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Prepared by Whom? Reprobation and
Non-Calvinist Interpretations of Romans 9:22
Wayne A. Brindle
Professor of Biblical Studies
Liberty University

It has become commonplace among Calvinist writers and preachers to portray Romans 9
as the cornerstone of biblical proof for election and predestination.1 Consider the following
statement by James White: “This tremendous passage of Scripture is so clear, so strong, that it
truly does speak for itself.”2
Calvinists often allege that the doctrine of reprobation (God’s choice of some for hell,
just as He chose some for heaven) is as much an inevitable deduction of logic as an exegetical
conclusion from Scripture. Note the teaching of Louis Berkhof:
The doctrine of reprobation naturally follows from the logic of the situation. The decree
of election inevitably implies the decree of reprobation. If the all-wise God, possessed of
infinite knowledge, has eternally purposed to save some, then He ipso facto also
purposed not to save others. If He has chosen or elected some, then He has by that very
fact also rejected others. Brunner warns against this argument, since the Bible does not
in a single word teach a divine predestination unto rejection. But it seems to us that the
Bible does not contradict but justifies the logic in question. Since the Bible is primarily a
revelation of redemption, it naturally does not have as much to say about reprobation as
about election. But what it says is quite sufficient, cf. Matt. 11:25-26; Rom. 9:13, 17, 18,
21, 22; 11:7; Jude 4; 1 Pet. 2:8.3
Of the ten passages listed by Berkhof as supporting (but not teaching) reprobation, fully
half are located in chapter 9 of Romans. Non-Calvinists have recognized the importance of
Romans 9 in the debate, and have attempted to develop persuasive arguments in opposition.4
Whether these arguments have any viability in the face of Romans 9:22 is the subject of this
paper. The purpose of this presentation is not to attempt to resolve the Calvinist-Arminian
debate, but merely to investigate whether any non-Calvinist readings of this passage are
exegetically and theologically possible within the scope of what Paul was trying to accomplish in
Romans 9.
I will attempt to analyze the passage along three lines:
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Theological Study of Romans 9:1-23, 2nd ed. (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1993), as the best contemporary defense of this
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1. The relationship of 9:22 to Paul’s argument throughout Romans 9, especially in light of
Paul’s reference to the hardening of Pharaoh and his illustration of the potter and clay.
2. The lexical meaning and significance of the crucial terms in Romans 9:22 (skeuvh ojrgh'" –
vessels of wrath; kathrtismevna – prepared; and ajpwvleian – destruction) within their context.
3. The syntax of the perfect middle/passive participle (kathrtismevna), and its use in other
Greek literature.

The Jewish Context of Romans 9:22
A dominant issue in many of Paul’s letters is how Judaism and Jewish Christianity relate
to Gentile Christianity.5 The epistle to the Romans may be read as Paul’s version of salvation
history, which attempts to solve the “Jewish question” while at the same time restating in detail
Paul’s universal gospel in order to gain the support of the complete Roman church. Paul opens
Romans by tying the Gospel for Gentiles and Christ’s resurrection to the fulfillment of God’s
promises to Israel through the Jewish Messiah (Rom. 1:1-7). God’s salvation for humanity is
first to the Jew and then to the Greek (Rom. 1:16; 2:9-10; 9:24; 15:8-9). Paul has this order in
mind throughout Romans (cf. 3:19-21; 4:16; 9-11). As Mark Nanos puts it, “The risen Christ is
the Savior of Israel first, and also of the whole world.”6 David’s promised Son will rule over
Israel and give the Gentiles as Israel’s inheritance (Ps. 2:8).
Paul’s teaching on justification by faith can be understood as an answer to the question,
“How is it possible for the Jew and the Gentile to stand on the same level of advantage before
God?”7 The opening sections of the epistle demonstrate that the Law, rather than giving the Jew
a position of advantage over the Gentile, really gives him greater responsibility and potential for
judgment. Paul shows that the Jew is just as much in need of God’s grace as the Gentile (1:183:20). He then describes the means by which Jews as well as Gentiles can receive that grace
(3:21-5:21). He also explains how these blessings are experienced in the present (6-8).
Paul’s Argument in Romans 9-11
When Paul arrives at chapter 9, he is ready to deal with what some would see as the
major “salvation-history” question of the book: “If Israel’s blessings are freely open to Gentiles,
what then of the promises to Israel itself?”8 Glenny lists four sub-questions to which Paul
devotes himself in 9-11:
1. How can God offer the gospel to all people if it is based on the Old Testament Scriptures,
which give priority of place to the Jews?
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2. How can this gospel be true if Israel as a whole rejected it?
3. How can this gospel go to the Gentiles if Israel does not first receive it?
4. If God has not kept His promises to the Israelites concerning their salvation and election, how
can Christians be assured He will keep His promises to them?9
As he begins to answer these questions, Paul returns first to his answer to the first Jewish
objection he propounded in 3:1: “What advantage is there in being a Jew?” There he said,
“Much in every way! The Jews have been entrusted with the oracles of God,” referring,
apparently, to God’s covenant promises, which Paul had already said belong “to the Jew first” in
salvation (1:16). In chapter 9, Paul lists many of the great advantages that God had given Israel:
the adoption as sons, the glory, the covenants, the giving of the law, the worship of God, the
promises, and the patriarchs of Israel (9:4-5). Then immediately he deals with a major stumbling
block for the Jews’ acceptance of Paul’s perspective on the gospel: Does the fact that most of
the Jews have so far rejected Paul’s gospel imply that God has now rejected Israel and taken
back His promises?
Paul’s answer to this question is a resounding “No.” God never promised to save all the
physical descendants of Abraham, Paul says, and he proves it in two ways. First, when God
gave Abraham the original promise, He stated specifically that it would be fulfilled in Abraham’s
son, Isaac (9:7). It is only the one God named in the promise for whom He should be held
accountable, not Abraham’s other son, Ishmael. A Jewish objector might say, however, that Paul
had missed an important point. Ishmael was the son of an Egyptian woman, therefore obviously
not part of God’s “chosen” people. Paul therefore proceeds to a second line of proof. Isaac’s
wife, Rebecca, conceived two sons at the same time by one man—that is, Jacob and Esau. Yet
God chose one of them for His covenantal blessing, not both. Paul notes that God in fact chose
the younger of the twins before either of them were born, so clearly God’s choice did not depend
on their works or their desires. He quotes passages from both Genesis and Malachi in order to
show this was God’s clear word on Jacob (Israel). It is clear from these arguments, then, that the
Jews should not think that every physical Jew has to receive God’s saving grace in order for God
to be true to His promises.
In fact, Paul next demonstrates that God can go beyond justice (cf. Rom. 2:7-10) and
show His mercy to some but not all (9:14-29). God gave Moses His mercy, for example, yet He
judged Pharaoh for his rebellion. God always judges on the basis of works (2:6), but He is free
to go beyond judgment and give mercy to some (9:18). Does this mean that God unfairly judges
the sin which He himself causes? Obviously not. The point of the illustration concerning the
potter and his clay is not to portray God treating people like dirt, but rather to rebuke the attitude
that would imply that God is unrighteous (cf. 3:3-8). The real answer comes in 9:22-23. God
wants to show both His justice (wrath and power) and His mercy (riches of glory). Those who
either are prepared or prepare themselves for destruction will receive just punishment, just as did
Pharaoh (9:22). On the other hand, those to whom God has shown mercy and whom He has
prepared beforehand will receive His glory (9:23). This latter group includes the entire church,
both Jews and Gentiles (9:24).
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But precisely why is it that the Jews are rejecting God’s gospel? From 9:30 to 10:21 Paul
presents three reasons. First, as a group they have refused to accept God’s grace by faith (9:3033). Why is this? Because they have stumbled over Christ, the prophesied stumbling stone and
rock of entrapment. They have preferred to try to establish their own works-righteousness, rather
than confess Christ for righteousness (10:3-4). Second, they have ignored what the Scriptures
themselves say concerning righteousness by faith. Deuteronomy 30 spells out God’s way of
mercy and acceptance, which is exactly the way of Paul’s gospel: simply confess Christ as Lord,
and believe that God raised him from the dead (cf. Rom. 1:4). This mercy is in fact freely
available to everyone who will come to Christ for it (10:11-13). Third, when the apostles
preached the gospel of Christ to Israel, they heard it and understood it, but they didn’t believe it
(faith should come through hearing the message about Christ—10:17). God did His part to offer
mercy, but most of the nation refused it because they wouldn’t bring themselves to put their trust
in the Christ whom they crucified. The Jews are the guilty ones; God fulfilled His promises and
announced that fact to the Jews everywhere, but they refused to accept it on God’s terms.
But Paul shows that in spite of Israel’s stubbornness and rejection, God has not thrown
His chosen people out of His plan and promises. God is always calling out a remnant (11:1-6).
There is always a believing remnant, chosen by God’s grace and drawn to Him in faith. There
are Jewish believers throughout Israel and the diaspora who are part of God’s remnant. But the
bulk of Israel is blind and spiritually insensitive (hardened), as part of God’s judicial judgment of
the nation for their continual rejection. One reason Paul is so anxious to win Gentiles to Christ is
to cause unbelieving Jews to realize how many promised blessings they’re missing (but the
Gentiles are receiving), so they too will put away their stubbornness and come to Christ in
humble trust.
With the olive tree illustration, Paul arrives at his explanation of how Jews and Gentiles
presently fit together into God’s ongoing salvation program (11:17). The tree represents God’s
covenant with Abraham. As a judgment on Israel for their rejection of the Messiah and their
unbelief, God sliced some branches off the tree; that is, He set the bulk of the nation aside from
His covenantal blessings. He turned instead to the Gentiles, grafting them like unnatural, wild
branches into His blessings. They did not have to become natural branches (i.e., Jews) in order
to be grafted in. As Gentiles in the Church, they are fully partners with believing Jews (Gal.
3:18) and receive all the spiritual blessings that Jews are presently receiving. Yet God will still
fulfill His original kingdom promises to national Israel (11:25-27), because God’s promises and
calling are irrevocable (11:29). For the time being, the bulk of Israel is hardened (this hardness
and blindness are removed in Christ—2 Cor. 3:14-15—so the “hardness” clearly does not
indicate reprobation). But the day is coming, after the full number of Gentiles have been saved,
when God will remove this hardness of heart, save His people Israel, and bring His covenantal
promises to them back to completion (11:25).
At the end of chapter 11, Paul reaches the climax of his retelling of salvation history.
God is now showing mercy to Gentiles (through the preaching of the universal gospel), whereas
the vast majority of Jews are stubbornly refusing to “obey the faith” (11:30-31). The time will
come, however, when God will show mercy to them also, that they may be saved. God will
finish his covenant work with them, because He considers His word and His calling of Israel
irrevocable. Yet God’s plan of salvation is universal, just as the sacrifice of His Son has
universal benefit. The Gentiles have been added (grafted) into the promises, yet they too must
believe in order to be saved, just as the Jews. God has indeed shut everyone up to the judgment
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of disobedience (cf. 2:6-11; 3:10-18), in order that He might offer His mercy to everyone, on His
own terms—through faith in Christ.
Paul’s Argument in Romans 9:1-13
A most debated issue of Romans 9 is whether Paul is there speaking of salvation or
simply of the historical destiny of Israel.10 I take it as obvious that in verses 1-3 Paul refers to
his intense desire that all Jews (his “kinsmen according to the flesh”) be saved, and that the
“calling” of both Jews and Gentiles in verse 24 involves personal salvation. That, however, does
not prove that Paul is discussing personal salvation throughout the chapter. We must carefully
investigate his argument at each point.
Verses 4 and 5 detail eight privileges given to Israel as a whole, none of which
necessitate an assumption of personal salvation on the part of those who received and enjoyed
them. For example, the nation as a whole was “adopted” as God’s “son” (Exod. 4:22), the nation
as a whole received the covenants and the Law and the promises; but within the nation there
were many (at times perhaps most) who were not rightly related to God and did not respond to
Him by faith (cf. Rom. 11:4-7 and the concept of “remnant”). Even the Messiah (9:5) was given
to the entire nation, most of whom rejected him.
Paul’s argument in 9:6-13 is specifically designed to show that God remains righteous
and true in spite of Israel’s rejection of the gospel. This is so because, as God’s choice of Isaac
and then of Jacob for covenant blessings shows, the promises to which Paul there refers never
applied to all of Abraham’s physical descendants. The choice of Isaac over Ishmael was not for
personal salvation but for the covenant. The choice of Jacob over Esau was specifically for
covenant leadership. Only a previous assumption of both unconditional election and reprobation
allows one to read an emphasis on personal salvation into this argument. A common message of
both testaments is that a right relationship with God does not come merely through physical
relationship, but by faith in the true God.
Paul’s Argument in Romans 9:14-18
In 9:14 Paul introduces the question of God’s justice or fairness in refusing to guarantee a
perpetual universal blessing to the entire nation. He uses several Old Testament examples to
illustrate God’s justice and to demonstrate that complaints are neither justified nor proper.
First, Paul quotes God’s reply to Moses when the latter, after Israel displeased God
enough for Him to want to destroy them, asked God to show him His glory. God responded to
this request by saying, “I will have mercy on whomever I will have mercy, and I will have
compassion on whomever I will have compassion” (9:15; Exod. 33:19). The context in Exodus
has nothing to do with personal salvation, but rather with God’s grace and compassion toward
Moses (already saved) and secondarily toward Israel as a whole. Paul concludes that this
blessing and compassion do not depend on man’s desire (“him who wills”) nor on man’s works
(“him who runs”), but on the mercy-showing God (9:16). Nothing in Paul’s use of the Exodus
passage so far teaches a concept of reprobation—either in Exodus or in Paul’s application of it.
10
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Next Paul brings forth the negative example of God’s interaction with Pharaoh, through
which Pharaoh’s heart was hardened to the extent that he lost his first-born son (9:17). Paul’s
inference from this is that God “has mercy on whom He desires” (such as Moses) and “He
hardens whom He desires” (such as Pharaoh) (9:18). Reformed scholars sometimes see a sign of
reprobation here. Moo says,
The “hardening” Paul portrays . . . is a sovereign act of God that is not caused by
anything in those individuals who are hardened. And 9:22-23 and 11:7 suggest that the
outcome of hardening is damnation. . . . just as God decides, on the basis of nothing but
his own sovereign pleasure, to bestow his grace and so to save some individuals, so he
also decides, on the basis of nothing but his own sovereign pleasure, to pass over others
and so to damn them.11
But many other Calvinist commentators are not so extreme. Sanday and Headlam, for
example, after noting that Calvin saw in this passage “election to salvation” and “reprobation to
death, that men were created that they might perish,” state that Paul “never says or implies that
God has created man for the purpose of his damnation.”12 Morris says that “neither here nor
anywhere else is God said to harden anyone who had not first hardened himself.”13 Contra Moo
and Schreiner14 (“One cannot elude the conclusion that Paul teaches double predestination
here”), the evidence of Exodus 4-14 demonstrates that the hardening of Pharaoh depended
primarily upon his own stubborn rebellion, as follows: (1) God announced to Moses that He
would harden Pharaoh’s heart so that God would be able to show His power, signs, and wonders
(Exod. 4:21; 7:3); (2) Pharaoh rejected Moses’ message and God’s plagues, and hardened his
heart against God (Exod. 7:13-14, 22; 8:15, 19, 32; 9:7, 34-35); and (3) God then hardened
Pharaoh’s heart as further judgment and punishment (Exod. 9:12; 10:1, 20, 27; 11:10; 14:8).
According to Morris,
God’s hardening follows on what Pharaoh himself did. His hardening always
presupposes sin and is always part of the punishment of sin. God could kill the sinner
immediately when he sinned, but he usually does not. But he shuts him up to the effect
of his sin, so that the person who hardens himself is condemned to live as a hardened
person. God does not harden people who do not go astray first (cf. Jas. 1:13).15
That this interpretation is fully in accord with the message of Romans is shown by its
relationship to Paul’s description of God’s condemnation of pagans and moralists earlier in the
epistle. In 1:24, 26, 28 Paul pronounces God’s judicial “handing over” of idol-worshippers to a
life of depravity and gross sin—a lifestyle that they had already chosen—so that they suffer the
consequences of sin through their own choice. Then in chapter two he notes that the reason that
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God doesn’t immediately punish sinners with death is that He gives them opportunities to repent
(2:4).
In Romans 9:17 Paul cites Exodus 9:16 to the effect that God “raised up” Pharaoh to
demonstrate His power in him. Could this choice of verb (ejxhvgeira) indicate that God brought
Pharaoh into existence to destroy him (created for destruction and hell)?16 Though it has a wide
range of meanings—to awaken from sleep, to raise from the dead, to raise up to a sitting
position, to cause to appear—the vast majority of scholars agree that here it must refer here to
God’s placing Pharaoh in power, appointing him to a particular role in history through which
God would be able to show His power and justice to the entire world.17
Paul’s point throughout this section seems to be that God is entirely fair (especially
toward Israel) in going beyond justice and offering mercy to some for His own gracious
purposes, just as he gave mercy to Moses but hardened Pharaoh in his stubborn rebellion in order
to demonstrate His power. Thus far we have not seen any specific reference to individual
salvation since verse 3. The picture intensifies in the next paragraph.
Paul’s Argument in Romans 9:19-21
Paul now depicts an imaginary (Jewish) objector taking issue with his logic. If God
hardens some and gives mercy to others, how can God still punish those who disobey Him?
Perhaps it’s His will (bouvlhma) for them to disobey. If God hardens those who resist Him, He
must prefer resistors.
Paul meets this objection head-on, but not first by answering the questions. He argues
that the questions are not legitimate, because man the creature has no right to ask them of God
the creator. Alluding to several Old Testament illustrations of a potter and his clay (Isa. 29:16;
45:9-10; Jer. 18:1-11), Paul shows that no one has a right to answer back to God. He rebukes the
irreverence of the questions. Morris notes that “unless the reader admits that man has no right to
ask the kind of question he has suggested, he must conclude that the potter does not have the
complete right to make out of his clay anything that suits his purpose.” But the potter has
complete authority over his clay. In fact, the potter can even divide his clay in half, and make
one half into fine pottery and the other half into a dish for the dog (Rom. 9:21).
Does this fact mean that it would be fair for God to create people simply to punish or
destroy them? It is worth remembering that not even a human potter would create a pot simply
to destroy it. But in actuality, Paul does not refer to any of these vessels being destroyed. His
point is simply that God has the right to do what He wants with them.
A relevant question: Does God treat people like dirt (clay)? Paul never says so. He
merely says that for a person to talk back to God and accuse Him of injustice is like a clay pot
telling its maker he made a mistake in the way he made it.
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Again we note that Paul says nothing in this section about individual election and
salvation. The next verse begins to answer the question of God’s purpose and plan for some
human vessels—specifically unbelieving Israel.
Paul’s Argument in Romans 9:22
v. 22 - eij deV qevlwn oJ qeoV" ejndeivxasqai thVn ojrghVn kaiV gnwrivsai toV dunatoVn aujtou'
h[negken ejn pollh'/ makroqumiva/ skeuvh ojrgh'" kathrtismevna eij" ajpwvleian
Verse 22 begins with an “if” (protasis) that has no corresponding “then” (apodosis)—“but
if God, willing . . .” The verse is notoriously difficult to translate, but most translators prefer to
begin with “what if . . .”18 Based on this uncompleted condition, the sentence contains four
assertions:
(1)
(2)
(3)
(4)

God wills to demonstrate His wrath (against sinners?).
God wills to make His power known.
God endured “vessels of wrath” with much patience.
The “vessels of wrath” are prepared for destruction.

Since the participle qevlwn is probably causal, perhaps the best translation of the verse is
as follows: “But what if God, because He wanted to demonstrate His wrath and make His power
known, bore [endured] with much patience the vessels of wrath prepared for destruction?” The
desire of God to demonstrate His wrath and power is probably an allusion back to the quotation
in verse 17 concerning Pharaoh: “to demonstrate my power in you.”19 God wants to show the
world the reality of His power in judgment of those who rebel against Him. This will ultimately
occur both at Christ’s second coming and at the final judgment (Rev. 20), but God has already
shown His wrath and power throughout the history of Israel—both in Israel’s favor and against
them (e.g., the Exodus, the Babylonian captivity, the return from exile, the destruction of
Jerusalem by the Romans).
God has also endured the rebellious nation of Israel “with much patience” throughout
their history—sending prophet after prophet to call the nation back from idolatry and spiritual
adultery to faith and commitment to Himself (cf. Romans 10:21). Horst, however, thinks it
unlikely that the reason for God’s patience in this context is to allow time for repentance. “The
delay is simply to bring out more clearly what God already wills (qevlwn) and knows, but what
He allows to come to plain fulfillment in man. In no case, then, does makroqumiva/ give the
sinner a possibility of securing a claim on God’s goodness.”20 Schreiner agrees, arguing that
“God defers his immediate judgment of vessels of wrath so that he can unveil the full extent of
his power and wrath on those who continually resist his offer of repentance (cf. 10:21).”21
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But this interpretation appears to go contrary to the way God’s patience is spoken of
elsewhere. As noted above, Romans 2:4 states that God’s patience and kindness are intended to
lead sinners to repentance. Ephesians 2:3 shows that those who were “children of wrath” can
become believers.
The Lexical Content of Romans 9:22
We will now give specific attention to the three most crucial terms in 9:22.
skeuvh ojrgh'"
This phrase has been variously interpreted as “vessels which deserve God’s anger,”22
vessels for the purpose of wrath,23 vessels destined for wrath,24 and “instruments of wrath.”25
Grammarians categorize ojrgh'" as a descriptive genitive26 (thus, “vessels characterized by
wrath”) or a genitive of content (“vessels full of wrath”)27 or as “bearers of wrath.”28 According
to Stählin, the metaphor derives from Jeremiah 27:25 (LXX): “The Lord has opened His
treasury, and brought forth the weapons of His wrath [taV skeuvh ojrgh'" aujtou']; for the Lord
God has a work in the land of the Chaldeans.” He says that in the Greek Old Testament it means
“the vessel whereby God executes His anger, while in the NT it means the vessel on which He
executes it . . . the vessel into which His anger is poured so that it is wholly filled therewith and
bound to fall victim to destruction.”29
It appears that the vessels of wrath in Romans 9 are best identified as those (especially of
Israel) who are destined to suffer God’s wrath for sin. However, as Cranfield notes, this
expression, “while indicating that those whom it denotes are indeed objects of God’s wrath at the
time in question, does not imply that they must always remain such.”30 Indeed, “it is God’s
purpose that the skeuvh ojrgh'" should become skeuvh ejlevou"” (vessels of mercy).
Some exegetes assume that the vessels of wrath must be foreordained for hell because of
a supposed parallel with the “vessel for dishonor” deliberately made so in verse 21. However, if
this were the case, Paul would probably have used anaphoric definite articles with both
occurrences of skeuvh in verse 22.31
ajpwvleian
22
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This word (the opposite of swthriva) is normally used by Paul to refer to final destruction
and condemnation.32 In Philippians 3:19 Paul uses it to refer to ungodly men who are selfserving and sensual, whose “end” is destruction. Paul uses these words to describe the ultimate
destiny of the unsaved. Here in Romans 9:22 the vessels of wrath are bound for this end, just as
in Matthew 7:13 the same destruction is waiting at the end of the broad way.
kathrtismevna
Up to this point we have seen that the Calvinistic interpretation of Romans 9 has no claim
to superiority, nor is reprobation directly taught anywhere in 9:1-21 or in the first part of 9:22. It
is probably fair to say, however, that this word—normally translated “prepared” in this verse—is
the locus of the primary argument for reprobation (double predestination) in Romans.
The verb katartizw means to “put in order, restore, put into proper condition, complete,
prepare, make, create.”33 It is used in the active voice with God as subject and in the passive
voice with God as agent (meaning “made” or “created for something”); it is also used in the
middle voice with the meaning to “prepare something for someone,” and with a reflexive
meaning “for oneself,” as in Matthew 21:16 (quoted from Ps. 8:3)—“you have prepared praise
for yourself.”34 Louw and Nida suggest three divisions of meanings: to “make adequate,” to
“produce,” and to “create.” It can mean to make someone completely adequate or sufficient for
something—“to make adequate, to furnish completely, to cause to be fully qualified”—or to
cause to happen by means of some arrangement—“to produce, to arrange for, to cause to
happen”—or to create, with the implication of putting into proper condition—“to create, to
make.”35 According to Delling, a better translation in Romans 9:22 is to “foreordain.” He
asserts that the meaning “ready or ripe for destruction” has “no philological justification.”36
The form kathrtismevna is a perfect middle or passive participle. The debate between
Calvinistic and non-Calvinistic interpretations hinges on whether the participle is in the middle
or passive voice. If the voice is passive, then the vessels of wrath were prepared by someone
(other than themselves) for destruction. If it is middle, it becomes possible that the vessels
prepared themselves, reflexively. Let’s look at the evidence for both views.
Passive voice. Rosscup gives four reasons to take the passive view: (1) Verse 18 says
that God hardened Pharaoh; He must also have prepared the unbelieving vessels for destruction.
(2) God must be the potter who prepares vessels (cf. v. 21). (3) God is clearly the one who
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prepares some for glory (v. 23); He must also be the one who prepares others for non-glory. (4)
God prepared specific people for destinies (cf. 1 Thess. 5:9; 1 Pet. 2:8; Rev. 13:8).37
Zemek asserts that if the passive view is not held, “Paul’s whole illustration of the
sovereign potter falls to the ground.”38 Of course, this assumes that the “vessels of wrath” image
is derived directly from the “vessel unto dishonor” reference in verse 21. Based on this same
assumption, White says,
Why are there vessels prepared for destruction? Because God is free. Think about it:
there are only three logical possibilities here. Either 1) all “vessels” are prepared for
glory (universalism); 2) all “vessels” are prepared for destruction; or 3) some vessels are
prepared for glory and some are prepared for destruction and it is the Potter who decides
which are which. Why is there no fourth option, one in which the pots prepare
themselves based upon their own choice? Because pots don’t have such a capacity! Pots
are pots! Since God wishes to make known the “riches of His grace” to His elect people
(the vessels prepared of mercy), there must be vessels prepared for destruction.39
Several other arguments have been made: (1) The middle voice is rare in the New
Testament, while the passive is common. (2) The context puts an emphasis on God’s
sovereignty and freedom, not human agency.40
Middle voice. Paul says specifically that God prepared the vessels of mercy for glory,
but he apparently deliberately does not say this about the vessels of wrath. God is said to have
“endured with patience” the vessels of wrath, indicating that they were working against God,
thus preparing themselves for judgment through disobedience. The “whoever” in Romans
10:11-13 (“whoever calls upon the name of the Lord shall be saved”) must also apply to the
vessels of wrath in 9:22; human responses are important in determining destinies. The Bible
says that people must believe in order to be saved (John 3:16-19), and those who do not are
condemned (Rom. 10:3-4). Jeremiah 19:11 describes the breaking of a clay vessel representing
God’s judgment of Israel, which prepared itself for destruction by refusing to repent.41
Morris concludes that “the difference in construction from the next verse (the passive
over against the active, the participle against the indicative, the absence here of anything
equivalent to the prefix for ‘before’) makes it probable that we should not think of God as doing
this. Rather the people did it themselves, perhaps, as Hendriksen thinks, with some help from
Satan.”42
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Chrysostom, who knew Greek better than we all, also interpreted this word as a middle
voice, explaining it as a reflexive—“they prepared themselves for destruction.”43
The Syntax of kathrtismevna
Daniel Wallace objects strongly to the middle voice interpretation of kathrtismevna. I
will quote him at length before I discuss the syntax of this form.
The middle view has little to commend it. First, grammatically, the direct middle is quite
rare and is used almost exclusively in certain idiomatic expressions, especially where the
verb is used consistently with such a notion (as in the verbs for putting on clothes). This
is decidedly not the case with katartivzw: nowhere else in the NT does it occur as a
direct middle. Second, in the perfect tense, the middle-passive form is always to be taken
as a passive in the NT (Luke 6:40; 1 Cor 1:10; Heb 11:3)—a fact that, in the least, argues
against an idiomatic use of this verb as a direct middle. Third, the lexical nuance of
katartivzw, coupled with the perfect tense, suggests something of a “done deal.”
Although some commentators suggest that the verb means that the vessels are ready for
destruction, both the lexical nuance of complete preparation and the grammatical nuance
of the perfect tense are against this. Fourth, the context argues strongly for a passive and
completed notion. In v 20 the vessel is shaped by God’s will, not its own (‘Will that
which is molded say to its maker, “Why have you made me this way?”’). In v 21, Paul
asks a question with oujk (thus expecting a positive answer): Is not the destiny of the
vessels (one for honor, one for dishonor) entirely predetermined by their Creator? Verse
22 is the answer to that question. To argue, then, that kathrtismevna is a direct middle
seems to fly in the face of grammar (the normal use of the voice and tense), lexeme, and
context.44
My brief responses to Wallace’s objections are as follows: First, it is true that the direct
middle is rare in the NT. However, Wallace includes many examples in his Syntax that are one
of a kind for that lexeme; in fact, the first example in his direct middle list is only used once in
the entire NT; we don’t determine function by probability, but by context.
Second, I believe Wallace is mistaken when he says that the perfect middle-passive form
of katartivzw is always to be taken as a passive in the NT. He lists three passages, of which one
is 1 Corinthians 1:10—
Parakalw' deV uJma'", ajdelfoiv, diaV tou' ojnovmato" tou' kurivou hJmw'n jIhsou' Cristou', i{na
toV aujtoV levghte pavnte" kaiV mhV h\/ ejn uJmi'n scivsmata, h\te deV kathrtismevnoi ejn tw'/ aujtw'/
noi< kaiV ejn th'/ aujth'/ gnwvmh/.
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“Now I exhort you, brethren, by the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, that you all agree, and there
be no divisions among you, but you be made complete in the same mind and in the same
judgment.” (NASB)
This is the same form as in Romans 9:22 (perfect middle/passive participle), except for gender
and case. Here are the NIV and NKJV translations of 1 Corinthians 1:10:
“I appeal to you, brothers, in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, that all of you agree with one
another so that there may be no divisions among you and that you may be perfectly united in
mind and thought.” (NIV)
“Now I plead with you, brethren, by the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, that you all speak the
same thing, and [that] there be no divisions among you, but [that] you be perfectly joined
together in the same mind and in the same judgment.” (NKJV)
Notice how these translations have removed the passive idea that is present in the NASB.
In fact, these versions contain a virtual direct middle translation of the verb: To be “perfectly
united together” is virtually the same as “making yourself complete” (reflexive).
Third, we will see below that, outside the New Testament, many occurrences of this same
form are commonly translated “fully equipped.” This is not far from the “ready” or “fitted”
translation that Wallace rejects for Romans 9:22. His argument that the idea of a “done deal” or
“complete preparation” rules out a reflexive or “self-prepared sinner” (my words) interpretation
seems weak to me.
Fourth, the context only argues strongly for a passive notion if one presupposes
reprobation and a deterministic approach to God’s sovereignty in Romans 9. I have tried to
show that such an interpretation is neither necessary nor likely. As Hanson notes, “We do not
need to conclude that God previously chose them to be the objects of his wrath: by their unbelief
they choose themselves.”45
kathrtivsmeno" outside the New Testament
The perfect middle/passive participle of katartivzw is found 35 times in Greek literature
from the third century B.C. to the third century A.D. I was not able to retrieve all of them, but
what I found is very instructive. Note the following examples.
Polybius - Histories
150 B.C.
Hist 1.59.7
kata\ ga\r ta\j tw½n bi¿wn eu)kairi¿aj kaq' eÀna kaiì du/o kaiì treiÍj u(fi¿stanto
pare/cein penth/rh kathrtisme/nhn, e)f' %Ò th\n dapa/nhn komiou=ntai, kata\ lo/gon
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tw½n pragma/twn proxwrhsa/ntwn.
as either one, two, or three of them, according to their means, undertook to provide a
quinquereme fully equipped on the understanding that they would be repaid if all went well.46
Hist 5.89.8
xwriìj de\ penth/reij me\n de/ka kathrtisme/naj, si¿tou d' eiãkosi muria/daj, kaiì mh\n
cu/lwn kaiì r(hti¿nhj kaiì trixo\j muria/daj phxw½n kaiì tala/ntwn xilia/daj.
presented them with ten quinqueremes fully equipped, two hundred thousand medimni of corn47
Hist 14.10.10
to\n de\ tw½n u(penanti¿wn sto/lon e)c oÀlou tou= xeimw½noj pro\j au)to\ tou=to
kathrtisme/non, to\ me\n a)ntana/gesqai kaiì nau-maxeiÍn a)pognou/j
while the enemy’s fleet had during the whole winter been equipping for this very purpose48

Diodorus Siculus - Histories
30 B.C.
12.33.2
kaiì e)yhfi¿sato summaxeiÍn Kerkurai¿oij. dio\ kaiì pa-raxrh=ma me\n e)ce/pemyan
trih/reij kathrtisme/naj de/ka
Consequently they dispatched at once ten fully equipped triremes49
12.33.3
eÃxontej ouÅn nau=j kathrtisme/naj e(kato\n penth/konta, kaiì strathgou\j e(lo/menoi
tou\j xarie-sta/touj, a)nh/xqhsan e)piì th\n Ke/rkuran, kekriko/tej
With, therefore, one hundred and fifty fully equipped triremes and after selecting their most
accomplished generals50
19.62.8
kath/gage ska/fh Dioskouri¿dhj o)gdoh/konta. prou+ph=rxon d' au)t%½ kathrtisme/nai
nau=j tw½n e)n Foi-ni¿kv
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The first to be finished of the ships that had been made in Phoenicia were also at hand fully
equipped.51
If one looks carefully at these excerpts from Hellenistic literature (within 200 years
before Paul), one will discover that the form, structure, and syntax of these occurrences of
kathrtivsmeno" are very similar to what we find in Romans 9:22. Most of them are adjectival in
function. What would happen if we translated the form in 9:22 in a similar fashion—“vessels of
wrath fully equipped for destruction”? Who did the equipping? These excerpts don’t say. We
assume that the people on the ships did the equipping. That is not far from the concept of being
“ready” for battle—in the case of Romans 9, ready or “outfitted” for destruction.
Conclusion
I close with some of Chrysostom’s teaching on this passage:
Pharaoh was a vessel of wrath, that is, a man who by his own hard-heartedness had
kindled the wrath of God. For after enjoying much long-suffering, he became no better,
but remained unimproved. Wherefore he calls him not only “a vessel of wrath,” but also
one “fitted for destruction.” That is, fully fitted indeed, but by his own proper self. For
neither had God left out aught of the things likely to recover him, nor did he leave out
aught of those that would ruin him, and put him beyond any forgiveness. Yet still,
though God knew this, “He endured him with much long-suffering,” being willing to
bring him to repentance. For had He not willed this, then He would not have been thus
long-suffering. But as he would not use the long-suffering in order to repentance, but
fully fitted himself for wrath, He used him for the correction of others.52
Even Calvinists recognize the difficulty of combining the logic of reprobation with
Scripture. W. C. Campbell-Jack says that “we have at best reduced the Almighty from the God
and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ to the level of the priest and the Levite who passed by on the
other side. Further, the Christ who wept over Jerusalem (Luke 13:34) becomes a hypocrite for
he has already decreed from all eternity that Jerusalem would not come to him, that he had
previously decided to leave them in their lost condition, or even hardened their hearts against
himself (Rom. 9:18).”53
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