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Some Christians hold to the persuasion that God chose certain individuals to salvation based upon His 
pre-understanding and foreknowledge that they would choose Him. In other words: God looked down 
the corridor of time and saw who would and who would not believe in Him and this, then, is the 
condition of His electing them. The Scripture that many advocates go to is Romans 8:29.

It reads: ὅτι οὓς προέγνω, καὶ προώρισεν συμμόρφους τῆς εἰκόνος τοῦ υἱοῦ αὐτοῦ, εἰς τὸ εἶναι αὐτὸν 
πρωτότοκον ἐν πολλοῖς ἀδελφοῖς· (Geoff ’s translation: “For those whom he foreknew, he also predestined 
to be conformed to the image of His Son, in order that He might be the firstborn among many brothers”). 

Paul, who was reared in the Jewish thought and culture, is speaking in Jewish and Old Testament 
language here. The idea of God “foreknowing” is not only knowing something before it happens in 
space and time—though God certainly has this kind of foreknowledge (and no one would deny that!). 
Rather, what Paul is doing here is drawing upon the OT language of “knowing.” Here’s what I mean.

The Hebrew word for “know” (יָדַע) can, at times, mean a simple “knowing of a fact” but it can also 
have the idea of an “intimate relationship” (cf. Gen 4:1 — The man had relations (יָדַע) with His wife, 
Eve…). Another support for a divine knowing can be found in Amos 3.

In Amos 3:2, we read:  רַ֚ק אֶתְכֶ֣ם יָדַ֔עְתִּי מִכֹּ֖ל מִשְׁפְּח֣וֹת הָאֲדָמָ֑ה (Geoff ’s translation: “Only you have I 
known from all the families on the earth”). Clearly God does not mean that Israel is the only nation that 
God has intellectually known about out of all the families on the earth. As God, God knows everything 
there is to know about everyone, every nation, every culture, and every kingdom. What God is saying 
here to Israel is that Israel alone is the nation that God has intimately known in an electing sort of way 
out of all the families on the earth (cf. Deut 7:7-8).

I believe this is the imagery that Paul uses in Romans 8:29 when he says that those whom God foreknew 
he predestined. It does not mean that some would believe in their own freewill but it means that God 
foreknew in an intimate, special, saving kind of way a particular group of people (e.g., the elect, the 
predestined).

Therefore, it is erroneous for those arguing from a free-will, Arminian perspective that Romans 8:29 
teaches that God elects particular people for salvation knowing that they would first choose Him. There is 
much more involved in the language of “knowing” in Romans 8:29 (involving the background and 
covenant language of Amos 3:2).

God has sovereignly elected those whom He sovereignly willed—out of his own perfect, willed, 
uninfluenced purpose—to salvation. There was nothing lovely in them; nothing worthy; no foreseen 
faith or initiative to believe in Christ. Rather, God saw the mass of wicked humanity and, by his 
majestic and marvelous mercy, sovereignly and effectively picked a few particular individuals to be 
partakers in a special, unique, saving, and intimate relationship with Himself. This was not 
accomplished through human merit. Rather, this was accomplished according to the kind intention of 
His will (Eph 1:5). All praise, honor, and glory be given to God for His sovereign grace and election!


