
15 

God’s Plan 

Chapter Objectives 

Upon completion of this chapter, you should be able to do the following: 

1. Recognize the key terminology in God’s plan and how to define these terms. 
2. Explain the biblical teaching about God’s plan from both the Old and New Testaments. 
3. Identify and describe some general characteristics of God’s plan. 
4. Develop a logical priority for God’s plan or human action by examining the historical views of 

Calvinism and Arminianism. 
5. Describe a moderately Calvinistic model of God’s plan and tell why it is more biblically based 

than an Arminian view. 
6. Identify and evaluate several views of history, to tell where history is going and what dynamic 

is moving it. 
7. Inspire in others confidence in God’s work in history and its effect on all those who believe in 

Christ. 

Chapter Summary 

God has a definite plan for history. This is supported in both the Old and New Testaments. A 
distinction needs to be made between the term “foreordain,” which is the broader term, and the 
term “predestinate,” which is the narrower term having to do with election or reprobation or both. 
There are at least nine conclusions that may be drawn from the biblical references to God’s plan. 
Calvinism and Arminianism pose different solutions to the problem of whether God’s plan or 
human action is logically prior. From our analysis, we conclude that a moderately Calvinist 
position is the most biblically based. Finally, there are a variety of views of history, but the biblical 
view posits that God is guiding history to his goal and that we can have assurance that if we align 
ourselves with his purpose, we will be moving to an assured outcome of history. 

Study Questions 

• What is the difference between the plan of God and the decrees of God? 
 

• How would you explain the terms “foreordain” and “predestinate”? 
 

• What can be learned from both the Old and New Testament teachings about the plan of 
God? 
 

• What are the general characteristics of God’s plan? 
 

• What is the argument of Gottfried von Leibniz concerning God’s involvement in human 
decisions, and how does it affect the conception of God? 
 



• What is the difference between external compulsion and internal compulsion, and how do 
they relate to the way in which God exercises sovereignty? 
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Where is history going, and why? What, if anything, is causing the pattern of history to develop 

as it is? These questions confront us as thinking persons and crucially affect our way of life. 

Christianity’s answer is that God has a plan that includes everything that occurs, and that he is 

now at work carrying out that plan. 

Key Definitions 

We sometimes refer to the plan of God as the decrees of God. There are several reasons, 

however, why we will use the term “plan” rather than “decrees.” First, “plan” stresses the unity 

of God’s intention together with the resultant consistency and coherence of his actions. Second, 

it emphasizes what God does, that is, what he wills, rather than what humans must do or what 

happens to us as a consequence of God’s will. Third, it emphasizes the intelligent dimension of 

God’s decisions. They are not arbitrary or haphazard. 

We may define the plan of God as his eternal decision rendering certain all things that will 

come to pass. An analogy, although necessarily insufficient, may help us understand this 

concept. The plan of God is like the architect’s plans, first drawn mentally and then on paper 

according to an intention and design, and only afterward executed in an actual structure. 

It is necessary at this point to clarify certain terminology. Many theologians use the terms 

“predestinate” and “foreordain” virtually synonymously. For our purposes, however, we shall 

use them somewhat differently. “Predestinate” carries a somewhat narrower connotation than 

does “foreordain.” Since it literally suggests the destiny of someone or something, it is best used 

of God’s plan as it relates in particular to the eternal condition of moral agents. We will use the 

term “foreordain” in a broader sense, to refer to God’s decisions with respect to any matters 

within the realm of cosmic history. “Predestination” will be reserved for the matter of eternal 

salvation or condemnation. Within predestination, “election” will be used of God’s positive 

choice of individuals, nations, or groups to eternal life and fellowship with him. “Election” will 

refer to positive predestination, while “reprobation” will refer to negative predestination or 

God’s choice of some to suffer eternal damnation or lostness. Thus foreordination is here used 

with a broader range of meaning than predestination. In this I am adopting basically the usage of 

Louis Berkhof, as over against that of B. B. Warfield, who said, “ ‘Foreordain’ and ‘predestinate’ 

are exact synonyms, the choice between which can be determined only by taste.”
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The Biblical Teaching 

The Terminology 

The Bible contains a rich set of teachings regarding the divine plan. Several terms in both 

Hebrew and Greek are used to refer to God’s design. ָיַעץ (yatsar), which is probably the most 

explicit of the Hebrew terms, appears in Psalm 139:16; Isaiah 22:11; 37:26; and 46:11. It carries 

the idea of purpose and prior determination. Another common Hebrew term, ָיַעץ (ya’ats), is 

used by Isaiah several times (14:24, 26, 27; 19:12, 17; 23:9) and by Jeremiah (49:20; 50:45). Its 

substantive derivative, ֵעָצה (‘etsah), is both common and precise (Job 38:2; 42:3; Pss. 33:11; 

106:13; 107:11; Prov. 19:21; Isa. 5:19; 14:26; 19:17; 46:10, 11; Jer. 32:19; 49:20; 50:45; Mic. 

—Jer. 50:45; Mic. 4:12) (machashabah) ַמֲחָשָבה frequently occurs together with ֵעָצה .(4:12

for independent occurrences of the latter term, see Ps. 92:5 [6]; Isa. 55:8; Jer. 29:11; 51:29), 

which is derived from the verb ָחַשב (chashab) (Gen. 50:20; Jer. 18:11; 26:3; 29:11; 36:3; 

49:20; 50:45; Lam. 2:8; Mic. 2:3). There are several other less frequent terms, and some that 

refer to particular decrees regarding salvation and fellowship with God. 

In the New Testament, the most explicit term used with reference to God’s plan is προορίζω 

(proorizō) (Acts 4:28; Rom. 8:29, 30; 1 Cor. 2:7; Eph. 1:5, 11). Similar words are προτάσσω 

(protassō) (Acts 17:26), προτίθημι (protithēmi) (Eph. 1:9) and its substantive πρόθεσις 

(prothesis) (Rom. 8:28; 9:11; Eph. 1:11; 3:11; 2 Tim. 1:9), and προετοιμάζω (proetoimazō) 

(Rom. 9:23; Eph. 2:10). Other terms stressing advance knowledge of one sort or another are 

προβλέπω (problepō), προοράω (prooraō) (προεῖδον—proeidon), προγινώσκω (proginōskō), 

and its substantive πρόγνωσις (prognōsis). The idea of appointing is found in προχειρίζω 

(procheirizō) and προχειροτονέω (procheirotoneō), as well as sometimes in the simple ὁρίζω 

(horizō) (Luke 22:22; Acts 2:23; 10:42; 17:26, 31; Heb. 4:7). The idea of willing and wishing is 

conveyed by βουλή (boulē), βούλημα (boulēma), βούλομαι (boulomai), θέλημα (thelēma), 

θέλησις (thelēsis), and θέλω (thelō), while the good pleasure of the Father is designated by 

εὐδοκία (eudokia) and εὐδοκέω (eudokeō). 

The Old Testament Teaching 

In the Old Testament presentation, God’s planning and ordaining work is very much tied up 

with the covenant that the Lord made with his people. As we read about all that God did in 

choosing and taking personal care of his people, two truths about him stand out. On one hand, 

God is supremely powerful, the creator and sustainer of all that is. On the other hand is the 

loving, caring, personal nature of the Lord. He is not mere abstract power, but is a loving person. 

For the Old Testament writers, it was virtually inconceivable that anything could happen 

independently of God’s will and working. As evidence of this, consider that common impersonal 

expressions like “it rained” are not found in the Old Testament. For the Hebrews, rain did not 

simply happen; God sent the rain. They saw him as the all-powerful determiner of everything 

that occurs. What is happening now was planned long ago. God himself comments, for example, 

concerning the destruction wreaked by the king of Assyria: “Have you not heard? Long ago I 

ordained it. In days of old I planned it; now I have brought it to pass, that you have turned 



fortified cities into piles of stone” (Isa. 37:26). Even something as seemingly trivial as the 

building of reservoirs is described as having been planned long before (Isa. 22:11). There is a 

sense that every day has been designed and ordered by the Lord. Thus the psalmist writes, “Your 

eyes saw my unformed body; all the days ordained for me were written in your book before one 

of them came to be” (Ps. 139:16). A similar thought is expressed by Job (14:5). There is in God’s 

plan a concern for the welfare of the nation of Israel, and of every one of God’s children (Pss. 

27:10–11; 37; 65:3; 91; 121; 139:16; Dan. 12:1; Jon. 4:11). We find in Psalms 91 and 121 a 

confidence in God’s goodness, provision, and protection that in many ways reminds us of Jesus’s 

teaching about the birds and the flowers (Matt. 6:25–29). 

The Old Testament also enunciates belief that God will most assuredly bring to actual 

occurrence everything in his plan. Isaiah 46:10–11 puts it this way: “I make known the end from 

the beginning, from ancient times, what is still to come. I say: ‘My purpose will stand, and I will 

do all that I please.’ From the east I summon a bird of prey; from a far-off land, a man to fulfill 

my purpose. What I have said, that will I bring about; what I have planned, that will I do.” 

Similar statements are found in Isaiah 14:24–27: “For the LORD Almighty has purposed, and 

who can thwart him? His hand is stretched out, and who can turn it back?” (v. 27; cf. Job 42:2; 

Jer. 23:20; Zech. 1:6). 

Particularly in the wisdom literature and the prophets, the idea of an all-inclusive divine 

purpose is most prominent. “The LORD works out everything to its proper end—even the wicked 

for a day of disaster” (Prov. 16:4; cf. 3:19–20; Job 38, especially v. 4; Isa. 40:12; Jer. 10:12–13). 

Even what is ordinarily thought of as an occurrence of chance, such as the casting of lots, is 

represented as the Lord’s doing (Prov. 16:33). Nothing can deter or frustrate the accomplishment 

of his purpose. Proverbs 19:21 says, “Many are the plans in a person’s heart, but it is the LORD’s 

purpose that prevails” (cf. 21:30–31; Jer. 10:23–24). We humans, like Job, may not always 

understand as God works out his purpose in our lives: “ ‘Who is this that obscures my counsel 

without knowledge?’ Surely I spoke of things I did not understand, things too wonderful for me 

to know” (Job 42:3). 

Thus, in the view of the Old Testament believer, God had created the world, and he was 

directing history, which was the unfolding of a plan prepared in eternity and related to his 

intention of fellowship with his people. Creation in its vast extent and the details of individual 

lives were included in this plan and would surely come to pass as God designed. As a result, the 

prophets could speak of coming events with certainty. 

The New Testament Teaching 

God’s plan and purpose are also prominent in the New Testament. Jesus saw the events of his 

life and events in the future as necessarily coming to pass because of God’s plan. Jesus affirmed 

that God had planned not only the large, complex events, such as the fall and destruction of 

Jerusalem (Luke 21:20–22), but details as well, such as the apostasy of and betrayal by Judas, 

and the faithfulness of the remaining disciples (Matt. 26:24; Mark 14:21; Luke 22:22; John 

17:12; 18:9). The fulfillment of God’s plan and Old Testament prophecy is a prominent theme in 

the writing of Matthew (1:22; 2:15, 23; 4:14; 8:17; 12:17; 13:35; 21:4; 26:56) and of John 

(12:38; 19:24, 28, 36). While critics may object that some of these prophecies were fulfilled by 

people who knew about them and may have had a vested interest in seeing them fulfilled (e.g., 

Jesus fulfilled Ps. 69:21 by saying, “I am thirsty” [John 19:28]), it is notable that other 

prophecies were fulfilled by persons who had no desire to fulfill them and probably had no 



knowledge of them, such as the Roman soldiers casting lots for Jesus’s garment or not breaking 

any of his bones. 

Even where there was no specific prophecy to be fulfilled, Jesus conveyed a sense of 

necessity (δεῖ—dei) concerning future events. For example, he said to his disciples, “When you 

hear of wars and rumors of wars, do not be alarmed. Such things must happen, but the end is still 

to come.… And the gospel must first be preached to all nations” (Mark 13:7, 10). He also had a 

profound sense of necessity concerning what he must do; the Father’s plan needed to be 

completed. Thus, he said, “I must proclaim the good news of the kingdom of God to the other 

towns also, because that is why I was sent” (Luke 4:43), and “Just as Moses lifted up the snake 

in the wilderness, so the Son of Man must be lifted up, that everyone who believes may have 

eternal life in him” (John 3:14–15). He had this consciousness already at the age of twelve, for 

when his worried parents found him in the temple, he responded, “Didn’t you know I had to be 

in my Father’s house?” (literally, “in the things of my Father”—Luke 2:49). 

The apostles also emphasized the divine purpose. Peter said in his speech at Pentecost, “This 

man was handed over to you by God’s deliberate plan and foreknowledge; and you, with the help 

of wicked men, put him to death by nailing him to the cross” (Acts 2:23). After Peter and John 

were released by the Sanhedrin, the disciples lifted their voices to God, noting that Herod and 

Pontius Pilate, together with the Gentiles and the people of Israel, had been gathered in 

Jerusalem. “They did [against Jesus] what your power and will had decided beforehand should 

happen” (Acts 4:28). Peter also pointed out that various events that had occurred were 

fulfillments of the predictions of Scripture—the apostasy of Judas (Acts 1:16), the outpouring of 

the Holy Spirit (2:16–21), and the resurrection of Jesus (2:24–28). The book of Revelation, 

written by the apostle John, gives us a particularly striking example of belief in the efficacy of 

the divine plan. 

It is in Paul’s writings that the divine plan, according to which everything comes to pass, is 

made most explicit (1 Cor. 12:18; 15:38; Col. 1:19). The very fortunes of nations are determined 

by him (Acts 17:26). This includes God’s redemptive work (Gal. 3:8; 4:4–5), the choice of 

individuals and nations (Rom. 9–11), and Paul’s selection even before his birth (Gal. 1:15). The 

image of the potter and the clay, used in a specific and somewhat narrow reference (Rom. 9:20–

23), expresses Paul’s whole philosophy of history. He regards “everything” that happens as part 

of God’s intention for his children (Eph. 1:11–12), so that “in all things God works for the good 

of those who love him, who have been called according to his purpose” (Rom. 8:28), his purpose 

being that we might be “conformed to the image of his Son” (v. 29). 

The Nature of the Divine Plan 

We now need to draw together from these numerous and varied biblical references some general 

characteristics of God’s plan, enabling us to understand more completely what we can expect 

from God. 

1. God’s plan is from all eternity. We have noted that the psalmist spoke of God’s having 

planned all of our days before there were any of them (Ps. 139:16), and that Isaiah spoke of 

God’s having “planned it long ago” (22:11). Paul in Ephesians indicates that God “chose us in 

him [Christ] before the creation of the world” (1:4), and later in the same letter Paul speaks of 

“his [God’s] eternal purpose which he accomplished in Christ Jesus our Lord” (3:11). The 

apostle also writes to Timothy that God has “saved us and called us to a holy life—not because 

of anything we have done but because of his own purpose and grace. This grace was given us in 



Christ Jesus before the beginning of time” (2 Tim. 1:9). These decisions are not made as history 

unfolds and events occur. God manifests his purpose within history (2 Tim. 1:10), but the 

decisions have always been God’s plan, from all eternity, from before the beginning of time. 

Being eternal, God’s plan does not have any chronological sequence. This is one reason for 

referring to the plan of God rather than the decrees. There is no before and after within eternity. 

There is, of course, a logical sequence (e.g., the decision to let Jesus die on the cross logically 

follows the decision to send him to the earth), and there is a temporal sequence in the enacting of 

the events that have been decreed; but there is no temporal sequence to God’s willing. It is one 

coherent, simultaneous decision. 

2. God’s plan and the decisions contained therein are free on God’s part. This is implied in 

expressions like “the good pleasure of his will” (εὐδοκία—eudokia, e.g., Eph. 1:5). It is also 

implicit in the fact that no one has advised him (for that matter, there is no one who could advise 

him). Isaiah 40:13–14 says, “Who can fathom the Spirit of the LORD, or instruct the LORD as his 

counselor? Whom did the LORD consult to enlighten him, and who taught him the right way? 

Who was it that taught him knowledge or showed him the path of understanding?” Paul quotes 

this very passage as he concludes his great statement on the sovereignty and inscrutability of 

God’s workings (Rom. 11:34). After adding a word from Job 35:7 to the effect that God is 

indebted to no one, he closes with, “For from him and through him and for him are all things. To 

him be the glory forever! Amen” (Rom. 11:36). Paul also quotes Isaiah 40:13 in 1 Corinthians. 

After speaking of the wisdom of God as having been decreed before the ages (1 Cor. 2:7), he 

asks, “For ‘who has known the mind of the Lord so as to instruct him?’ ” (v. 16). That humans 

have had no input into what God has planned might at first seem to be something of a 

disadvantage. But on reflection we see that it is instead a source of comfort. For being without 

human input, God’s plan is not subject to the incompleteness of knowledge and the errors of 

judgment so characteristic of human plans. 

Not only do God’s decisions not stem from any sort of external determination; they are not a 

matter of internal compulsion either. That is to say, although God’s decisions and actions are 

quite consistent with his nature, they are not constrained by his nature. He is not like the gods of 

pantheism, which are virtually determined by their own nature to will what they will and do what 

they do. God did not have to create. He had to act in a loving and holy fashion in whatever he 

did, but he was not required to create. He freely chose to create, for reasons not known to us. 

While his love requires him to act lovingly toward any creatures he might bring into existence, it 

did not require that he create in order to have objects to love. There had been eternally an 

expression of love among the several members of the Trinity (see, e.g., John 17:24). 

3. In the ultimate sense, the purpose of God’s plan is his glory. This is the highest of all 

values, and the one great motivating factor in all that God has chosen and done. Paul indicates 

that “in him all things were created: … through him [Christ] and for him” (Col. 1:16). God chose 

us in Christ and destined us “in accordance with his pleasure and will—to the praise of his 

glorious grace” (Eph. 1:5–6). The twenty-four elders in Revelation who fall down and worship 

the Lord God Almighty sing, “You are worthy, our Lord and God, to receive glory and honor 

and power, for you created all things, and by your will they were created and have their being” 

(Rev. 4:11). What God does, he does for his own name’s sake (Isa. 48:11; Ezek. 20:9). The 

purpose of the whole plan of salvation is the glory of God through the good works God has 

prepared for his people to do (Eph. 2:8–10). Jesus said that his followers were to let their lights 

so shine that fellow humans would see their good works and glorify their Father in heaven (Matt. 



5:16; cf. John 15:8). We have been appointed to live for the praise of his glory (Eph. 1:12). We 

have been sealed with the Spirit to the praise of his glory (vv. 13–14). 

This is not to say that there are no secondary motivations behind God’s plan and resultant 

actions. He has provided the means of salvation in order to fulfill his love for the human race and 

his concern for their welfare. This, however, is not an ultimate end, but only a means to the 

greater end, God’s own glory. We must bear in mind that God is truly the Lord. We exist for his 

sake, for his glory and pleasure, rather than he for ours. 

4. God’s plan is all-inclusive. This is implicit in the great variety of items mentioned in the 

Bible as parts of God’s plan. Beyond that, however, are explicit statements of the extent of God’s 

plan. Paul speaks of God as the one who “works out everything in conformity with the purpose 

of his will” (Eph. 1:11). The psalmist says that “all things serve you” (Ps. 119:91). While all 

ends are part of God’s plan, all means are as well. Thus the comprehensiveness of the divine 

decisions goes beyond what we might expect. No division of sacred and secular areas of life 

exists from God’s standpoint. No areas fall outside the purview of his concern and decision. 

5. God’s plan is efficacious. What he has purposed from eternity will surely come to pass. 

The Lord says, “ ‘Surely, as I have planned, so will it be, and as I have purposed, so it will 

happen.’ … For the LORD Almighty has purposed, and who can thwart him? His hand is 

stretched out, and who can turn it back?” (Isa. 14:24, 27). He will not change his mind, nor will 

he discover previously unknown considerations that will cause him to alter his intentions. “My 

purpose will stand, and I will do all that I please,” says the Lord in Isaiah 46:10. Because the 

counsel of the Lord is from all eternity and is perfect, it will never fade nor be replaced; it 

endures forever: “But the plans of the LORD stand firm forever, the purposes of his heart through 

all generations” (Ps. 33:11). 

6. God’s plan relates to his actions rather than his nature, his decisions regarding what he 

shall do, not his personal attributes. God does not decide to be loving and powerful, for example. 

He is loving and powerful simply by virtue of being God. 

7. God’s plan relates primarily to what God himself does in terms of creating, preserving, 

directing, and redeeming. It also involves human willing and acting, but only secondarily, that is, 

as means to the ends he purposes, or as results of actions that he takes. Note that God’s role here 

is to decide that certain things will take place in our lives, not to lay down commands to act in a 

certain way. To be sure, what God has decided will come to pass does involve an element of 

necessity. The particulars of God’s plan, however, should be thought of less as imperatives than 

as descriptions of what will occur. The plan of God does not force humans to act in particular 

ways, but renders it certain that they will freely act in those ways. 

8. Thus, while God’s plan relates primarily to what he does, the actions of humans are also 

included. Jesus noted, for example, that the responses of individuals to his message were a result 

of the Father’s decision: “All that the Father gives me will come to me.… No one can come to 

me unless the Father who sent me draws them” (John 6:37, 44; cf. 17:2, 6, 9). Luke said in Acts 

13:48 that “all who were appointed for eternal life believed.” 

God’s plan includes what we ordinarily call good acts. Cyrus, who did not personally know 

or acknowledge Jehovah, was foreordained to help fulfill God’s purpose of rebuilding Jerusalem 

and the temple (Isa. 44:28). Paul says that we believers “are God’s handiwork, created in Christ 

Jesus to do good works, which God prepared in advance for us to do” (Eph. 2:10). On the other 

hand, the evil actions of humans, contrary to God’s law and moral intentions, are also seen in 

Scripture as part of God’s plan, foreordained by him. The betrayal, conviction, and crucifixion of 

Jesus are a prominent instance of this (Luke 22:22; Acts 2:23; 4:27–28). 



9. God’s plan is unchangeable in terms of its specifics. Here we wish to emphasize that God 

does not change his mind or alter his decisions regarding specific determinations. This may seem 

strange in light of the seeming alteration of his intentions with regard to Nineveh (Jonah), and his 

apparent repentance for having made humankind (Gen. 6:6). The statement in Genesis 6, 

however, should be regarded as an anthropomorphism or an anthropopathism, and Jonah’s 

announcement of impending destruction should be viewed as a warning used to effect God’s 

actual plan for Nineveh. We must keep in mind here that constancy is one of the attributes of 

God’s greatness (pp. 249–53). 

Logical Priority: God’s Plan or Human Action? 

We must now consider whether God’s plan or human action is logically prior. While Calvinists 

and Arminians are agreed that human actions are included in God’s plan, they disagree as to 

which is cause and which is result. Do people do what they do because God has decided that this 

is exactly how they are going to act, or does God first foresee what they will do and then on that 

basis make his decision regarding what is going to happen? 

1. Calvinists believe that God’s plan is logically prior and that human decisions and actions 

are a consequence. With respect to the particular matter of the acceptance or rejection of 

salvation, God in his plan has chosen that some shall believe and thus receive the offer of eternal 

life. He foreknows what will happen because he has decided what is to happen. This is true with 

respect to all other human decisions and actions as well. God is not dependent on what humans 

decide. It is not the case, then, that God determines that what humans will do will come to pass, 

nor does he choose to eternal life those who he foresees will believe. Rather, God’s decision has 

rendered it certain that every individual will act in a particular way. 

2. Arminians, on the other hand, place a stronger emphasis on human freedom. God allows 

and expects humans to exercise the will they have been given. If this were not so, we would not 

find the biblical invitations to choose God, the “whosoever will” passages, such as “Come to me, 

all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest” (Matt. 11:28). The very offering of 

such invitations implies that the hearer has the genuine possibility of either accepting or rejecting 

them. This, however, seems inconsistent with the position that God’s decisions have rendered the 

future certain. If they had, there would be no point in issuing invitations to humans, for God’s 

decisions as to what would happen would come to pass regardless of what humans do. The 

Arminians therefore look for some other way of regarding the decisions of God. 

The key lies in understanding the role of God’s foreknowledge in the formation and 

execution of the divine plan. In Romans 8:29 Paul says, “For those God foreknew he also 

predestined.” From this verse the Arminian draws the conclusion that God’s choice or 

determination of each individual’s destiny is a result of foreknowledge. Thus, those whom God 

foreknew would believe are those he decided would be saved. A similar statement can be made 

of all human actions, and of all other aspects of life for that matter. God knows what all of us are 

going to do. He therefore wills what he foresees will happen. Note that human action and its 

effects are not a result of God’s decision. The human action is logically prior. On this basis, the 

concept of human freedom is preserved. Every individual has genuine options. It is humans who 

render their actions certain; God simply acquiesces. One might therefore say that in the Arminian 

view, this aspect of God’s plan is conditional on human decision; in the Calvinistic view, on the 

other hand, God’s plan is unconditional. 



A Moderately Calvinistic Model 

Despite difficulties in relating divine sovereignty to human freedom, we nonetheless come to the 

conclusion on biblical grounds that the plan of God is unconditional rather than conditional on 

human choice. There simply is nothing in the Bible to suggest that God chooses humans because 

of what they are going to do on their own. The Arminian concept of foreknowledge 

(πρόγνωσις—prognōsis), appealing though it is, is not borne out by Scripture. The word means 

more than simply having advance knowledge or precognition of what is to come. It appears to 

have in its background the Hebrew concept of ָיַדע (yada’), which often meant more than simple 

awareness. It suggested a kind of intimate knowledge—it was even used of sexual intercourse. 

When Paul says that God foreknew the people of Israel, he is not referring merely to an advance 

knowledge that God had. Indeed, it is clear that God’s choice of Israel was not on the basis of 

advance knowledge of a favorable response on their part. Had God anticipated such a response, 

he would certainly have been wrong. Note that in Romans 11:2 Paul says, “God did not reject his 

people, whom he foreknew” and that a discussion of the faithlessness of Israel follows. Certainly 

in this passage foreknowledge must mean something more than advance knowledge. In Acts 

2:23, foreknowledge is linked with the will (βουλῇ—boulē) of God. Moreover, in 1 Peter 1 we 

read that the elect are chosen according to the foreknowledge of God (v. 2) and that Christ was 

foreknown from before the foundation of the world (v. 20). To suggest that foreknowledge here 

means nothing more than previous knowledge or acquaintance is to virtually deprive these verses 

of any real meaning. We must conclude that foreknowledge as used in Romans 8:29 carries with 

it the idea of favorable disposition or selection as well as advance knowledge. 

Furthermore, there are passages where the unconditional nature of God’s selecting plan is 

made quite explicit. This is seen in Paul’s statement regarding the choice of Jacob over Esau: 

“Yet, before the twins were born or had done anything good or bad—in order that God’s purpose 

in election might stand: not by works but by him who calls [ἐκ τοῦ καλοῦντος—ek tou 

kalountos]—she [Rebecca] was told, ‘The older will serve the younger.’ Just as it is written: 

‘Jacob I loved, but Esau I hated’ ” (Rom. 9:11–13). Paul seems to be taking great pains to 

emphasize the unmerited or unconditional nature of God’s choice of Jacob. Later in the same 

chapter Paul comments, “Therefore God has mercy on whom he wants to have mercy, and he 

hardens whom he wants to harden” (v. 18). The import of the subsequent image of the potter and 

the clay is very difficult to escape (vv. 20–24). Similarly, Jesus told his disciples, “You did not 

choose me, but I chose you and appointed you so that you might go and bear fruit—fruit that will 

last” (John 15:16). Because of these and similar considerations, we must conclude that the plan 

of God is unconditional rather than conditional on foreseen human actions. 

At this point we must raise the question of whether God can create genuinely free beings and 

yet render certain all things that are to come to pass, including the free decisions and actions of 

those beings. One means of alleviating the tension is the distinction between rendering 

something certain and rendering it necessary. The former is a matter of God’s decision that 

something will happen; the latter is a matter of his decreeing that it must happen. In the former 

case, the human being will not act in a way contrary to the course of action God has chosen; in 

the latter case, the human being cannot act in a way contrary to what God has chosen. What we 

are saying is that God renders it certain that a person who could act (or could have acted) 

differently does in fact act in a particular way (the way that God wills). 

What does it mean to say that I am free? It means that I am not under constraint. Thus, I am 

free to do whatever I please to do. But am I free with respect to what pleases me and what does 



not? To put it differently, I may choose one action over another because it holds more appeal for 

me. But I may not be fully in control of the appeal each of those actions holds for me. That is 

quite a different matter. I make all my decisions, but those decisions are in large measure 

influenced by certain characteristics of mine that I am not capable of altering by my own choice. 

If, for example, I am offered for dinner a choice between liver and any other entree, I am quite 

free to take the liver but I do not desire to do so. I have no conscious control over my dislike of 

liver. That is a given that goes with my being the person I am. In that respect my freedom is 

limited. I do not know whether my genes or environmental conditioning has caused my dislike of 

liver, but it is apparent that I cannot by mere force of will alter this characteristic of mine. Am I 

free to do as I wish? Yes, most certainly. Am I free to wish as I wish, however? That is a rather 

different question. 

There are, then, limitations on who I am and what I desire and will. I certainly did not choose 

the genes that I have; I did not select my parents or the exact geographical location and cultural 

setting of my birth. My freedom, therefore, is within these limitations. And here arises the 

question: “Who set up these factors?” The theistic answer is, “God did.” 

I am free to choose among various options. But my choice will be influenced by who I am. 

Therefore, my freedom must be understood as my ability to choose among options in light of 

who I am. And who I am is a result of God’s decision and activity. God is in control of all the 

circumstances that bear on my situation in life. He may bring to bear (or permit to be brought to 

bear) factors that will make a particular option appealing, even powerfully appealing, to me. 

Through all the factors that have come into my experience in time past, he has influenced the 

type of person I now am. Indeed, he has affected what has come to pass by willing that it was I 

who was brought into being. 

Whenever a child is conceived, there are an infinite number of possibilities. A countless 

variety of genetic combinations may emerge out of the union of sperm and ovum. We do not 

know why a particular combination actually results. But now, for the sake of argument, let us 

consider the possibility of a hypothetical individual whose genetic combination differs 

infinitesimally from my own. He is identical to me in every respect; in every situation of life he 

responds as I do. In a crucial situation, however, he would respond to a particular stimulus in a 

different way than I do. The world that God chooses to bring into being is one in which it is I, 

not my counterpart, who exists. 

This is in many ways similar to the argument of Gottfried von Leibniz in his Theodicy. God 

knows all of the infinite possibilities. He chooses which of these he will actualize. And by 

meticulously selecting the very individuals he brings into existence, individuals who will 

respond to specific stimuli exactly as he intends, and by making sure these specific factors are 

present, he renders certain the free decisions and actions of those individuals. Where my view 

differs from Leibniz’s is that I see God’s decisions as completely free in this matter, not in any 

sense determined. Furthermore, in rendering human action certain, God does not merely choose 

to bring a being into existence and then leave that person to function in a mechanistic, 

determined world. God is actively at work within this world, influencing what takes place. Thus, 

the deistic overtones of Leibniz’s view are avoided. 

Another way of putting the same idea is advanced by John Feinberg, who emphasizes that 

God’s plan should be referred to as his decree, rather than his decrees. What God does is not to 

make a series of relatively independent decisions. Rather, out of all the possible worlds he could 

bring into existence, he chooses to actualize just this one, with all the interrelated factors that are 

involved in it. It is the kind of world in which my mother and my father married each other, 



rather than someone else. It is the kind of world in which the weather at this spot on the earth at 

this time is exactly what it is. There is human freedom, but it is freedom within this exact set of 

circumstances. 

The position being advocated here is what B. B. Warfield regarded as the mildest form of 

Calvinism (there are, in fact, some Calvinists who would deny that it deserves to be called 

Calvinistic at all). Warfield termed this position “congruism,” for it holds that God works 

congruously with the will of the individual; that is, God works in such a suasive way with the 

will of the individual that the person freely makes the choice that God intends. With respect to 

the offer of salvation, this means that God does not begin by regenerating those he has chosen, 

transforming their souls so that they believe; rather, he works in an appealing, persuading fashion 

so that they freely choose to believe, and then he regenerates them. What we are adding to this 

position is the idea that God is operative in the life of the individual long before his work of 

suasion and regeneration: by choosing to actualize this possible world, God has from eternity 

decided that the potential individual who comes into actual existence is the one who will respond 

to this set of circumstances precisely as God intends. 

Added to this is the idea of God’s work in a noncoercive fashion to bring about our decision. 

He does not compel us by force, that is, external compulsion. Nor does he compel us by threats 

and manipulation, that is, internal compulsion. Rather, he makes the choice so appealing to us 

that we choose it, rather than an alternative. Feinberg uses an illustration of a student in his class, 

who he, as the instructor, decides should leave the room, perhaps because the student is 

disturbing the class unduly. The instructor, if he is strong enough, could pick up the student, 

carry him outside the door, deposit him there, then lock the door. That would be external 

compulsion. Alternatively, he could threaten the student, perhaps even using a firearm to threaten 

his life. That would be internal compulsion. The third option would be to reason with the student, 

pointing out to him certain advantages to his leaving the room, and the disadvantages of his 

remaining. This would be the student’s own decision. 

This third idea comes the closest to the model of divine sovereignty that we are advocating. 

Sometimes one hears the caricature of Calvinism (which occasionally is deserved) that God 

drags people kicking and screaming into his kingdom, with them objecting all the while. There 

were, to be sure, times when God compelled persons to obey him. Most of the time, however, the 

picture is more like God making his will so persuasive and attractive that persons willingly and 

even joyfully accept it and carry it out. As an old song put it, “He didn’t compel them against 

their will; he just made them willing to go.” We have all known human persons who were so 

persuasive, so charming, that we found their suggestions compelling. This is true of persons, 

especially leaders, who possess what is referred to as (in the nontheological sense of the word) 

“charisma.” Yet those who follow such leadership do not consider themselves unfree. God is, 

then, the person with unlimited charisma. 

As we noted earlier, the conception of human freedom here is one known as compatibilistic 

freedom, or what is sometimes termed “soft determinism.” This kind of freedom is not 

inconsistent with the outcome of a decision being certain. It is contrasted with incompatibilistic 

or libertarian freedom, according to which at any point a person must have the power to act or to 

refrain from acting in a certain way. It is this latter conception that often is unconsciously 

assumed when people speak of human freedom. When pressed as to why people decide as they 

do, the answer is often, “They simply do.” Yet we should note that the Bible does not directly 

address the issue of whether freedom is compatibilistic or incompatibilistic. A conclusion on that 

must be inferred from other teachings, such as God’s plan. I have adopted the compatibilistic 



view, not because Scripture explicitly teaches it, but because it fits better with the teaching 

regarding God’s plan than does incompatibilistic or libertarian freedom. 

Is God’s having rendered human decisions and actions certain compatible with human 

freedom? How we respond depends on our understanding of freedom. According to the position 

we are espousing, the answer to the question, “Could the individual have chosen differently?” is 

yes, while the answer to the question, “But would she have?” is no. In our understanding, for 

human freedom to exist, only the first question need be answered in the affirmative. But others 

would argue that human freedom exists only if both questions can be answered in the 

affirmative; that is, if the individual not only could have chosen differently, but could also have 

desired to choose differently. In their view, freedom means spontaneity, or even random choice. 

We would point out to them that when it comes to human decisions and actions, nothing is 

completely spontaneous or random. There is a measure of predictability with respect to human 

behavior; the better we know an individual, the better we can anticipate his responses. For 

example, a good friend or close relative might say, “I knew you were going to say that.” 

Television networks can project the outcome of elections by analyzing returns from a few 

bellwether precincts. We conclude that if by freedom is meant random choice, human freedom is 

a practical impossibility. But if by freedom is meant ability to choose between options, human 

freedom exists and is compatible with God’s having rendered our decisions and actions certain. 

All analogies to human persuasion of other humans break down, however, because they 

assume two basically equal parties. Suppose that one party has infinite knowledge, including 

knowledge of what the other person is thinking at any given moment. Would that not make 

easier the first person’s persuasion of the second, without any sort of coercion, either external or 

internal? God is the infinite person in the relationship. We may have a parallel here to the type of 

conception we advanced in the discussion of divine transcendence (pp. 284–86). If God is not 

bound by some of the spatial dimensional restrictions we have, then his action in relationship to 

the world may involve what is impossible for humans. This may mean that what would involve 

restriction of freedom of one individual human by another is not that when God is the partner to 

the relationship. 

It should also be observed that the biblical writers did not necessarily see the antithesis 

between the divine will and working and the human will and action that we sometimes do. Paul, 

for example, spoke of Christ as living in him (Gal. 2:20), as did Jesus of his relationship to 

believers (John 15:1–7). And Paul spoke of God as willing and doing, even as the believer does 

so (Phil. 2:12–13). Perhaps we have been guilty of defining our terms and concepts abstractly, 

and then finding an incompatibility that Scripture does not presuppose. 

Arminians, in order to preserve the idea of God accomplishing his will, at some point have to 

compromise their idea of human freedom. This means that God acts unilaterally, superseding 

human freedom. If this is the case, however, then the charge of coercion brought against the 

Calvinistic conception of God does not attach only to that view but also to their own. It is a 

question of the frequency of divine unilateral action, rather than its occurrence, that distinguishes 

the two views. From the compatibilist view of human freedom, however, this is not coercion but 

persuasion. 

It should be noted that if certainty of outcome is inconsistent with freedom, that is, if 

libertarian freedom is true, divine foreknowledge, as the Arminian understands that term, 

presents as much difficulty for human freedom as does divine foreordination. For if God knows 

what I will do, it must be certain that I am going to do it. If it were not certain, God could not 

know it; he might be mistaken (I might act differently from what he expects). But if what I will 



do is certain, then surely I will do it, whether or not I know what I will do. It will happen! But 

am I then free? In the view of those whose definition of freedom entails the implication that it 

cannot be certain that a particular event will occur, presumably I am not free. In their view, 

divine foreknowledge is just as incompatible with human freedom as is divine foreordination. 

It might seem that the divine choice we have argued for is in part the same as the Arminian 

idea of foreknowledge. There is a significant difference, however. In the Arminian 

understanding, there is a foreknowledge of actual existing entities. God simply chooses to 

confirm, as it were, what he foresees real individuals will decide and do. In our scheme, 

however, God has a foreknowledge of possibilities. God foresees what possible beings will do if 

placed in a particular situation with all the influences that will be present at that point in time and 

space.
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 On this basis he chooses which of the possible individuals will become actualities and 

which circumstances and influences will be present. He foreknows what these individuals will 

freely do, for he in effect made that decision by choosing to bring them into existence. With 

respect to salvation, this means that, in logical order, God decided that he would create humans, 

that they would be allowed to fall, and then that among this group who would be brought into 

existence, all of whom would come under the curse of sin, some individuals would, acting as he 

intends, freely choose to respond to him. 

Our position that God has rendered certain everything that occurs raises another question: Is 

there not a contradiction at certain points between what God commands and says he desires and 

what he actually wills? For example, sin is universally prohibited, yet apparently God wills for it 

to occur. Certainly murder is prohibited in Scripture, and yet the death of Jesus by execution was 

apparently willed by God (Luke 22:22; Acts 2:23). Further, we are told that God is not willing 

that any should perish (2 Pet. 3:9), yet apparently he does not actually will for all to be saved, 

since not everyone is. How are we to reconcile these seemingly contradictory considerations? 

We must distinguish between two different senses of God’s will, which we will refer to as 

God’s “wish” (will1) and God’s “will” (will2). The former is God’s general intention, the values 

with which he is pleased. The latter is God’s specific intention in a given situation, what he 

decides will actually occur. There are times, many of them, when God wills to permit, and thus 

to have occur, what he really does not wish. This is the case with sin. God does not desire sin to 

occur. There are occasions, however, when he simply says, in effect, “So be it,” allowing a 

human to choose freely a sinful course of action. Joseph’s treatment at the hands of his brothers 

did not please God; it was not consistent with what he is like. God did, however, will to permit it; 

he did not intervene to prevent it. And, interestingly enough, God used their action to produce 

the very thing it was intended to prevent—Joseph’s ascendancy. 

God does not enjoy the destruction of the ungodly. It brings him sorrow. Yet he chooses to 

permit them, by their own volition, to reject and disbelieve. Why he does this we do not know. 

But what we are talking about here is not as unique and foreign to us as we might at first think. It 

is not unlike the way parents sometimes treat their children. A mother may wish for her son to 

avoid a particular type of behavior, and may tell him so. Yet there are situations in which she 

may, unobserved by her son, see him about to engage in the forbidden action, yet choose not to 

intervene to prevent it. Here is a case in which the parent’s wish is clearly that the child not 

engage in certain behavior, yet her will is that he do what he has willed to do. By choosing not to 

intervene to prevent the act, the mother is actually willing that it take place. 

We must understand that the will of God permits rather than causes sin. God never says, 

“Commit this sin!” But by his permitting the conditions that lead a person to commit a sin and by 

his not preventing the sin, God in effect wills the sin. If one maintains that failure to prevent 



something constitutes causation or responsibility, then God would have to be regarded, in this 

secondary sense, as causing evil. But, we should note, this is not the way that responsibility is 

usually assigned. 

Another issue that must be examined concerns whether our view of God’s all-encompassing 

plan removes incentives for activity on our part. If God has already rendered certain what is to 

occur, is there any point in our seeking to accomplish his will? Does what we do really make any 

difference in what happens? This issue relates particularly to evangelism. If God has already 

chosen (elected) who will be saved and who will not, what difference does it make whether we 

(or anyone else for that matter) seek to propagate the gospel? Nothing can change the fact that 

the elect will be saved and the non-elect will not. 

Two points should be made by way of response. One is that if God has rendered certain the 

end, his plan also includes the means to that end. His plan may well include that our witness is 

the means by which an elect person will come to saving faith. The other consideration is that we 

do not know in detail what God’s plan is. So we must proceed on the basis of what God has 

revealed of his wish. Accordingly, we must witness. This may mean that some of our time is 

spent on someone who will not ultimately enter the kingdom of heaven. But that does not mean 

that our time has been wasted. It may well have been the means to fulfilling another part of 

God’s plan. And, ultimately, faithfulness, not success, is God’s measure of our service. 

Various Understandings of History 

As we noted at the beginning of this chapter, Christianity’s doctrine of the divine plan responds 

specifically to the questions of where history is going and what is moving it. Some 

understandings of the movement of history are quite negative. This is particularly true of cyclical 

views, which do not see history as progressing, but as simply repeating the same pattern, albeit in 

somewhat different fashion. The Eastern religions tend to be of this type, particularly Hinduism, 

with its emphasis on reincarnation. One goes through cycles of death and rebirth, with the status 

of one’s life in each new incarnation largely determined by his or her conduct in the previous 

life. Salvation, if one may term it that, consists in Nirvana, escape from the repeated process. 

Doomsday philosophies abound in our time. It is believed that history will soon come to a 

disastrous end as a result of either an economic collapse, an ecological crisis involving massive 

pollution of the environment, or an outbreak of nuclear warfare. The human race is doomed 

because it has failed to manage the world wisely. 

Another prominent twentieth-century pessimistic philosophy was existentialism. The idea of 

the absurdity of the world, of the paradoxical and the ironic in reality, of the blind randomness of 

much that occurs, leads to despair. Lacking any discernible pattern in the events of history, one 

must create one’s own meaning by a conscious act of free will. 

On the other hand, there have been a number of quite optimistic views, especially in the latter 

half of the nineteenth century. Darwinism was extended from the biological realm to other areas, 

particularly to society. In the thought of Herbert Spencer, it became an all-inclusive philosophy 

entailing the growth, progress, and development of the whole of reality. Although this view 

proved rather unrealistic, it had considerable influence in its time. In more recent years, 

utopianisms employing the methods of the behavioral sciences have sought to restructure society 

or at least individual lives. 

Until recently, the most militant philosophy of history on a global scale has been dialectical 

materialism, the philosophy on which communism is based. Adapting Georg Hegel’s philosophy, 



Karl Marx replaced its idealistic metaphysic with a materialistic view. The forces of material 

reality are impelling history to its end. Through a series of steps, the economic order is being 

changed. Each stage of the process is characterized by a conflict between two antithetical groups 

or movements. The prevailing means of production is changing from feudalism to capitalism to a 

final socialistic stage where there will be no private ownership. In the classless society, the 

dialectic that has moved history through the rhythmical process of thesis-antithesis-synthesis will 

cease, and all evil will wither away. Because this trust is in an impersonal force, many people 

under communism found it neither personally satisfying nor societally effective. 

Finally, there is the Christian doctrine of the divine plan, which affirms that an all-wise, all-

powerful, good God has from all eternity planned what is to occur and that history is carrying out 

his intention. There is a definite goal toward which history is progressing. History, then, is not 

moved merely by chance happenings, impersonal atoms, or blind fate. The force behind it is, 

rather, a loving God with whom we can have a personal relationship. We may look forward with 

assurance, then, toward the attainment of the telos of the universe. And we may align our lives 

with the assured outcome of history.
1
 

 

                                                           
1 Erickson, M. J. (2013). Christian Theology (3rd ed., pp. 317–336). Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic. 


