IS CORPORATE ELECTION MERELY VIRTUAL ELECTION?
A CASE STUDY IN CONTEXTUALIZATION.

© William W. Klein*

In their various treatments of the issue of etettso-called “Calvinists” frequently
dismiss any meaningful concept of corporate elactibhough many, including Calvin himself,
may well admit that the church is Christ’s electhipaCalvin and his namesakes quickly add that
such a notion is meaningless unless the partioodsmbers of that body are specifically chosen
to be included within its ranks. For example,ha wvords of C. S. Storms,

Divine election may be defined as that loving aretaiiul decision by God the

Father to bestow eternal life upon some, but riphall-deserving sinners. . . .

One does not enter the ranks of the elect by ngattondition, be it faith or

repentance. One enters the ranks of the eledrtoe\of God's free and

altogether gracouus choice, as a result of whichradles us to repent and

believe?

In the view of many interpreters like Storms, warat speak of the issue of election in any
meaningful way without positing, fundamentally, ttkke&od chose specific individuals for
salvation. The choice might grow out of God’s msable will and purposes to set his choice of
specific individuals (for Calvinists), or it may based on his foreknowledge of who will
exercise faith (for classical Arminians), but maefolars insist that God choosedividuals for

salvation, and the church is only the elect bodyahse it is comprised of elect individuals. 1

wish to challenge that notion and hypothesizeweatan indeed speak of God’s choice of the
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church in Christ without also implying that God sifieally chose the individuals who will
comprise that church.

One way to get at this is to respond to a spestholar who has written specifically to
this issue. In the March 1993 issuelBfS Thomas Schreiner conducted a study of Romans 9 to
determine whether Paul there teaches that Godefetad specific individuals for eternal
salvation® He responds to what he believes to be the twd omsmon objections to the
Calvinist position on Romans 9: (1) that Romanp&aks of nations not individuals, and (2) that
Romans 9 treats the salvation of corporate entiiesindividuals. | propose to respond to his
attempts to salvage the Calvinist understandirigamans 9, and in the process show, | hope,
that the election of theorporate body of Christ is not a meaningless abstractigmnomore
contemporary terms, not merely virtual election.

First, many biblical interpreters assert, alonthvecholars like Schreiner and others, that
the evidence of Rom 9:15 shows that Paul's conisawith the salvation of individuals. There
Paul says, as you will recall, “I will have meray whom | have mercy, and | will have
compassion on whom | have compassisnrRgV). Granted—God demonstrates mercy or
hardens whom he will, individuals or groups. Tlhbgle here is not whether God deals with
individuals—nor the salvation of individuals—buttbasis on which he responds to individuals,

and the basis upon which he confers

Election (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1987), 30-31.
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salvation to therfi. As the entire section of Rom 9:30 - 10:21 mattear, Paul’s concern is
with Israel’'s lack of faith—shall we say, withdividual Jews’ lack of faith. The criterion God
applies to individual people is this: believe i tiesurrected Christ as Lord and you will be
saved; pursue or insist on righteousness by argr atleans, and you will fail to attain salvation
(10:9; 9:30-32). The issue for individuals is tiresence or absence of faith, not whether they
were individually chosen by God for salvation.

Calvinists typically argue, second, that the pneseof a remnant involves the selecting
out of individuals from a larger corporate groukgain, granted; but the issues remain the same:
what criterion determines whether one is a memb#reoremnant or not? According to Paul,
the bulk of Jews were not among the remnant dtieeio unbelief, not because God never
elected them to salvation. In Rom 11:20 Paul says, They were broken off because of their
unbelief, but you stand only through faith . .Then in 11:23 Paul adds, “And even those of
Israel, if they do not persist in unbelief, will geafted in . . .” So, the issue is not whethez on
can refer to a group called the “remnant” as chpgenissue concerns what accounts for their
chosenness.

Perhaps a reminder of one of Jesus’ major par&blasorder here, for it concerns the
inclusion and exclusion of people from the kingdoinmeaven. The parable of the wedding
banquet recorded in Matt 22:1-14 clarifies, | thitile central issue. The king in the story did

not predetermine who would finally sit in the h@llenjoy the feast. To be included in the

“| believe that Schreiner wrongly thinks that defersdof so-called corporate election
deny that in this section, Romans 9-11, Paul i»noerned with the salvation of individuals.
That is simply, and obviously, not the case. Wele that Pauils concerned with the salvation
of individuals, but also that he uses principle§&ofi’'s selection of Abraham, Isaac, Jacob,
Pharaoh—and the nations which they represent—tergndre that God chooses, and that God
has the right to choose as he pleases. But tHiffésent than saying that the passage defends
the view that God chooses specific individualsdalvation.



banquet required responding to the king’s invitatm his terms. “For many are called but few
are chosen” (22:14). As to the meaning of thelgarat is clear that the Jews rejected God’s
invitation to them and were disqualified—in thegdae the king “destroyed those murderers,
and burned their city” (22:7). Meanwhile, “outsisiewere gathered to join the festivities. Jesus
defines the elect as those who respond to Goditation to believe in Jesus.

Third, in his essays Schreiner misconstrues mg ¢dihers’) position when he says that
we are inconsistent in 9:30 - 10:21, for there weeal to individuals’ decisions—indeed, as |
did above. Though | do not claim to be able toidwaconsistency, | do not doubt that Paul
speaks of individuals in this section. | certaiafree with Schreiner that Paul’s discussion
revolves around both the nation and corporateiestitn the one hand, and individuals’
membership in those corporate groups on the offiee. nation Israel was corporately elect, but
individual Jews may or may not have been part effémnant. Now with the advent of Jesus,
Jews must believe in him to be saved. Paul mdkes, ¢For not all Israelites truly belong to
Israel” (9:6;NRsV). In this era the church assumes the categdiyngipeople” formerly applied
to Israel (9:25-26; cf. 1 Pet 2:9-10), but indivadtibecome members of that people only through
their faith in Jesus Christ. Paul makes no mentioglection to account for why individuals
populate the new chosen people.

In other words, | am not saying that the stressarporate entities in 9:1-29 rules out all
references to individuals within those entitiesy pbint is simply this: when Paul says God
chose Isaac (an individual) and his descendantpdcate) or Jacob and his descendants, Paul
clarifies the formation of theation of Israel, not how individual Israelites obtairetdrnal
salvation. The issue of Pharaoh’s (an individhaldening concerns his role in the drama of

nations, not his personal salvation. As | argueynbook,The New Chosen People. A



Corporate View of Election,” biblical authors cite many instances of God’s chaif
individuals—that is, people selected for ministiaesl functions, as the examples of Abraham,
Isaac, Jacob, and Pharaoh show in Rdm However, when Paul comes to discuss how God
dispenses salvation to individuals (or membersogbarate groups), he singles daith as the
key to obtaining it.

Fourth, and here we get to the central issue irstualy, Schreiner sees a logical flaw in
any attempt to base salvation on people’s faithout God’s predestination of that faith (as in
the Calvinists’ view). He thinks that for God tle& an entire group, such as the church,
logically entails that the faith of every membeitlod saved group must also be God'’s gift given
before time began, and this is his wording (page &hly a Calvinist, or one who thinks like
one at this point, would feel the force of thiseatjon, for it assumes a determinist view of
reality. That is, according to this kind of thingj, if God elects a group—the church—then
since the members of that group are elect befaréoimdation of the world (in God’s
foreknowledge), God must predetermine that eachlmewf that group should come to faith.
Thus, to Schreiner’s point of view, corporate e@cimplies that “individual faith isot
decisive for salvation” (page 36; my emphasis).

Let me repeat that: Schreiner believes that anydreeasserts that God has elected a
corporate group such as the church must also akséthe faith of the individual person who
comes to Christ isot decisive for their salvation. Of course, this ttamenes many explicit

texts in the New Testament. Does Schreiner réaligve anyone holds to a view that denies
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this most fundamental datum? We all agree thavidhkal faithis decisive. So, what'’s the
answer?

Well, if one does not subscribe to such a detasturew, this objection falls flat.

Again, in many locations the Bible clearly stipelathat faiths decisive for salvation. In

Jesus’ and Paul’s presentations of the gospekio ltearers, the individuals’ need to trust in
Christ is precisely what is decisive for their sdlon and the lack of which precisely excludes
them from eternal life (e.g., John 3:16-21; Act37242; 13:38f.; Rom 10:9-13 to name a few).
Despite the claims of some writers, | believe thatNew Testament writers do not say that God
determines that certain individuals will be savad that others will be damned.

Assuming a traditional view of God'’s foreknowle¢lgeseems logical to me to say that
an all-knowing God would know ahead of time whol wé saved (this is purely a matter of
prescience, of what God knows about the future)—eatidhat group his “chosen ones’—and
yet require that each individual’s personal trasChrist settle whether or not he or she will be a
part of that body. Simply because the omnisciesd &nows who will be in the group does not
logically require that God control each individsapersonal decision to embrace or reject Christ,
that is, to enter that group. In one instance & matter of whabod knows; in the other it is a
matter of what eacimdividual does with the claims of Christ. For that matter, Gdgbaknows

which individuals will reject Christ. Does God dehine their rejection and consequent

’Of course, some scholars hold various views of &éafeknowledge that are not
traditional. For example, some contend that Gassdwt know the future actions of creatures
who have free will, since there is nothing to bewn until those actions occur. See, e.g., R.
Rice, “Divine Foreknowledge and Free-Will Theisnm™C. H. Pinnock, edThe Grace of God.
The Will of Man (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1989) 121-139, the uaressays in C. H. Pinnock,
ed. The Openness of God (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1994)5dndersThe God
Who Risks (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1998), &dA. Boyd, God of the Possible:
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damnation? A consistent determinist would havaffiom so, and this is precisely the
conclusion of J. Piper in his bodkhe Justification of God. ® But | do not agree that for God to
chose the corporate church in Christ entails Heciag each individual to be in that body.
Ephesians 1:4 affirms precisely the church’s ebectn Christ without any hint of God’s choice
of individuals to populate that body.

Many Calvinists believe that in the end corpordéztion turns out to be the election of a
mere abstract entity, what we might call merelyuat election, and therefore something to be
rejected as illogical on one hand, and unbiblicatiee other. Schreiner uses an analogy of the
formation of a brand new professional baseball temshow how absurd he finds the construct
of a corporate election. But in fact, his analdgynonstrates the inadequacy of his argument.
He alleges, “It makes no sense to say, ‘| am gnguy a professional baseball team’ that has
no members, no players, and then permit whoevearedet® come to play on the team” (page
37). In such a scenario, Schreiner believes, “Nave chosen that there be a team, the makeup
of which is totally out of your control.” Finalljyye says, “The point of the analogy is that if
there really is such a thing as the choosing @egific group, then individual election is entailed

in corporate election” (page 37).

main objectives.
8. Piper;The Justification of God (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1983).
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Recent developments in Colorado argue otherwi$e year 1993 marked the first year
for a new baseball team, tlilorado Rockies. Several years prior to that, an ownership group
made a presentation to baseball’'s National Leagselicit a franchise for Colorado and the
Rocky Mountain region. The proposal was accepyeithd league. At that point Colorado had a
baseball team, but also at that point it had nggst&a no members, not even a manager! But the
team had been selected; it even had a name. But cgntr&chreiner’s reckoning, it simply was
not true that the makeup of the new team was totaityobthe control of the ownership group.
Also contrary to Schreiner’s presumption, the newmers didnot simply invite whoever wanted
to play baseball to join the new squad. But it was—just as it is with all other teams—that
membership on thBockies technically was open to all qualified players. Tasv managerial
staff screened, drafted, and purchased the righgtayers, but the management and the players
had to negotiate terms of the contracts until bdainplement of team members eventually
emerged.

So itis possible to buy (shall we say, choose) a teanhidiiho members. It happened!
Subsequently, players were solicited, and those mbiothe requisite criteria for inclusion and
who agreed to the terms of the team, became pdrt ¥kt we proud Coloradans claimed the
Rockies as “our team” even before any players were chasdart they purchased an
unprecedented number of season tickets in anticipaf the team’s first season. In using this
illustration Schreiner is simply wrong to insisatitorporate election entails individual election
(page 37). It was possible to choose that theretkam before it contained any members.
Admittedly, this happens rarely in baseball, andemarely inHeilsgeschichte, but it can

happen. Itis not illogical to allow that possityil

personal and individual” (99).



Now, of course, | may have shown only that Scleesnanalogy was poorly chosen,
perhaps a straw man that he chose because he thiowghld make his point. But in fact |
believe the failure of the analogy is more serilmughe entire Calvinist allegation that corporate
election is the choice of an abstract entity. iRdhe minds of many Calvinists, the objection to
corporate election hinges precisely on whetheraameenvision an elect group apart from having
the individual members of the group also specifjoethosen to be in the group. As is typical of
defenders of individual election, Schreiner condsmie corporate election concept by viewing
it as an abstract entity or empty class. By givirggich a pejorative label, he believes he can
dismiss it.

I, for one, never argue that God chose an abstrdity, any more than when God
selected Israel to be his chosen people, Israebvmasre abstract entity. Israel as a nation was
chosen, and every individual Israelite was an gdecson. When God spoke those fateful words
to Abram in Genesis 12:1-3, he was selecting @natin him. Correspondingly, the Church is
God’s new chosen peopi®and every individual Christian is an elect persomim, i.e., in
Christ. That explains why numerous New Testamextstaffirm that Christians are elect (e.qg.,
Rom 8:33; Eph 1:4; 2 Thess 2:13). The key questamains, however: how does one become a
part of the chosen people? Concerning Israel gdeinn of Jewish parents established one as
part of the chosen people. In the Christian enagoeornagain (or born of the Spirit) adds a
person to the church, the elect body of Christ.b&dorn again requires faith. To trust in Christ
puts one into the corporate Christ, his elect body.

Drawing this to a conclusion, let me focus wha¢é as Paul’s reasoning in the latter part

of Romans 10. Paul, quoting Isaiah whepeaking for God, laments the failure of Israelites to

®"Hence the title of my booKhe New Chosen People.



believe in spite of the clear preaching of the rageg10:16-21). Why does God appear to
express frustration over the Jews’ failure to attep message if he very well knows that he did
not elect them to salvation? Rather he calls taéisobedient and obstinate people” (10:21;
NIV). By the way, this resembles Jesus’ lament ogrrsalem when he says, “How often | have
longed to gather your children as a hen gathershiieks under her wings, bybu were not

willing” (Matt 23:37;NiIv, emphasis added).

Schreiner believes | am imposing “western logiefehin raising this objection. But that
facile dismissal of the sense of the text worky @rdin interpreter starts by assuming a Calvinist
viewpoint. | contend that a face-value readingheftext leads me to conclude that God has not
predetermined which individuals will be saved. Goaly, in fact, want everyone to be saved, as
several N.T. texts clearly imply (e.g., 1 Tim 224Pet 3:9; Jn 3:16), and the logic of this could
well affirm that the application of salvation thdepends upon each individual’s decision to
believe or reject God’s provision. The ultimat@kaxation why not all are saved may then lie in
their failure to believe, not in God’s mysteriowectsion not to elect those he loves and desires to
be saved.

But in a fashion typical of certain interpreteBghreiner would rather retreat to the
convenient haven of “mystery.” He turns this iatgirtue: the appeal to mystery shows that
Calvinists are not dominated by western logic (pa@)¢ But could it be that they are so
dominated by their system that when faced by insurmtable obstacles they can only appeal to
mystery? Even Schreiner admits that the explangirovided by a view of corporate election
eliminates the need to postulate mystery here.

Each interpreter must decide where the balanesidénce lies. My concern is that not

enough space is given to alternatives to Calviniftarhaps it is because they are not as adequate



in explaining the data as are Calvinist explanatiolfi so, they should be deservedly dismissed
with all speed. Or perhaps alternatives to Cadvinhave not been adequately presented,
defended, or given an honest hearing. This skoburittal is one meager attempt to give one
alternative a bit more defen§e But there may be a different issue to raise. ldowve
contextualize such a discussion? | remember a &ed@minary chapel speaker here a decade
or so ago—Samuel Escobar, a Latin American schdtarwas currently teaching in North
America. He told us that in his speaking both martd south of the border with Mexico, he
would often ask people in his audiences to inteérjpesus’ familiar expression, “The poor you
always have with you” (John 12:8). The typical thhohmerican interpretation was something
like, “No matter what efforts are expended to hkp poor, there will always be poor people.”
Then he recited the explanation of a Mexican womamnout-of-the-way barrio. She
interpreted Jesus’ words to mean, “There will alsvbg rich people to exploit us.” The two
answers say something very different about theestsitof the interpreters.

What difference does it make what view one takdabe debate over individual versus
corporate election? And what does one’s conclusaynabout the interpreter? Why are
interpreters so passionately convinced they alg,reyen when they come to seemingly
opposite conclusions? No doubt we all struggléwitderstanding many mysteries in the Bible.
But we must ask: are some texts mysterious bethageppeal to categories or embrace a
system of logic that is foreign to or beyond usa@ they puzzling because we are trying to

make them fit our own preconceived constraitfts®e may be at an impasse here. | wonder

YFor another collection of defenses of viewpoinisiksir to the one presented here (and
in my book) see the various articles in C. H. Pelg@d.,The Grace of God. The Will of Man
(Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1989).
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whether the issue hinges on some sort of westesuseastern logic, that one side is more in
touch with the true perspective of the texts wthike other side’s thinking is clouded. Or is this
really a matter of one’s of prior commitmeritsThe prior commitments of so-called Calvinists
or Arminians (or whatever label we choose) may efe@rmore force that we admit and strongly
determine their exegetical outcomes. That is élason we must seriously examine our
preunderstandings, and honestly question how efeemake texts mean what we want them to
mean:* As real estate agents remind us, “Location, lonatocation,” we interpreters must
grasp the implications of, “Context, context, cotite-not merely the ancient context of the

text, but ours as well.

clarifies four senses in what people mean when tiseythe term ‘logic’ (pp. 87f.). | agree with
him that we need to avoid contravening ‘logic’ lre tsense of agreed-upon universals, “the
fundamental ‘laws’ of logic, such as the law of oontradiction and the law of the excluded
middle . . .” (89). Given this understanding, thehe question should not be one of western
versus eastern ways of thought when we speak gitloWhat does it mean for someone to
affirm both that God wants all people to be savedithat God selects only some for salvation?
Does this contravene ‘logic’ in Carson’s sense alf@e., it goes against the law of
noncontradiction)? It seems to me it does, andmount of pleading for mystery or a
nonwestern type of logic will erase the illogicglitFor his part on the issues of divine
sovereignty and free will, Carson believes we nagsept the biblical tension that the biblical
writers themselves either never sensed or attemptezsolve. See D. A. Carsddivine
Sovereignty and Human Responsibility. Biblical Perspectivesin Tension (Atlanta: John Knox,
1981).

13 have had several opportunities to teach in Ulgaitudents from many former Soviet
countries. It always startles me how “arminiaréyttare; how they intuitively question Calvinist
thinking. Without presuming to know all the issulewonder whether their experiences of
persecution—and their witness of former church mensmlvho abandoned the faith—Ilead them
to conclude that people can “lose” salvation. Qirse, one can’'t base theology on experience,
but their experiences may affect how they undedstantain texts. Are scholars no less
affected?

“For additional perspective on issues concernirtgrpmeters’ preunderstandings see W.
W. Klein, C. L. Blomberg, and R. L. Hubbard, Jntroduction to Biblical Interpretation
(Dallas: Word, 1993) 98-116; 138-51.



