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Chapter 4

God’s Most Wonderful, Terrible Decision

First Thoughts

It’s hard to imagine why God would bother creating anything. Preachers and devotional writers at times wax poetic about God’s motivation, supposing that God wanted to express himself, or wanted to be worshipped, or felt somehow compelled by his own love or joy to call all things besides his own essence into being.  While these speculations might warm our hearts, they aren’t actually helpful.  In fact, they make it sound as though God had some need to create, or creation happened in response to some spasmodic urge an omnipotent God couldn’t contain. God needs nothing and has no urges that need attention. God would have been fully complete in himself had he not created anything. All we can say with certainty is that he did create all things other than himself, and that some of those creatures share his own ability to make free, intelligent choices between alternatives—and that’s actually a thing of stunning wonder.

You’re probably thinking that I’m talking about the human race, but the issue is broader than that. We know humans were not the first intelligent beings God created, since the heavenly sons of God were already present when the earth was formed (Job 38:4-7),
 an event that obviously preceded the creation of humanity. We were second in line. 

That chronology is curious. If we start in Genesis, the text assumes we already know about the heavenly beings God had created first. We hear God announce in Genesis 1:26, “let us create humankind in our image.” Yes, one could say (and many do) that the plural language in this verse speaks of the members of the Trinity, but that doesn’t work when we get to the same language in Genesis 3, where after Adam and Eve sin, we read “Behold, the man is become as one of us, knowing good and evil” (3:22). If Gen. 1:26 is referencing the Trinity, how would the act of sinning on the part of Adam and Eve leave them in a new state of being like the persons of the godhead?  The assumption that the “us” in Gen 1:26 refers to the Trinity makes little sense when viewed in this light, but we’ll look at its problems a bit since it’s so common.

The typical explanation offered by theologians is that “knowing” evil means just seeing it happen or having an intellectual knowledge without actual experience of evil. But that doesn’t help much. Adam and Eve didn’t watch someone else sin; they were the ones that sinned. Nor did they receive an intellectual lesson on what sin was. They only came to know good and evil after they had rebelled. These two explanations have no explanatory value. Other theologians argue that “knowing good and evil” refers to making decisions. This answer is equally flawed. Adam had made plenty of decisions before falling into sin (e.g., he decided what to name the animals). Since Adam and Eve already had decision-making ability prior to the Fall, that ability cannot be the explanation of their state after the Fall. 

The solution has to account for several things: 

(1) After the Fall, Adam and Eve were in a state that made them like the divine beings in God’s heavenly host.

(2) That state also made them like the triune God. When God said that the fallen Adam and Eve had become “as one of us” he included himself in that number along with the other divine beings he had previously created.

(3) This was a state that God did not desire for humanity, else he would not have forbidden eating of that particular tree, and would not have attached dire consequences to it.

An explanation becomes apparent when we see the “us” in Gen 1:26 as the other heavenly sons of God that were created before humanity existed. “Knowing good and evil” refers to the state of understanding what it meant to exercise one’s free will without regard for higher authority. Up until their fateful decision, Adam and Eve had been able to make decisions, but those decisions had always been in concert with God’s will. The temptation resulted in their free decision to disregard the authority above them. 

This definition applies to God in that all of God’s decisions are made without regard for higher authority—there simply is no higher authority. God acts with total freedom, a freedom not meant for any of his creatures.  Autonomy is off limits to any lesser being, as the highest being is the one who establishes the authority structures of both heaven and earth.  Even within the Trinity there is hierarchy. We see this most clearly in Jesus’ statements and prayers about his obedient relationship to the Father.  It will also become apparent in later chapters as we see the triune Godhead in the pages of the Old Testament.

The definition applies to the members of the heavenly host in that they knew what it was to struggle and fail to stay obedient to their higher authority, the sovereign God. Now, neither Genesis 1 nor Job 38:7-8 informs us that there was some sort of angelic rebellion prior to the creation of humanity. But there are hints that God knew this propensity was in his creatures—after all, they were not perfect like Him. We read in Job 15:15 that God “puts no trust in his holy ones, and the heavens are not pure in his sight.” Job 4:18 echoes the thought: “Even in his servants he puts no trust, and his angels he charges with error.” In succeeding chapters we’ll see several clear instances where “unfallen” divine beings mess up and become corrupt, with disastrous results for humankind.

We’ll return to the events in Eden later in this book.
 For now I hope that you noticed I’ve peppered the brief discussion above with some loaded terms: “free will,” “freedom,” “sovereignty.”  Those words and these first thoughts raise all sorts of critical questions:  How and why could Adam and Eve sin if their natures were not evil? How did Satan become evil? Were some divine beings created evil? Did Satan have a free choice in his decision to tempt Adam, or was he influenced by God to do what he did? If he was truly free in this choice, do the rest of God’s intelligent beings, human or otherwise, have true freedom of choice? If Satan was not truly free, then how can we coherently assume Satan was not influenced by God to do what he did? Was his temptation (and so the Fall) predestinated by God? Is God therefore responsible in some way for evil? If so, why would he do that—does God need evil to be present for his overall plan to be coherent? Did Adam and Eve sin of their own free will, or did God need the Fall to happen since the death of Jesus as the atoning sacrifice for sin was ordained before the world was created (1 Pet. 1:19-20)?

I raise these questions because, whether we realize it or not, their implications have a direct impact on how we view all that goes on in the invisible world and the epic battle between good and evil for the souls of humankind. These questions are also directly related to certain odd, far less familiar passages in the Bible that, when understood in their ancient context, yield coherent, but not always comfortable, answers.  Since I can’t pack all those passages and their explanations into one chapter, we have to start more simply. It all begins with God’s decision to create intelligent, free moral agents—human and otherwise. On one hand, it was the best thing God ever did for us. On the other hand, we’ve been suffering almost since the decision was made.

A Wonderful Decision

God created both his heavenly family and his earthly family, humankind, with a free will. We know that because of the language of Gen 1:26 (“let us create humankind in our image”).
 The phrase tells us that not only were God and the other heavenly beings around prior to humanity, but that human beings share something both God and the other heavenly beings already had in common, at least to some degree. God created us in some way like himself and like his heavenly host without compromising his own uniqueness. We just saw one example of that. While God, other heavenly beings, and humans all have free will, God’s freedom is of a different quality. He never deliberates over doing evil, and his freedom is without accountability to a higher authority. The critical point is this: if we are imagers of God we must have genuine free will; we could not image him without true freedom.  Why? Because imaging God means acting as God in his place, as though he were here. We mirror God, and God is a free being—he is not coerced in any way.  We could not be like God if we did not have genuine free will, and we could not image God if we were not like him. Free will is essential to imaging God.

Let’s start unpacking all this with some questions. What do we mean by “free will” and how does that reflect God? When we talk about free will we need to think carefully about what we mean and don’t mean, and what can be said from the perspective of Scripture, and what can’t be said.  We also need a definition that applies equally to human beings and intelligent members of the heavenly host.

In briefest terms, free will is the ability to make a choice without coercion. This does not mean our decisions are made in total freedom, however. Total freedom involves (1) making choices without any external influence at all, or (2) having the power to filter all external influences at will so as to make a truly independent, self-contained choice. Only God has such total freedom. He exercised the first when he made decisions before there were any created beings who might interact with him. The second is a power that most theologians admit God has, but they disagree as to how much God might allow our actions to influence him. 

We, on the other hand, have no such autonomy. Any decision we make is made either because of some immediate influence on that decision, or because of the cumulative effect on our character by previous influences and decisions. No human being has ever been in such complete isolation that God or any other human being has never influenced them. There is no scriptural warrant for anyone being so completely abandoned by God, and no human being has survived without some environment that included other human interaction. There is no such thing as total autonomy in decision making within the world that God has created and in which he has put us. It must be understood, though, that coercion and influence are not the same. The former nullifies free will; the latter is in constant cooperation with it.

So why is free will so wonderful? Just consider the alternative. If our decisions were all coerced, how authentic would those “decisions” actually be? If love is coerced, is it really love? If hate is coerced, is it really hate? Is any coerced decision really a genuine decision? Not if no other option was possible because of the coercion. We all know the difference, too. When your Mom made you eat your broccoli, that was coercion, not a choice. The IRS doesn’t tell you that you may perhaps pay your taxes by April 15. How satisfying or comforting would it be to hear your spouse or a parent say they love you if they were not truly free to refuse to do so? We appreciate such statements all the more since we know our spouse or parent could actually decide otherwise. The viability of the alternative makes the choice precious. 

In the theological realm, this subject quite quickly becomes intertwined with the issues of God’s foreknowledge, predestination, and omniscience. For example, without genuine free will, how can we say we love God? If we obey because our obedience was predestinated, that means we couldn’t do otherwise, which means we didn’t really choose to obey God. We had to obey. Isn’t God’s predestination therefore coercive? The same goes for sin. If God foreknows you will commit a particular sin and you in fact commit that sin, how could you not have committed that sin—and so how are you genuinely responsible for that sin? How is this not “coercion by predestination”? 

How are these difficulties to be addressed? Some theologians assume that God needs to be in direct control over every decision—that he needs to be the ultimate cause of every event—in order to be sovereign.  If this is not the case, it is argued, then God isn’t the controller of the universe, someone else is (or everyone is, at any given point). This notion is then wedded to God’s omniscience so that God’s foreknowledge of all decisions necessitates divine predestination of all decisions.  Our freedom in such a perspective is then defined as our ability to make decisions that God has predestined but that our desires or nature also agrees with.  That way, we are told, we are still responsible for our actions. And since evil cannot be exempted from predestination, it must therefore exist because God has willed it to exist—he is somehow the ultimate cause. This is usually conceived of as a passive, permissive causation—God allowed evil to enter creation, but did not initiate it. But this is like saying God allows something to conform to his predestination, which implies he could disallow something to conform to what he has already predestined—which is incoherent.

On the other side are those theologians who have argued that God has taken a totally hands-off approach. They usually do not argue that humans are totally without influence in the decisions they make, since that would require quarantine from all other humans and from God.  However, since God does not control every human decision, he doesn’t actually know what everyone will do all the time. This in turn means that God does not have exhaustive foreknowledge, and so he is not omniscient, at least in the traditional sense. Humans are certainly responsible for their own actions in such a view. And while God is not to blame for evil, we are left with the impression that he cannot control it, and so evil has a sort of independence from God. If that is the case, how can God be the conqueror of evil without being able to control it completely?

Understanding the Decision

Since we aren’t told much in Genesis about how human freedom works in relation to divine attributes like foreknowledge, predestination, sovereignty, and omniscience, we need to look elsewhere in Scripture for some clarification. There are two important passages to consider. The first is 1 Samuel 23:1-14. Note the underlining carefully.

1 Now they told David, “Behold, the Philistines are fighting against Keilah and are robbing the threshing floors.” 2 Therefore David inquired of the Lord, “Shall I go and attack these Philistines?” And the Lord said to David, “Go and attack the Philistines and save Keilah.” 3 But David’s men said to him, “Behold, we are afraid here in Judah; how much more then if we go to Keilah against the armies of the Philistines?” 4 Then David inquired of the Lord again. And the Lord answered him, “Arise, go down to Keilah, for I will give the Philistines into your hand.” 5 And David and his men went to Keilah and fought with the Philistines and brought away their livestock and struck them with a great blow. So David saved the inhabitants of Keilah. 6 When Abiathar the son of Ahimelech had fled to David to Keilah, he had come down with an ephod in his hand. 7 Now it was told Saul that David had come to Keilah. And Saul said, “God has given him into my hand, for he has shut himself in by entering a town that has gates and bars.” 8 And Saul summoned all the people to war, to go down to Keilah, to besiege David and his men. 9 David knew that Saul was plotting harm against him. And he said to Abiathar the priest, “Bring the ephod here.” 10 Then said David, “O Lord, the God of Israel, your servant has surely heard that Saul seeks to come to Keilah, to destroy the city on my account. 11 Will the men of Keilah surrender me into his hand? Will Saul come down, as your servant has heard? O Lord, the God of Israel, please tell your servant.” And the Lord said, “He will come down.” 12 Then David said, “Will the men of Keilah surrender me and my men into the hand of Saul?” And the Lord said, “They will surrender you.” 13 Then David and his men, who were about six hundred, arose and departed from Keilah, and they went wherever they could go. When Saul was told that David had escaped from Keilah, he gave up the expedition. 14 And David remained in the strongholds in the wilderness, in the hill country of the Wilderness of Ziph. And Saul sought him every day, but God did not give him into his hand. 

In this account, David appeals to the omniscient God to tell him about the future. In the first instance (23:1-5), David asks God whether he should go to the city of Keilah and whether he’ll successfully defeat the Philistines there. God answers in the affirmative in both cases, David goes to Keilah, and indeed defeats the Philistines. 

In the second section (23:6-14), Davis asks the Lord two questions: (1) will his nemesis Saul come to Keilah and threaten the city on account of David’s presence? And (2) will the people of Keilah turn him over to Saul to avoid an attack on the city? Again, God answers both questions affirmatively. Saul is going to come down and the people of Keilah will hand you over to him. But here’s the interesting point—neither of those things actually happen. Once David hears God’s answer, he and his men leave the city. When Saul discovers this fact (v. 13), he abandons his trip to Keilah. Saul never actually goes to Keilah, and therefore David is never handed over by the people of Keilah to Saul. But why is this significant?

This passage (specifically the second section) clearly establishes that divine foreknowledge does not necessitate divine predestination. God foreknew what Saul would do and what the people of Keilah would do given a set of circumstances. In other words, God foreknew a possibility—but this foreknowledge did not mandate that those events be predestinated to happen. The events never happened, so they could not have been predestinated, despite the fact they had been foreknown by God. 

The same idea comes through in other passages. For example:

Matthew 11

20 Then he [Jesus] began to denounce the cities where most of his mighty works had been done, because they did not repent. 21 “Woe to you, Chorazin! Woe to you, Bethsaida! For if the mighty works done in you had been done in Tyre and Sidon, they would have repented long ago in sackcloth and ashes. 22 But I tell you, it will be more bearable on the day of judgment for Tyre and Sidon than for you. 23 And you, Capernaum, will you be exalted to heaven? You will be brought down to Hades. For if the mighty works done in you had been done in Sodom, it would have remained until this day. 24 But I tell you that it will be more tolerable on the day of judgment for the land of Sodom than for you.” 

In Matthew 11 we see Jesus’ (fore)knowledgeable declaration that had a given set of circumstances prevailed an outcome different than what happened in “real time” would have ensued.  The theological point can be put this way:

That which never happens can be foreknown by God, but it is not predestinated.

But what about things that do happen? They can obviously be foreknown, but are they predestinated if they are foreknown? There are two ways to look at this, and both may be simultaneously true. 

First, it might sound awkward, but since we have seen above that foreknowledge in itself does not necessitate predestination, all that foreknowledge truly guarantees is that something is foreknown. It can be coherently argued that if God foreknows some event that happens, then he may have predestinated that event. But as 1 Samuel 23 informs us, a foreknown event is not guaranteed to have been predestinated. The only guarantee is that God foreknew it correctly, whether actual or merely possible. I would also add that since 1 Samuel 23 shows us that God knows things “actual and possible,” there is no reason to think that he cannot foreknow all things actual and possible, a very traditional approach to omniscience. This would mean that God can foreknow both our actual and possible decisions, but need not predestine either.

Second, God may foreknow an event and predestinate that same event, but such predestination may pertain only to the specific end result or outcome of a series of events that are not specifically predestinated. In other words, God may know and predestinate the end—how something is ultimately going to turn out according to his will—but other precursor events to that ultimate end may not be predestinated (though, as noted above, it’s quite reasonable to assume God foreknew them as well). This brings us to our second important passage, 1 Kings 22:1-23, as it provides an illustration of what I’m describing here. 

1 For three years Syria and Israel continued without war. 2 But in the third year Jehoshaphat the king of Judah came down to the king of Israel. 3 And the king of Israel said to his servants, “Do you know that Ramoth-gilead belongs to us, and we keep quiet and do not take it out of the hand of the king of Syria?” 4 And he said to Jehoshaphat, “Will you go with me to battle at Ramoth-gilead?” And Jehoshaphat said to the king of Israel, “I am as you are, my people as your people, my horses as your horses.” 5 And Jehoshaphat said to the king of Israel, “Inquire first for the word of the Lord.” 6 Then the king of Israel gathered the prophets together, about four hundred men, and said to them, “Shall I go to battle against Ramoth-gilead, or shall I refrain?” And they said, “Go up, for the Lord will give it into the hand of the king.” 7 But Jehoshaphat said, “Is there not here another prophet of the Lord of whom we may inquire?” 8 And the king of Israel said to Jehoshaphat, “There is yet one man by whom we may inquire of the Lord, Micaiah the son of Imlah, but I hate him, for he never prophesies good concerning me, but evil.” And Jehoshaphat said, “Let not the king say so.” 9 Then the king of Israel summoned an officer and said, “Bring quickly Micaiah the son of Imlah.” 10 Now the king of Israel and Jehoshaphat the king of Judah were sitting on their thrones, arrayed in their robes, at the threshing floor at the entrance of the gate of Samaria, and all the prophets were prophesying before them. 11 And Zedekiah the son of Chenaanah made for himself horns of iron and said, “Thus says the Lord, ‘With these you shall push the Syrians until they are destroyed.’ ” 12 And all the prophets prophesied so and said, “Go up to Ramoth-gilead and triumph; the Lord will give it into the hand of the king.” 13 And the messenger who went to summon Micaiah said to him, “Behold, the words of the prophets with one accord are favorable to the king. Let your word be like the word of one of them, and speak favorably.” 14 But Micaiah said, “As the Lord lives, what the Lord says to me, that I will speak.” 15 And when he had come to the king, the king said to him, “Micaiah, shall we go to Ramoth-gilead to battle, or shall we refrain?” And he answered him, “Go up and triumph; the Lord will give it into the hand of the king.” 16 But the king said to him, “How many times shall I make you swear that you speak to me nothing but the truth in the name of the Lord?” 17 And he [Micaiah] said, “I saw all Israel scattered on the mountains, as sheep that have no shepherd. And the Lord said, ‘These have no master; let each return to his home in peace.’ ” 18 And the king of Israel said to Jehoshaphat, “Did I not tell you that he would not prophesy good concerning me, but evil?” 19 And Micaiah said, “Therefore hear the word of the Lord: I saw the Lord sitting on his throne, and all the host of heaven standing beside him on his right hand and on his left; 20 and the Lord said, ‘Who will entice Ahab, that he may go up and fall at Ramoth-gilead?’ And one said one thing, and another said another. 21 Then a spirit came forward and stood before the Lord, saying, ‘I will entice him.’ 22 And the Lord said to him, ‘By what means?’ And he said, ‘I will go out, and will be a lying spirit in the mouth of all his prophets.’ And he said, ‘You are to entice him, and you shall succeed; go out and do so.’ 23 Now therefore behold, the Lord has put a lying spirit in the mouth of all these your prophets; the Lord has declared disaster for you.” 

This passage, specifically verses 19-22, describes a meeting in the heavens among God and the members of his heavenly host. We read in verse 20 that God had decided it was time for wicked king Ahab to die. That much, we know, had been decreed by the Lord and so predestined—it was going to happen for sure. Ahab’s number was up. God then asks the other heavenly beings how Ahab’s death should be accomplished. God had already decided that Ahab was going to die at Ramoth-Gilead, but the means of his death was not yet determined. The heavenly beings of God’s heavenly council as it were, subsequently deliberated among themselves (v. 20 - “one said one thing, and another said another”) about how to do this. Finally, one of the heavenly beings comes forward (v. 21) with a proposition (v. 22): “I will go out, and will be a lying spirit in the mouth of all his prophets.” Upon hearing this, God says (paraphrasing), “Yep, that’ll work—go get it done.”

The point here is not that God learned anything. Indeed, my view is that he foreknew all the options that the heavenly beings came up with and debated among themselves, though we are not told that. The point is that God predestinated an event yet future (Ahab’s death), but left it up to lesser beings with free will to accomplish the end result that had been ordained. He left the details to his agents—but the end was guaranteed, for the Lord had foreknown and decreed it. We see here a symbiosis of a predestinating God and his freewill beings. It is important to realize that God himself decided to do things this way. The freedom of these lesser beings was genuine—they got to decide how to do what God wanted done—but God’s overall sovereignty did not suffer. The spirits in 1 Kings 22 were free—the text gives no indication they were coerced or just rubber stamping something—but they were not autonomous, as they bring their decision to the Lord (whom it appears would have vetoed a dumb idea!).

There are other less explicit glimpses of this kind of cooperation, where an event was predestinated by God—the only single being who has that kind of power and authority—and his lesser agents whom God allows to be part of a process of bringing about his decrees that includes their free (but not autonomous) choices. Take a close look at Daniel 4:1-27:

﻿1 King Nebuchadnezzar to all peoples, nations, and languages, that dwell in all the earth: Peace be multiplied to you! 2 It has seemed good to me to show the signs and wonders that the Most High God has done for me. 3 How great are his signs, how mighty his wonders! His kingdom is an everlasting kingdom, and his dominion endures from generation to generation. 4 ﻿ I, Nebuchadnezzar, was at ease in my house and prospering in my palace. 5 I saw a dream that made me afraid. As I lay in bed the fancies and the visions of my head alarmed me. 6 So I made a decree that all the wise men of Babylon should be brought before me, that they might make known to me the interpretation of the dream. 7 Then the magicians, the enchanters, the Chaldeans, and the astrologers came in, and I told them the dream, but they could not make known to me its interpretation. 8 At last Daniel came in before me—he who was named Belteshazzar after the name of my god, and in whom is the spirit of the holy gods﻿—and I told him the dream, saying, 9 “O Belteshazzar, chief of the magicians, because I know that the spirit of the holy gods is in you and that no mystery is too difficult for you, tell me the visions of my dream that I saw and their interpretation. 10 The visions of my head as I lay in bed were these: I saw, and behold, a tree in the midst of the earth, and its height was great. 11 The tree grew and became strong, and its top reached to heaven, and it was visible to the end of the whole earth. 12 Its leaves were beautiful and its fruit abundant, and in it was food for all. The beasts of the field found shade under it, and the birds of the heavens lived in its branches, and all flesh was fed from it. 13 “I saw in the visions of my head as I lay in bed, and behold, a watcher, a holy one, came down from heaven. 14 He proclaimed aloud and said thus: ‘Chop down the tree and lop off its branches, strip off its leaves and scatter its fruit. Let the beasts flee from under it and the birds from its branches. 15 But leave the stump of its roots in the earth, bound with a band of iron and bronze, amid the tender grass of the field. Let him be wet with the dew of heaven. Let his portion be with the beasts in the grass of the earth. 16 Let his mind be changed from a man’s, and let a beast’s mind be given to him; and let seven periods of time pass over him. 17 The sentence is by the decree of the watchers, the decision by the word of the holy ones, to the end that the living may know that the Most High rules the kingdom of men and gives it to whom he will and sets over it the lowliest of men.’ 18 This dream I, King Nebuchadnezzar, saw. And you, O Belteshazzar, tell me the interpretation, because all the wise men of my kingdom are not able to make known to me the interpretation, but you are able, for the spirit of the holy gods is in you.” 19 Then Daniel, whose name was Belteshazzar, was dismayed for a while, and his thoughts alarmed him. The king answered and said, “Belteshazzar, let not the dream or the interpretation alarm you.” Belteshazzar answered and said, “My lord, may the dream be for those who hate you and its interpretation for your enemies! 20 The tree you saw, which grew and became strong, so that its top reached to heaven, and it was visible to the end of the whole earth, 21 whose leaves were beautiful and its fruit abundant, and in which was food for all, under which beasts of the field found shade, and in whose branches the birds of the heavens lived— 22 it is you, O king, who have grown and become strong. Your greatness has grown and reaches to heaven, and your dominion to the ends of the earth. 23 And because the king saw a watcher, a holy one, coming down from heaven and saying, ‘Chop down the tree and destroy it, but leave the stump of its roots in the earth, bound with a band of iron and bronze, in the tender grass of the field, and let him be wet with the dew of heaven, and let his portion be with the beasts of the field, till seven periods of time pass over him,’ 24 this is the interpretation, O king: It is a decree of the Most High, which has come upon my lord the king, 25 that you shall be driven from among men, and your dwelling shall be with the beasts of the field. You shall be made to eat grass like an ox, and you shall be wet with the dew of heaven, and seven periods of time shall pass over you, till you know that the Most High rules the kingdom of men and gives it to whom he will. 26 And as it was commanded to leave the stump of the roots of the tree, your kingdom shall be confirmed for you from the time that you know that Heaven rules. 27 Therefore, O king, let my counsel be acceptable to you: break off your sins by practicing righteousness, and your iniquities by showing mercy to the oppressed, that there may perhaps be a lengthening of your prosperity.” 

The point of interest for our purposes is that verse 17 says very plainly that the punishment laid upon Nebuchadnezzar “is by the decree of the watchers, the decision by the word of the holy ones. . . .” Note the plurals (“watchers” . . . “holy ones”). In some sense, this sovereign decree was made in part by these heavenly beings. I say in part, because the text of verse 17 continues (cf. vv. 24-25), “that the living may know that the Most High rules the kingdom of men.” It is clear that this decision was made by the Watchers under the authority of the (singular) Most High God, akin to what we saw going on in 1 Kings 22. God had made a decision, and these “watchers” had some role in that process.

Going back to our earlier theological proposition, let’s add one now:

1. That which never happens can be foreknown by God, but it is not predestinated.

2. That which does happen was foreknown by God, but may or may not have been 

predestinated.

What all this means with respect to God’s wonderful decision to give us (and other heavenly beings) free will is that there can be variability in the causation of events without impinging on divine foreknowledge and sovereignty. Contrary to what many theologians have said, God does not need to predestine every single event that ever occurs in order to be sovereign. Rather, as we have seen, foreknowledge does not necessitate predestination, and God can leave decisions to his free will beings all the while decreeing (predestinating) a final outcome. We are also not forced to conclude with some theologians that events not yet real cannot be foreknown. This is an unnecessary conclusion to draw in the defense of genuine free will.

The idea that God doesn’t predestinate every event may be unfamiliar or uncomfortable. It might sound like God isn’t in control. First, we need to be sure that our idea of God’s control or sovereignty is grounded in the text of the Bible, not a creed or the teachings of a favorite author. Think of what I’m describing this way. What shows a more powerful God—having a God that predestinates every event before it happens, thereby nullifying the possibility of his creatures making any other decisions on his strictly and invariably mapped path, or having a God that can integrate any decision made by a free will agent into a plan whose ultimate conclusion he has ordained so that nothing of his ultimate will is lost or overturned? The passages we have considered inform us that predestination of all things must give way to sovereign oversight of free events as they move toward selected predestinated ends. Everything ends as God wills. God is in control and yet humans (and heavenly beings) are genuinely free—and accountable.

Perhaps an illustration from God’s general revelation, the created world, will also be helpful. In the twentieth century, the study of the ultra small turned our understanding of the nature of matter and reality upside down.  At the level of electrons and other subatomic particles, the observable universe begins breaking down into a bizarre world where, for example, elementary particles can occupy all places at the same time and nothing can be described in terms of certainty but only in terms of probability.  The experimental evidence for all this was what prompted the great physicist, Albert Einstein, to retort, "God doesn't play dice.”  Einstein was honestly disturbed by the apparent randomness of nature and particle behavior that defied logic at the subatomic level. But the findings of physicists in the early decades of the 20th century have been verified countless times by subsequent generations of scientists in ever more complex experiments, using vastly more precise and powerful equipment.  Today, the experimental evidence of these findings is essentially unchallenged.  Yet the matter of everyday stuff we see and feel and experience does not disintegrate, and the physical processes that depend on this matter does not break down or lose its inherent characteristics and qualities.
  Somehow, despite this true randomness, everything still works. When Paul tells us in Romans 1:20 that God’s “invisible attributes, namely, his eternal power and divine nature, have been clearly perceived, ever since the creation of the world, in the things that have been made,” perhaps we should take that more seriously. It appears the natural world’s combination of laws and genuine freedom mirror God’s own governance of all things and all creatures.

A Terrible Decision

The implications of all this are profound. Humans and heavenly divine beings have genuine free will. God may foreknow all things real and possible, but he does not predestinate every event. But what about evil? God must have foreknown the entrance of evil into his created world by the acts of free agents. Was free will a colossal miscalculation? How do we process the entrance and perpetual disruption of evil?

It is true that God foreknew the cost of his decision to give intelligent creatures free will. We must acknowledge that, in his mind therefore, the cost of free will was to be preferred over the alternative—and that in choosing this preference, God knew what he was doing. And the solution to evil was not the revocation of this decision. This would be theologically aberrant, for it would mean that the one who knew all things didn’t know enough to avoid a horrible mistake.  No, God granted free will and with that decision came another—that he would not remove or violate it. Doing so would be a reversal of his own creative decree that results in remaking us into something not like himself (cf. Gen 1:26).

The fallout of this compels certain conclusions. First, God cannot just step into time as it were and stop a freewill decision, something we often want him to do when it comes to the horrific evil in the world. Second, while he will not take away free will, God can and does seek to influence people away from evil and toward righteousness, and skillfully uses agents such as angels and other people in that influencing process.
 Third, God can and does protect us (or not) from the fallout of a freewill decision to choose evil, whether that decision was made by a human or other divine being.  This is not a violation of free will, since it focuses on the results of an act, not the act itself. We are not abandoned, and God’s ultimate decreed end is not overturned by evil’s successes. 

The fact that human beings and other heavenly beings have genuine free will means that the potential is there for free acts of evil. In fact, God’s decision resulted in the entrance of evil into his creation—as he knew it would, since the death of Christ was something God did indeed ordain before the foundation of the world. But as we have seen, foreknowledge does not necessitate predestination. How did Satan become evil? He chose to disobey out of his own free will. Neither he nor other divine beings were created as evil beings. Did Satan have a choice in tempting Adam and Eve? Yes, and he made his choice, and is fully accountable for it. Was Satan compelled by God to do so because of predestination? No, the choice was free, but God foreknew it and had already decreed that, when all is said and done, his Son would be the key to undoing this evil. Were Adam and Eve forced by predestination to sin? No, they made a choice, but again God had already made plans to atone for their choices. 

If you have ever wondered why Satan and other evil divine beings do what they do despite the power of God, this approach is the answer. There are evil divine beings because those beings have made evil choices and continue to wreak havoc in God’s world. And since everything is not predestinated, they believe they can thwart God’s purposes. This is why Scripture describes their opposition to a messianic bloodline, to the covenantal holiness of God’s people, to the very survival of those who follow the true God. Though confronted with superior power, they think they can win the battle for the souls of humanity. And the fact is, they won battles in the Bible many times, and win countless battles today. Why wouldn’t such victories, as frequent as they are, reinforce this belief? We may be assured of an ultimate end (which they may or may not deny), but evil has a lot of freedom. God has established parameters, and may (Job 1:6ff.) selectively restrict how far evil can go in specific circumstances, but evil has not been predestinated out of its victories. The battle is real, and the stakes can go no higher.

Some would look at all this and assume that God’s decision to give humankind genuine free will was pretty risky. I wouldn’t use that term, since God is sovereign. The decision was a calculated one. He had foreseen and ordained an end to which he would steer all things. And yet there is a result of his decision: suffering. God deemed giving us and his other heavenly creatures free will preferable to creating us as mindless, will-less robots. And when I say preferable, I mean preferable for us, not God. God doesn’t need to slant anything to his advantage. He needs no advantage and his sovereignty assures him (and us) that his plan will end as he ordained. Free will, despite the terrible consequences, is preferable for us. Without it we could not experience life as God intended, could not appreciate God’s creation and blessings, could not rise above disaster, and could not minister to others who suffer. We would be mindless automatons, mere lackeys in a pointless divine exercise. Withholding free will to his creatures would be the ultimate act of selfishness for a god. It really would be only about him. But the mythic narrative of the Bible tells us on every page that just isn’t the case.

� Job 38:4-7 reads: “4 Where were you when I laid the foundation of the earth? Tell me, if you have understanding. 5 Who determined its measurements—surely you know! Or who stretched the line upon it? 6 On what were its bases sunk, or who laid its cornerstone, 7 when the morning stars sang together and all the sons of God shouted for joy?” Unless otherwise stated, all Scripture citations are from the English Standard Version (ESV).


� Specifically, we will discuss what I imagine are very natural questions: What does “the image of God” mean in light of this explanation of Genesis 1:26? Who was the “serpent,” and what happened at the Fall?


� See Chapters Four and Six for fuller discussions of, respectively, the heavenly sons of God and the proper meaning of the “image of God.”


� My thanks to Charles Blevins for helping me with this wording.


� In terms of divine election, it could coherently be argued that God influences some people more than others—that is his choice.  And we must acknowledge with Scripture that anyone who comes to faith in Christ must be influenced to do so by God.  A spiritually dead individual (which would be every human being) cannot respond to the grace of God without divine influence (Eph. 2:1-10; Phil 2:12-13). In the sense that God has ordained the outcome and not intermediate events, one could still hold to irresistible grace, if by that one speaks of one of God’s ultimately decreed outcomes. This is just an observation on my part, not an endorsement of any particular such argument.





