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Chapter 14: Paul’s 

Understanding of the Mass of 

Humanity 
 

 

 

That the Apostle Saint Paul, in the ninth chapter to the Romans, by the word “mass”, 

understood the uncorrupted mass. 

 

 

 

 

 Saint Paul keeps himself within these limits in the ninth chapter to the Romans 

where he speaks more fully and more exactly of the election and reprobation, than 

anywhere else. For if he had written with a beam of the sun, it could not more clearly 

appear that he speaks of the corrupted mass and of the will of God by which of sinful 

men, one is chosen and the other reprobated. 

 The scope of the apostle is to beat back the vain confidence of the Jews who 

boasted in the Law and in the righteousness of their works, to whom it did seem an 

absurd and impossible thing that the Israelites, or the greater part of them, fell from 

the covenant of God, and were not reckoned among the sons of God. That he might 

pull this scruple out of their minds, and might wash away this pride; he fetches the 

matter from the very original, and denies that carnal propagation, or the 

righteousness of works, is the cause why anyone is to be reckoned the son of 

Abraham, but the good pleasure of God, and the free election of grace, by which 

God, of the issue of Abraham, chose whom he would, and whom he would he 

rejected has mercy on whom he would, and whom he would he hardened; and of the 

same mass, has prepared some vessels for honor, and has patiently endured the 
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vessels prepared for destruction. To which purpose he brings two pair of examples, 

Isaac and Ishmael, Jacob and Esau; and he lays down Issac and Jacob as sons of the 

promise and examples of the free election of grace; but Ishmael and Esau as 

examples of rejection. And he seems to have a purpose in adding the example of 

Esau and Jacob for a prolepsis, or prevention of an objection. For the Jews might 

object that the difference that existed between Isaac and Ishmael was because the 

one was of the servant, the other of the free woman. Then also because when Isaac 

was born, Ishmael already had showed the signs of an evil disposition, and had done 

those things for which he ought to be excluded from the covenant. The Apostle 

prevents this objection by the example of Jacob and Esau, who both were the sons 

of the free woman and neither of them had done any good or evil, yet God loved the 

one, and hated the other. 

 All these things are brought by the apostle that he might teach in what respect 

God chose some of the Jews and reprobated others, although they were puffed up 

with the opinion of legal righteousness. This nation seeing it was impure and corrupt, 

it could not be compared to the pure mass: And the apostle should plainly speak 

besides the matter, if he should use the example of the undefiled mass, to teach how 

God out of a corrupted nation chose some, and reprobated others. 

 The examples of Jacob and Esau do convince and prove the same thing, who, 

when they were in the womb and had done neither good nor evil, God did pronounce 

that he loved Jacob and that he hated Esau. Now God could not consider these twins 

in the womb, but he must consider them such as they were; and they were corrupted 

and defiled with original sin. Surely he cannot be said to be preferred before the 

other because he was better, when he was in the womb, seeing neither of them had 

done good or evil. This is that with which Saint Paul stops the mouth of these 

questioners and will not have any to plead against God or answer him again; seeing 

there is no cause but the mere good pleasure of God why of two that were equally 

evil, he preferred the one before the other. 
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 Neither is there any small force in these words: “I have hated.” For God could 

not hate the creature whom he considered as pure and void of sin. 

 It is no light that he so describes the elect, to wit, that they are they “whom 

God will have mercy on” (verse 18) whence also they are called the “vessels of 

mercy” in verse 23; for mercy presupposes misery. They force the words of the 

apostle, who by miserere, to have mercy, understand simply benefacere, to do well. 

I should doubt and make conscience to affirm that God had had mercy on Christ as 

man, on whom yet he has bestowed more gifts than on any other creature. 

 There is great weight also in the word “hardening”: “he hardeneth,” says the 

apostle, “whom he will.” As by those on whom God will have mercy, the Elect are 

understood; so by them that are hardened, the reprobate are understood. And to think 

that God determined to harden that man, whom he considers as pure, and as in the 

incorrupted estate, is great wickedness, and contumelious against the justice of God. 

By this means God should not only punish the innocent, but also deprave and corrupt 

the guiltless. For obduration and hardening is a species and kind of punishment, and 

therefore after sin; God hardens none, but he who is already hard; so he so hardened 

Pharaoh, he being already stubborn, and prone to rebel of his own disposition. 

 Neither is there need of much wit to perceive that Pharaoh is no fit example 

of reprobation, out of the uncorrupted mass, and of a man considered without sin.  

 It is also greatly to be observed that the apostle speaking of reprobates, says 

that they are vessels “fitted, or prepared to destruction.” He does not say that God 

prepared or fitted them, lest he should seem to say that God put sin in them by which 

they might be prepared to destruction; but when he speaks of the elect, having turned 

his speech, says, that God prepared them for glory, which God does, by giving them 

the spirit and faith. It is not without consideration that the apostle would not after the 

same manner speak in both places because God found some vessels fitted to 

destruction, but made others vessels appointed to glory, and that by having mercy 

on them. 
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 Saint Augustine is express to this purpose: For in six hundred places, either 

explaining or touching this place of Saint Paul, he understands by the name mass, 

the mass corrupted and polluted with sin. So Epistle 105: “Because that whole mass 

is justly condemned, justice has given that contumely and disgrace that is due, and 

grace gives that honor which is not due.” In the same epistle, Augustine says: “The 

universal mass is justly condemned of sin” and a little after, “If they are the vessels 

of wrath, which are made for that destruction which is duly given to them, let them 

impute this to themselves; because they are made of that mass, which for the sin of 

one man, is justly and deservedly condemned of God.” He repeats the same thing in 

Epistle 106 and Encheridion Chapters 98,99, and 107 where he calls it the “mass of 

destruction.” See also the 2. Lib. Against the two epistles of the Pelagians, cap. 7. 

And lib. 5 against Julian, cap. 3. Neither did ever any among the ancients think that 

Paul speaks of the sound, and not corrupted mass. 


