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The question of how one becomes part of the Christian faith is a question that has, frankly, 

caused a great deal of turmoil over the centuries.  It was, in fact, a significant piece of the 

circumstance that eventually drove the earliest Congregationalists to leave England.  In that time 

and in that place - not unlike many other times and other places – being a part of the church was 

a question of birthright, and nothing more. In the Church of England, where you lived was the 

parish of which you were a part and you were a member of that church by nature of where you 

lived and that's simply the way it was. Our Congregational ancestors, on the other hand, thought 

something more ought to be involved. In spite of their Calvinistic, pre-determinist, predisposition 

they always, somehow or other, sensed that the running Scriptural theme that calls us to be 

responsive to God needed to be a core piece of what it means to be God's people.  They always 

remained convinced that one simply cannot be born into the faith; that one cannot by enrollment 

or residence or family be fully of God's people.  They understood that behind this thing we call 

faith there needed to be a choice.  And, that’s the word that has been ringing in my mind, and has 

been echoed in a number of conversations, over the course of the past week – the very concept of 

choice! 

 

As many of you are aware, we are continuing, this week, our series on the ‘RE’ words of our 

faith.  Re-birth, Repentance, Remorse and Reconciliation have all been part of our journey 

through this series to date and, today, we encounter the word ‘reprobacy.’  Now, in order to free 

you from any delusion that am a lot smarter than I really am – no, I’d never heard of the word 

either.  But, that’s really why I wanted to tackle it.  When I was first putting some thoughts and 

ideas together for this series, I wanted to develop a list of words from which we might choose 

our weekly messages.  So, I pulled out this book – it’s what’s known as a topical concordance.  

A concordance is a book that tells you where to find things in the Bible.  An exhaustive 

concordance can tell you every place a particular word shows up in Scripture.  And, yes, it shows 

EVERY word.  For example, here on page 47 of the Index of Articles, it begins the 6 page list of 

all 70,933 times the word ‘the’ appears in the New Revised Standard Version of the Bible.   

 

The topical concordance, on the other hand, shows you where topics appear in Scripture (open to 

page for example).  So, I pulled out the topical concordance and I started looking at topics that 
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start with the letters ‘RE.’  Rebellion, Redemption, Refuge, Regeneration, Relationship, 

Remorse, Repentance…the list was piling up and then I came across the word ‘Reprobacy.’  This 

concordance cited 33 different passages starting as early as Genesis 6, spanning through the Old 

Testament, the Gospels, the Epistles and all the way to Revelation 22 – all of which pointed to 

this enigma of a word, reprobacy.  So, what is a preacher to do, but strap himself to the bomb and 

commit to tackling it before he ever even knows what it means?  So, that’s precisely what I did.  

It went on the list, it went onto the schedule on a date I was preaching (because I knew I wanted 

to explore it) and, in the end, it turned out to be a lot simpler than I thought it might be – because 

it all boils down to choice! 

 

Reprobacy, it turns out, is the noun form of the word ‘reprobate.’  Reprobacy is the quality or 

state of being reprobate.  So, at least we were now to a word I had heard of.  I wasn’t necessarily 

sure I could author a Mirriam-Webster quality definition of reprobate either, but at least we were 

into more familiar territory.  So, I followed that chain to reprobate, which is a verb that means to 

condemn strongly as unworthy, to refuse to accept or (and this is the word that really jumped out 

to me in all of this) to reject!  Suddenly, my heart and mind latched on to a very simple concept 

from a very foreign and complicated word – our faith is a faith of love, it’s a faith of mercy and 

grace, it’s a faith of acceptance and embracing the oneness of others.  But, our faith is also a faith 

of condemning that which is unworthy, unacceptable or evil.  Our faith is a faith of refusing to 

accept that which should not a part of our life.  Our faith, one of tremendous love and acceptance 

is also a faith of rejecting that which does not belong in our lives.  So, yes, our faith is a faith of 

reprobacy.  Or, if I can put it another way, our faith is a faith by choice! 

 

That was the sense in which those words were spoken in Deuteronomy by Joshua, "See I have 

set before you today life and prosperity, death and adversity." Now this specific occasion to 

which Joshua was speaking was that of crossing over the Jordan, into the Promised Land.  Joshua 

knew, as did all of the Israelites, that they were surrounded by a plethora of opportunities for 

faithful expression. Joshua knew that, despite the journey they had travelled through their 

wilderness wanderings, this notion of worshipping one God – this very concept of monotheism – 

was very new to them.  And Joshua, who had inherited the mantel of leadership for the Israelites, 

knew that some decisions had to be made. Now, remember that this address is made to those who 

are clearly God's chosen people. They have no doubt about that. They have, at this point, been 

led out of Egypt. They have been led through the forty years in the Sinai Peninsula, persecuted 

and pursued, and they've now arrived at the bank of the river and at the brink of the Promised 

Land. They know that God has made an offer. They know that God has offered them the blessing 

of being his people and now it is up to them, as it is in each life and each generation, to choose 

what god they will follow and what life they will live!  That’s the choice of which Joshua speaks 

in this passage.  

 

And, Paul knew that choice as well as anyone.  Paul, in this thirteenth chapter of his letter to the 

Romans, uses different words, but sets out the very same appeal for faithfulness.  “It is now the 

moment for you to wake from sleep….Let us lay aside the works of darkness and put on the 

armor of light; let us live honorably as in the day…”  Paul goes on and on, here, because Paul 

knew as well as anyone the choice that needed to be made.   
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I didn’t read the story again today, but remember that, in the book of Acts, we encounter that 

dramatic conversation of Paul (who at the time was actually know as Saul) to faith in Jesus. He 

was an impassioned man, zealously pursuing what he thought he should do as a man of faith by 

persecuting the earliest Christians, and God (almost literally) knocked him over the head with a 

two by four. That experience Paul had, on the road to Damascus, was traumatic to say the least; 

and Paul was rendered blind by what happened to him that day. Now again, for Paul as in all 

cases, God acted first. God chose Paul. And, then when Paul didn't seem to be hearing and 

getting it, God clarified the issue. And in that moment Paul had to make a choice. He had to 

decide where his life is going to reside. Was it going to be with God or was it going to be 

elsewhere?  Was Paul going to retain his high position with the authorities, a guaranteed salary, 

in a socially acceptable field; or was he going to risk it all to do what God wanted him to do. 

This was very real. Paul had to respond. He had to decide. He had to make that choice. God had 

chosen Paul but God wasn't going to make Paul do it. Paul had to decide what side he was going 

to be on.  Paul knew as well as anyone the choice that stands before God’s children, and he 

concludes the essence of that choice in Romans 13 when he says, quite plainly, ‘put on the Lord 

Jesus Christ!’  

 

From the first covenant, the first agreement that God offered and humanity accepted in the 

Garden of Eden, through the Covenant of Noah, the Covenant of Moses, to the last covenant - 

the New Covenant which is in Christ - God has chosen. God has chosen us, you and me. God has 

called us. Adopted us. And we are free to respond or not. We rejoice, you and I, and we're 

humbled by the awareness that God called us into his Church and we came. We are God's 

people, we are God's children by God’s adoption and God’s choice. We are not Christians by 

compulsion, or nature, or law, or birth. We are not Christians because of some ritual imprint.  We 

are people of the Covenant who heard the call and responded, and said yes – because ours is a 

faith of reprobacy.  Ours is a faith by choice. 

 

Over the course of the first weeks of this series… 

• We have explored the notion of re-birth, the very concept of being reborn in our faith 

through the covenant we own at baptism.   

• We have explored remorse, the foundation of our acceptance of that which is in our lives 

that needs to be rejected and removed from our daily living.   

• We have explored repentance and the call to turn from that which has torn us asunder and 

to shift our hearts and minds to living life in light of the grace and love of God.   

• And, we have explored reconciliation – the restoration of relationship between us and 

God through the grace and love of Jesus Christ, and the restoration of relationships 

among us as we enact and extend that same grace and love to one another.   

 

Underneath all of this all along, however, unbeknownst to us, was this enigmatic word of 

reprobacy.  Because, underneath all of this all along was the very notion of choice…the choice to 

embrace the covenant celebrated in baptism, the choice to own and acknowledge our 

shortcoming and missteps, the choice to turn from those missteps and focus more thoroughly on 

the heart and will of God, and the choice to live out that reconciled relationship with God 

through our reconciling work with one another. 
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From the first covenant, through the Covenant of Noah, the Covenant of Moses, to the New 

Covenant which is in Christ - God has chosen. God has chosen us, you and me. God has called 

us. Adopted us. And we are free to respond or not. We are God's people.  We are God's children 

by God’s adoption and God’s choice. We are not Christians by compulsion, or nature, or law, or 

birth. We are not Christians because of some ritual imprint.  We are people of the Covenant who 

heard the call and responded, and said yes – because ours is a faith of reprobacy, it is a faith by 

choice. 

 

“I call heaven and earth to witness against you today,” Joshua proclaims, “that I have set before 

you life and death, blessings and curses.  Choose life!”  Each and every day, ours is a faith lived 

by choice.  God has already chosen you.  So, as Joshua implored the Israelites, I too implore 

you…today, tomorrow, and each day that follows – choose God!    

 

 


