
1 
 

Who’s in Charge? 
Philippians 2:12-13 

 
Introduction 
When Christian Herter was governor of Massachusetts, he was running hard for a second term 
in office. One day, after a busy morning chasing votes (and no lunch) he arrived at a church 
barbecue. It was late afternoon and Herter was famished. As Herter moved down the serving 
line, he held out his plate to the woman serving chicken. She put a piece on his plate and 
turned to the next person in line. 
"Excuse me," Governor Herter said, "do you mind if I have another piece of chicken?"  
"Sorry," the woman told him. "I'm supposed to give one piece of chicken to each person."  
"But I'm starved," the governor said.  
"Sorry," the woman said again. "Only one to a customer."  
Governor Herter was a modest and unassuming man, but he decided that this time he would 
throw a little weight around.  
"Do you know who I am?" he said. "I am the governor of this state."  
"Do you know who I am?" the woman said. "I'm the lady in charge of the chicken. Move along, 
mister."1 
 
Who’s REALLY in charge? Maybe it’s not all that important when we’re talking about lunch … 
but it is a MASSIVE deal when we’re talking about who runs our life, who makes our choices, 
who determines our eternal destiny. And that is the question we have before us today. 
 
Question: “Good morning Pastor. You have asked for topics people would like you to teach 
on. Do you feel up to tackling the whosoever in John 3;16, and all men in Rom 5:18. And 
contrasting them in light of Rom 9 and Eph 1?" 
 
This is a fantastic question! But, you need to know that folks have debated this for centuries. 
Ever since John Calvin walked the earth in the first half of 1500’s and then Jacob Arminius in the 
latter half of the 1500’s, folks have debated who is actually in charge – God or man. 
 
I am convinced that too many Christians haven’t really thought these issues through. So, let’s 
spend some time searching God’s Word this morning to look for the answer of who’s in charge? 
 
1. Why Is This Important? 

a. Realize that this is not simply a theological argument that should be taking place in 
seminary hallways. It has everything to do with how you live your life… 

b. If you do not believe that God is fully in control… 
1) Then God is always playing catch-up 

a) He’s constantly going to plan B or plan C … or plan Z. 
b) When things go wrong in your life, or you make a choice that was outside of His will, 

then Heaven is scrambling.  

                                                           
1 Bits & Pieces, May 28, 1992, pp. 5-6. 
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c) Lights begin flashing in Heaven’s throne room. Sirens go off. Commands are barked 
from the throne: “Man! That took us by surprise! We didn’t see that coming! Let’s 
go to B and if that doesn’t work, we’ll go to plan C!” 

d)  Prayers that are offered up to Heaven become distractions to God as He tries to fix 
things that were out of His control. 

2) God would be impotent. 
a) He would have circles under His eyes from the stress. 
b) And you could find no comfort that you were in God’s care … because you couldn’t 

be sure that He was capable. If He’s not in control, that would terrify you. 
c) In less than 2 weeks, Kim and I will hop on an airplane and fly to Israel for a week. If 

I saw that the pilots were stressed and then I heard that they had anxiety problems 
because they always felt like they were out of control, I would want to hop on 
another plane. I want a pilot who says: “Don’t worry about it. Just sit back and enjoy 
the flight. I’ve got this fully under control.” 

d) We serve a God who is FULLY in control.  
c. If you do not believe that mankind has a free will… 

1) You come up with a form of humanity that isn’t really human.  
a) We’re robots with no choice than to do what we’re told. 
b) And God would have no pleasure in that. When He created Adam and Eve, He 

created a humanity that could choose Him … or not choose him. But, that made 
their choice all the more powerful. 

2) If free will is just an illusion, then we must subscribe to fatalism. 
a) Why would we pray … it’s all predetermined anyway? 
b) Why would we tell others about Jesus … if they are going to get saved whether we 

tell them or not? 
c) NO! A thousand times NO! The Bible teaches that mankind has a free will. We have 

the ability to make choices and to choose God or not choose God. But, that makes 
our choice all the more special. 

Honestly, these two views seem irreconcilable… 
2. This Paradox Is Presented in Scripture 

a. The Oxford Dictionary defines Paradox this way: “a seemingly absurd or self-contradictory 
statement or proposition that when investigated or explained may prove to be well 
founded or true.”2 

b. For instance, Philippians 2:12–13 “12 Therefore, my beloved, as you have always obeyed, 
so now, not only as in my presence but much more in my absence, work out your own 
salvation with fear and trembling, 13 for it is God who works in you, both to will and to 
work for his good pleasure.” 
1) So, am I the one responsible to work out my salvation? (vs. 12) 
2) Or is it God who is the one working out my salvation? (vs. 13) 
3) Both statements seem to be contradictory but they are both absolutely true! 

c. We’re going to get into a few texts here in just a few moments. 

                                                           
2 https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/paradox 
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d. But, as we do, we need to realize that it is true that God reigns supreme and sovereign in 
the Heavens. Yet it is also true that God has given mankind free will. 

e. This debate has been raging for centuries.  

1) But, I believe that in many cases, those on opposing sides of this argument are simply 

arguing from two sides of this truth. 

2) Imagine two men who are looking at two sides of an elephant. They are told to 

describe the elephant and one says: “It has a long, thick trunk.” The other responds, 

“No, it has a short, thin tail.” And then they go back and forth arguing from their own 

personal viewpoint. The fact is that the elephant has a trunk AND a tail. 

3) It is also true that God is sovereign over creation AND mankind has a will that is free to 

make his choices among his options. 

f. So, let’s make our way through Scripture to see many of these instances where we see 
both of them. 

3. The Bible Validates God’s Sovereignty and Mankind’s Free Will 
a. Who makes choices? 

1) God is sovereignly in control. 
a) Ephesians 1:11 “In him we have obtained an inheritance, having been predestined 

according to the purpose of him who works all things according to the counsel of his 
will,” 

b) God is so in control that He works ALL things according to His decreed will. He never 
goes to plan B. He can say, “Don’t fret. It’s all under my control.”  

c) And, one more thing - God doesn’t just go into the future, see what we’re going to 
do, and then go back into the past and choose that option. We aren’t God. He is. 
And He determines what is to happen. 

2) Mankind has a free will 
a) Listen as Jesus validates mankind’s right to make their choices even as it appears 

that God’s desires are not met. 
b) “O Jerusalem, Jerusalem, the city that kills the prophets and stones those who are 

sent to it! How often would I have gathered your children together as a hen gathers 
her brood under her wings, and you were not willing!” (Matthew 23:37) 

c) Do you hear what sounds to be like frustration? Jesus desired to bring the residents 
of Jerusalem to Himself and save them … but they “were not willing.” 

d) God was no coercing them. He gave them the ability to make their choice and they 
did. 

3) How do these two views get reconciled?  
a) If we were infinitely wise like God, we could answer that question. But, we aren’t. 
b) But, if we reject either one, we deny clear Scripture. So, we believe both. God is 

sovereign and mankind has the ability to exercise His free will. 
b. Who hardened Pharaoh’s heart? 

1) Remember the story of the 10 Plagues? Moses told Pharaoh to let the Israelites leave 
Egypt ... but Pharaoh kept refusing? So, let’s ask the question: “Who caused Pharaoh 
to not let the Israelites go?” 
a) Pharaoh was responsible: Exodus 8:15, 32; 9:34-35 
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b) God was responsible: Exodus 4:21; 7:3; 9:12; 10:1, 20, 27; 11:10; 14:4, 8 
c) These verses simply state that Pharaoh’s heart was hardened without letting us 

know who was responsible: Exodus 7:13-14, 22; 8:19; 9:7 
2) As we read the account of the 10 Plagues, we come to realize that God’s hardening of 

Pharaoh’s heart and Pharaoh’s hardening of his own heart happened simultaneously.  
a) God made his choice but Pharaoh was also free to make his choice.  
b) God exercised His sovereign rule over the most powerful nation’s leader. 
c) Yet, Egypt’s leader was free to make His own choice without divine coercion. 
d) They are BOTH true!  

c. Who caused David to call for a census? 
1) There was another incident in the Old Testament where King David called for a census. 

He wanted to know how large his army was to gratify his pride. It was a sin. So, who 
was responsible for David’s act? 
a) David - 1 Chronicles 21:17 “And David said to God, ‘Was it not I who gave command 

to number the people? It is I who have sinned and done great evil.’…” 
b) Satan - 1 Chronicles 21:1 “Then Satan stood against Israel and incited David to 

number Israel.” 
c) God - 2 Samuel 24:1 “Again the anger of the LORD was kindled against Israel, and he 

incited David against them, saying, ‘Go, number Israel and Judah.’” 
2) Once again, a paradox. 

a) Yet, as we look at this, we realize that God often uses (or allows) Satan to do what 
he desires so that God’s purposes are accomplished. 

b) Yet, David could not blame God or Satan for his sin. He was right to claim all 
responsibility for himself. 

d. Who is responsible for our salvation? 
1) God is responsible for our salvation 

a) John 6:44 “No one can come to me unless the Father who sent me draws him. And I 
will raise him up on the last day.” 

b) Clearly, God is responsible in our salvation. God MUST begin to draw us to Himself 
before we can come to Him … or even desire to come to Him. 

c) Ephesians 1:3–5 “3 Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has 
blessed us in Christ with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly places, 4 even as he 
chose us in him before the foundation of the world, that we should be holy and 
blameless before him. In love 5 he predestined us for adoption to himself as sons 
through Jesus Christ, according to the purpose of his will,” 

d) Clearly, God is intricately and vitally involved in our salvation. He has decreed it 
before the foundation of the world. 

2) We are responsible for our salvation 
a) If there was no other verse in Scripture that made this point clear, Jesus’ words in 

John 3:18 place the blame of someone who is headed to Hell squarely on the 
person who refuses to believe. 

b) John 3:18 “Whoever believes in him is not condemned, but whoever does not 
believe is condemned already, because he has not believed in the name of the only 
Son of God.” 
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c) Further, people who never hear the Gospel are not going to Hell because God willed 
that they go to Hell. Instead, it’s because we haven’t been obedient to God’s 
command. 

d) Romans 10:14 “How then will they call on him in whom they have not believed? 
And how are they to believe in him of whom they have never heard? And how are 
they to hear without someone preaching?” 

e) So, who is to “preach?” 
f) Matthew 28:18–19 “And Jesus came and said to them, ‘All authority in heaven and 

on earth has been given to me. Go therefore and make disciples of all nations…’” 
g) If someone dies and goes to Hell because they have never heard the Gospel, we 

cannot blame God. It is the fault of those who didn’t go tell that person about Jesus. 
 
Conclusion 
This paradox could go on and on. We could continue to look at Scripture and see that God is 
sovereign and yet He has given mankind free will. Both of them are true and we believe them 
both. 
 
And, yet, we may see these two wills as opposing forces. God does what He pleases and we do 
what we please. But, there is one more thing we need to realize. 
 
As followers of Jesus, we are to be like Him. We are to trust in Him for salvation and then follow 
His example as we live out our life. 
 
So, what did He do with His free will? 
 
John 6:38 “For I have come down from heaven, not to do my own will but the will of him who 
sent me.” 
 
Jesus used His free will to chose to align Himself with God’s will. The two became one. 
 
As a follower of Jesus, our desire should be to use our free will to align with God’s will. To do 
what He desires of us. To chose Him, submit to Him, and follow Him. Sin takes us away from 
this so we must quickly repent of it and follow Him.  
 
Do you love the Lord? Will you follow Him today? I pray that you will. 


