before Him. In love 5 He predestined us to adoption 

as sons through Jesus Christ to Himself, according to 

the kind intention of His will,

29 For those whom He foreknew, He also predestined 

to become conformed to the image of His Son, so that 

He would be the firstborn among many brethren; 30 

and these whom He predestined, He also called; and 

these whom He called, He also justified; and these 

whom He justified, He also glorified.  

In the Romans 8 passage, we are given a series of actions that God has carried out on behalf of 

those who are ultimately glorified: 

 Foreknows  →  Predestines  →  Calls  →  Justifies  →  Glorifies 

Notice that although Paul used “foreknow” in this passage, he did not use the term “choose.”  

This raises the question of where “God’s choosing” fits into this progression, as well as where 

“man’s choice” fits into it.  Apparently, these actions in Romans 8 are sequential, not 

simultaneous.  How can someone be glorified before they have even been justified?  But are they 

chronologically sequential or only logically sequential?  Although it is possible that 

“foreknowing” and “predestining” are simultaneous and only logically sequential, surely there 

must be some chronological sequence involved, at least in the latter three actions. 

Recognizing, then, that God’s “predestining” and “calling” precede “justifying,” we now want to 

consider how God’s “choosing” and man’s “choice to believe” fit into the progression.  I will 

now explain why man’s “choice to believe” cannot precede God’s “calling.”  Also, as was 

discussed earlier, the two aorist verbs in Ephesians 1:4-5 are probably simultaneous (but 

“predestining” cannot precede “choosing”).4  This results in the following merger of actions: 

   

                                                 
4 In Eph 1:4, the word “chose” is in the Aorist Indicative, whereas in Eph 1:5, the word “predestined” is an Aorist 

Participle.  According to Wallace (Greek Grammar Beyond the Basics¸624-25), typically the Aorist Participle will 

express simultaneous action with an Aorist main verb (though possibly sequential), but the action of the Aorist 

Participle will not precede the action of the Aorist main verb. 



God foreknows His own 

 God chooses and predestines His own to Himself 

 God effectively “calls” them by means of the gospel message 

 Man chooses to believe the gospel message  

                           (which involves the Father drawing them and the sanctifying work of the H.S.) 

 God justifies them 

 God (eventually) glorifies them 

The main point here is that “man’s choice to believe” cannot be the basis of God’s “choosing,” 

because man cannot believe prior to God “calling” him.  And, according to Rom 8:29-30, God’s 

“calling” follows His “predestining.”  Furthermore, God’s “predestining” cannot precede His 

“choosing” (though these two may be simultaneous considering the Aorist verbs in Eph 1:4-5). 

CONCLUSION 

There still remains something of a mystery of how God’s election and predestination relate to 

man’s choice to believe.  Yet, one thing is clear from this study.  Man’s choice to believe is not 

the sole basis by which God chooses (i.e., elects).5  To say that would be to make man the sole 

determiner of his eternal destiny.  And this would be inconsistent with the point of Ephesians 

1:3-14.  The point of this passage is to show the spiritual blessings that each member of the 

Trinity contributes to the believer’s salvation.  The spiritual blessing we have from the Father 

(Eph 1:3-6) is that He chooses and predestines us.  To have this dependent on man’s choice alone 

would be to diminish the Father’s contribution to our spiritual blessings. 

The preceding discussion may not solve all the problems involving predestination and free will, 

but it at least provides a correction from going too far in one direction, that of overly elevating 

man’s choice to believe.  As we consider the relationship of the phrase “in Him” to “He chose 

us” in Ephesians 1:4, the syntactical option for “in Him” of relational (or instrumental) is 

probably the best.  We were chosen in relation with Christ, not because we were already “in 

Him.”  This is the view adopted by Hoehner in his commentary on Ephesians: 

The other view is that it could be relational or instrumental in the sense that God chose believers in 

connection with or through Christ’s work of redemption.  This latter interpretation is preferable because it 

expresses that God chose the believer for his glory and that it had to be done in connection with the 

redemption accomplished in Christ.  God cannot bring sinful humans into his presence forever without 

Christ having paid for sin.6 

                                                 
5 Bing’s category #2, “synergistic, pre-temporal election,” would be consistent with what I have presented: “Some 

who call themselves moderate Calvinists recognize God’s election in eternity past or before one believes, but also 

recognize the necessity of man’s faith to actualize that salvation. God’s will and man’s response are working 

together, compatible, or synergistic. Since the Bible affirms both God’s will and man’s agency in salvation, they are 

congruent, or work in harmony. Some who believe this prefer to view man’s will working within God’s greater 

sovereign will. How God’s will and man’s will work together cannot easily be understood or explained.” 
6 Harold W. Hoehner, Ephesians: An Exegetical Commentary (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2002), 177. 


