
Sermon 136: Romans 11:33: Unsearchable Judgements; Inscrutable Ways

OUTLINE

Unsearchable and Inscrutable
Judgements and Ways

INTRODUCTION

When you tell a stubborn child, ‘You won’t be able to do this.’  It makes them more 
determined to do it.  When you tell them, ‘You won’t be able to understand this,’ you get the
same result.  When you say to a stubborn sinner, ‘You are forbidden from doing that.’  They 
go ahead a do it, curiosity, stubbornness, rebellion all woven together, it is a familiar sight.  
When it comes to the knowledge of God, we are the same way.  We will not be told that 
there are limits to our understanding.  We view the unknown God like we view the unknown
universe, with a bit of time, perseverance and ingenuity I can crack the mystery and get 
answers.  But Paul reminds us that when it comes to the knowledge of God we are learners 
not Lords.  ‘How unsearchable are His judgements and how inscrutable His ways!’  How do 
we feel being confronted with a God we will never master?  

But there is another problem we have.  Instead of seeing ourselves as being under the 
judgement of God in our perversity we have put God under our judgement.  Blind to the 
sinfulness that shapes our worldviews and assumptions we rise up to declare God unfit to 
exist or rule the universe.  We hear discussions about an all powerful God who determines 
all things from the beginning and inflated with a sense of our omnicompetence we judge 
God’s actions, we put Him on trial, we peer down our noses at Him.  We judge His plan, we 
judge His decisions, we judge His character, we judge His power.  Forgetting our place, 
forgetting our ignorance, and blind to the fact that God has granted to us our reasoning 
faculties which have been given limits, we put God in the dock.  But not Paul.  Paul reminds 
us that God is unsearchable and inscrutable, that His ways and judgements are beyond our 
ability to scrutinise.  Today we want to more deeply acquaint ourselves with this fact, that 
we cannot judge God or His ways, not only that it is morally wrong but practically 
impossible.  Today we want to place ourselves not judges over God but as worshipping and 
trusting in reverent submission under God.

We will look firstly at Paul means by unsearchable and inscrutable and then we will look at 
God’s judgements and ways. 

Unsearchable and inscrutable

God has given us brain to think with, He has given us revelation about things that we could 
never discover for ourselves in the Bible, and He expects us to think very deeply about what
He has revealed to us and know all He has revealed.  But to know what God has revealed 
and to pretend to know enough that we can judge God in any way are two very different 
things.  And so we need to continue to reckon with this Creator-creature distinction.  This 
gap between us and God that even when we are glorified in heaven we will never crossover,
we will never be divine but always creatures.  Paul uses the words unsearchable in 
description of judgements and inscrutable describing His ways.  Paul seems to be using a 
type of hymn and these two descriptions in the Greek are syntactically parallel, in other 
words they read like poetry.  In all likelihood they are a parallelism where the same idea is 
being repeated twice.  The word unsearchable is a very rare word and is not used anywhere
else in the NT or the Greek translation of the OT, and it means unfathomable, something 



endless, that we can never penetrate and get to the end of.  The word inscrutable is also 
rare but has a few other references in the bible.  In Eph. 3:8 it is translated as 
unsearchable, it is also used in the Greek translation of the OT and we have it in our bibles 
translated as ‘beyond searching out’ Job 5:9, and ‘without investigation’ 9:10.  

We really must stop and recognise the reality and significance of Paul’s humility in his 
thinking about God.  Paul has just given us a prolonged discussion on one of the most 
controversial doctrines that divide Christians, the doctrine of God’s election, and as it is 
applied to Gentiles and Jews.  Emotions run very hot in this discussion, and the doctrine is 
usually immediately cast off as something reprehensible.  Paul we see states facts that we 
would usually choke on, things like ‘So then he has mercy on whomever he wills, and he 
hardens whomever he wills.’ And ‘For God has consigned all to disobedience, that he may 
have mercy on all.’  God is described as the one who hardens and consigns all His elect 
under sin.  When you or I hear these sorts of statements we are ready to lynch God and 
have a ready accusation about love, fairness or logic.  This is why Paul is most instructive.  
His grasp of these truths is better than ours, yet is also incomplete.  He is admitting that he 
does not have all the information but instead of pursuing our usual prosecutions against God
Paul in affirming those very things that we gag on.  There is not a shred of accusation.  
There is no demand for God to explain Himself, holding our opinion of Him ransom until our 
feeble issues have been resolved.  Paul delights in a God who is sovereign, who is in control,
who determines all things and worships though he does not understand and see all God’s 
motives.  How very different from our 21st century NZ mindset that is ready to criminalise 
God at one hint that the earthquake could have an aspect of judgement in it.  Is this your 
view of God, an unquestioning faith in His goodness even in the face of information that is 
incomplete and to your logic doesn’t all tie together neatly? Is there a blanket refusal to 
accuse our God, or are you giving into the natural animosity and unbelief that is native to 
your sinful nature.  Remember to take doubts captive to faith is as much an act against the 
sin in us as taking lust captive to self-control or thoughts of revenge to forgiveness.  

But Paul does not have a blind faith, merely a stubborn refusal to believe anything to the 
contrary to an arbitrary belief.  His faith stands upon an epistemological foundation, it stands
upon the bible not a random thought he may have come up with.  And so we need to think 
deeply about how Paul gets to the place of worship in the face of ignorance.  His ignorance 
would be overcome in two ways.

Firstly, although God has not revealed everything He has revealed some things inerrantly.  
God has revealed the truth that He is the one who has planned all things from eternity, that 
He sustains all things by the word of His power, that there is nothing that can frustrate His 
divine purposes, that all the days of our lives are written and numbered, that He is good and
cannot sin.  But these positive statements raise all sorts of other questions about the 
creation of the devil, God’s will and the fall, God’s control over natural disasters, sin and 
even sin in the believer’s life.  These are all good questions and important questions that we
need to ask, but are we willing to come up against the limit of our own ignorance and to be 
left unsatisfied with some things left unanswered?  Paul is.  He knows much, a lot more than
you or I, he had been taken up to heaven and shown mysteries.  Yet for all that he affirms 
God’s sovereignty and election without having all the information about motives and 
explanations about the machinations of God’s will.  And instead of doubting He worships 
trusting that the information he does have is reliable.  He is exhibiting a choice that 
everyone of us faces every day.  Here it is.  On the one hand you have God’s word with its 
clear affirmations of God’s goodness and control.  On the other hand is your incomplete and 
sinful mind which has only a true but partial picture of God’s ways. We have a series of dots,
a few incomplete puzzle pieces, a partial picture.  Your finite and sinful logic can take these 



things in various directions.  You might think that God cant be all powerful and all good, that
God cant be sovereign in matters like salvation because of your views on free will, you may 
doubt his control in all things.  So you are forced with a choice, to trust the logic of a brain 
that was not created to know all of God’s mind and ways, simply by virtue of being a 
creature. A mind that is influenced by a sinful unbelieving bias that is quicker to criticise 
than praise God.  And listening to unbelievers who may be cleverer than you but who still 
aren’t all knowing.  Or to believe God’s word.  Which will it be?  Paul knows which way he is 
going.  He does not fully understand yet affirms God’s sovereignty in all things and worships 
God refusing to doubt or accuse.  

Secondly, the other way in which Paul’s ignorance would be overcome is by the clear 
demonstration of God’s goodness at the cross.  You see, we can doubt God when we look at
the pain we are experiencing in our circumstances.  We will doubt if we measure God 
against the amount of suffering and disaster we see all around us.  We doubt when we find 
it hard to reconcile how God can be sovereign in election and still good.  Each of these 
scenarios is incomplete in terms of what we know.  We do not have direct access to God’s 
mind and motives for what He is doing and in the vacuum of information we often insert 
doubt and accusation.  However, we have been given something that gives us a clear 
unmistakable demonstration of God’s perfect justice, mercy, grace, love, goodness and 
compassion; as well as His power, and unfrustratable sovereignty.  The cross of Jesus Christ!
 Does your experience or analysis of life cause you to doubt His power?  Then look at the 
prophecies and the promises of God to send a Saviour.  Start at Genesis 3:15 and observe 
how God has preplanned this Saviour and has promised Him.  Appreciate the tiny details in 
the prophecies that speak about His place of birth, the activity of His ministry, the manner 
and nature of His death and more.  Then think on how God’s power did the impossible in 
God becoming fully man without ceasing to be God, the virgin birth, the miracles of Christ’s 
ministry and the resurrection of Christ.  Think on how God was able to cause all of His plans 
to come to pass down to the last detail.  He is powerful enough to perform all His will. 
 Do you doubt His love, grace or goodness?  Than look again at the cross, remember that 
Jesus did not come to die for the good, for those who deserved it.  God demonstrates His 
love towards us in that while we were His enemies, and still sinners Christ died for us.  Love 
is measured by how much sacrifice you are willing to make, by whether you are willing to 
give up what is most precious to you.  God’s love is measured out to us in the preciousness 
of Christ to Him.  But His love is also seen in Christ’s willingness to endure what no man can
endure to suffer the wrath of God and in His human psyche to know a separation from the 
Father.  The bloody sweat of Gethsemane spells out His love.  We can never put a question 
mark over Gods love, it is proven at the cross.
 Perhaps it is not that He is powerful or that He is good, but simply that He is wise.  You 
look at how things have happened, you look at the creation of the devil, the fall, the 
prospering of evil, even your own experience of pain and you genuinely ponder whether this
is the wisest plan, the best plan, surely there could have been an easier way.  Are you 
cleverer than Him?  Do you think that your best plan is better than His?  Here a reminder of 
our incomplete knowledge is necessary.  Think on your very best plans, have they always 
succeeded?  Our wisdom is very small.  But we can also demonstrate His wisdom.  Pink 
speaks about looking at nature and the ingenuity of the design in nature with its detail, 
beauty and balance and how it is all a picture to us of the way God is working behind the 
scenes in the invisible.  God thought of your body with all of its parts mutually 
interdependent and working together to produce amazing results.  This should remind us 
that He knows what He is doing.  But again it is at the cross that we can learn His wisdom.  
We mentioned last week that it is only through this God of grace that God can be just and 
the justifier, that we can be both sinful and righteous at the same time, that we can be 
saved not by works but to works.  God indeed is wise and we cannot doubt it.  



The big point I am trying to make here is this one.  When we study the bible we keep 
coming up against our finitude, the limits of our ability to know and the end of what the 
bible reveals.  There are all sorts of doubts and questions that can arise.  However, Paul is 
an example of one who knows the ends of what he can know, who faces the logical 
problems and instead of succumbing to doubt worships.  You see the unknown in God is not
a blackhole that looms before us as a great threatening chaos out of which a terrible God 
might finally come out and surprise us.  What God has revealed of Himself and His ways in 
the bible and especially in the cross causes us to rush to fall at the feet of the God we do 
not fully know.  We have enough to always worship, to always trust even when we do not 
have all of the information.  

Judgements and ways

Paul’s worship is not only in the face of ignorance, because God is unsearchable and 
inscrutable, that is unjudgable.  Paul worships God in the face of His judgements and ways 
which he does not fully understand.  This is where Paul’s attitude comes home to the very 
experiences of our own lives.  The word ‘judgements’ here is probably a term that refers to 
God’s decrees/executive decisions.  Paul has just spoken about God’s eternal election, there 
can be no doubt that this is what is referred to by this term.  The word ‘ways’ is another 
inclusive term which would cover all the ways/events/actions of God in salvation history.  
Not only is God’s being inexhaustible and unfathomable to the believer, God’s plan and 
actions also are above scrutiny and unsearchable.  I guess here I would like to explore more
of the questions we have a try and bring us to this place of praise despite the fact we do not
receive answers, and in fact the appearances of things may appear to contradict the 
teaching of scripture.

In a day of WikiLeaks and instant reporting we have a sense of entitlement to information.  
We expect the private lives of our politicians to be available for scrutiny that we may 
approve or disapprove and so vote whether we will have them or not.  It is not this way with
God.  He does not rule by vote, He rules and we live by His grace.  He does not need our 
approval or to explain all the hidden details of His will. We cannot demand that He explain 
His email history or any other inner working of His decision making.  We have to learn to 
comes to grips with this lack of information about the inner workings of His will, all the while
having a clear demonstration of His character at the cross.  I want to remind us of some of 
our hardest questions in the face of Paul’s worship to help us all embrace the way he thinks 
and can worship in the face of such profound truths such as election.  

Here are the traditional difficult ones.  And let me say I am not here today to answer these 
questions but to demonstrate an attitude of worship when we don’t get the answers we like 
or want.  Why did God create the devil?  Why did He allow the fall?  We think that if God 
had done things differently on just these two things everything else would be different.  
Think then about the matters relating to salvation.  Paul has made some clear statements 
about God having mercy on some and hardening others, why didn’t God have mercy on all? 
Then think of matters relating to the Christian life.  Why does God appoint such strange 
ways to make His will come to pass?  God partners with half-hearted disobedient sinners in 
the Great Commission, wouldn’t angels be better ambassadors?  God uses our feeble 
prayers, wouldn’t a wave of spontaneous miracles before we ask make sense?  Think of the 
church, what a strange bunch.  Why does God make a collective group of imperfect people 
his main instrument in the world?  Why preaching and not some better technology for 
dispensing the gospel and saving sinners?  Why allow the church to be harassed by satan 
and persecuted?  Why are things taking so long?  And what of your own life?  Why do every



single one of us have to go through pain to be glorified, why doesn’t God just take us now 
and get it over with?  Why doesn’t God euthanize every Christian on the day of his/her 
conversion to save us from the grief and instantly make us into Christ’s image?  

There are partial answers that we could offer for each one of these.  But I am not here to 
answer questions but to show you how to worship when you still have questions.  We 
always have to move from the known to the unknown.  We have to begin with what is 
revealed and on the basis of that trust where things are not revealed.  Faith is a hope for 
the unseen which is grounded in the seen.  For example, my hope for my resurrection is 
based on the historical fact of Christ’s resurrection.  What has been given to me gives me 
the faith I need to hold out for what I have not yet received.  Faith is not a blind hope but 
an informed hope.  Not fully informed but enough to have an unshakable confidence.  

There are many examples that we could give from the scriptures to demonstrate God’s 
perfect power and plan coming to pass for good.  We could think of the life of Joseph.  A 
young boy who was sold as a slave by his brothers at 17 years old, who was unjustly sold 
into slavery and then suffered the injustice of an unfair imprisonment for doing the right 
thing, not sleeping with Potiphar’s wife.  He didn’t know what God was doing.  He had been 
given a dream that foretold his family bowing down before him.  This does not look like the 
path to that end.  It looks like God is making many mistakes and being cruel.  But after 13 
years as a prisoner and a slave Joseph is made second to Pharaoh, and he is used to save 
thousands of lives and bring Jacob’s family one step closer to the promised land and the 
birth of the Messiah.  Here we are assured that we can be going through a terrible time in 
our lives and yet be in the perfect will of God which will result in good we could not have 
planned.  

The greatest, most powerful, wisest and most loving plan is of course the cross.  But the 
cross was the greatest tragedy, and crime human history had ever seen.  A greater sin than 
the devil tempting the father of the human race to sin and killing the whole human race is 
the sin of killing our own Maker, of raising our hands against our God.  The most innocent 
man who will ever live was murdered under unfair trials.  The tragedy, the hopelessness, the
apparent impossibility of seeing good arise was all over the scene.  But despite appearances,
despite the fact it looks like man had his way with God, despite the look of it being a great 
victory for the devil, God was in control, making His eternal plan come to pass and all for 
the highest good.  All the actions of man and satan were all under the umbrella of God’s 
plan all the while He was good, all sovereign and victorious, Acts 4:28.  

These are just two examples of the known, where we can clearly see a God of sovereign 
power, a God of gracious love moving and acting.  But His ways are not our ways.  He led 
through paths of pain and suffering, He led through many years of waiting.  He led through 
the persecution of the righteous and the apparent victory of the sinful.  Why?  For His glory, 
for our good; but this only leads to more questions.  

We learn from Paul that worship does not flow from perfect knowledge but despite it.  We 
can worship because we know who God is not because we know all the reasons why He 
does things.  Whether our ignorance is in the face of questions like election or cancer, we 
can know God is perfectly unjudgable and perfectly worshipable.  We lean on what has been
revealed and trust in what hasn’t.  We do not have a blind faith but a partially informed 
faith.  


