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October 9, 2016 

  

Divine Sovereignty & Human Freedom 
 

 

Intro 
 

 

• Maintaining Biblical tensions… 

 

“Biblical Christianity makes two indisputable affirmations, yet not without 

generating fierce controversy. First, God controls in some sense all that 

transpires in time, space, and history, including the course of human lives. 

Second, human beings are responsible agents who freely choose the direction 

that their lives take. Our ability to make meaningful choices that impact history 

as it unfolds is what separates us from every other creature. On the surface, 

these two truths appear to be in conflict with each other. How can God direct 

the path of human history and yet humans remain free to choose their own 

course of action?” –Scott Christensen, What About Free Will? Reconciling Our 

Choices with God’s Sovereignty, 1 

 

 

 

Exhaustive Divine Sovereignty  
 

“In him we have obtained an inheritance, having been predestined according to the purpose of 

him who works all things according to the counsel of his will” (Eph. 1:11) 

 

“Our God is in the heavens; he does all that he pleases.” (Psalm 115:3) 

 

“for his dominion is an everlasting dominion, and his kingdom endures from generation to 

generation; 35 all the inhabitants of the earth are accounted as nothing, and he does 

according to his will among the host of heaven and among the inhabitants of the earth; and 

none can stay his hand or say to him, ‘What have you done?’” (Daniel 4:34-35) 

 

“The lot is cast into the lap, but its every decision is from the Lord” (Prov. 16:33).  

 

“The king’s heart is a stream of water in the hand of the Lord; he turns it wherever he will.” 

(Prov. 21:1) 
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“God, from all eternity, did—by the most wise and holy counsel of his own will—

freely and unchangeably ordain whatever comes to pass. Yet he ordered all things 

in such a way that he is not the author of sin, nor does he force his creatures to act 

against their wills; neither is the liberty or contingency of second causes taken 

away, but rather established.”                     –Westminster Confession of Faith, III.1 

 

� “Divine Determinism” 

 

 

Meaningful Human Choice 
 

“I call heaven and earth to witness against you today, that I have set before you life and death, 

blessing and curse. Therefore choose life, that you and your offspring may live” (Deut. 30:19) 

 

“But the Lord said to David my father, ‘Whereas it was in your heart to build a house for my 

name, you did well that it was in your heart.’” (2 Chron. 6:8) 

 

“I have sent to you all my servants the prophets, sending them persistently, saying, ‘Turn now 

every one of you from his evil way, and amend your deeds, and do not go after other gods to 

serve them, and then you shall dwell in the land that I gave to you and your fathers.’ But you 

did not incline your ear or listen to me.” (Jer. 35:15) 

 

 

 

What About “Free Will”? 
 

 

Question Sent In: 

“It seems as though free will is an ‘ugly term’ or something? All over the Bible, it speaks 

about the choices that we make, so I’m a bit confused about what you are trying to convey 

about free will/choices?” 

 

 

• “What do you mean by free will?” 

 

� Resource: “A Beginner’s Guide to Free Will” by John Piper 
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Libertarianism 

 

Libertarians hold that human beings are free in a way that is incompatible with divine 

determinism, and so they deny divine determinism. 

 

• Classic Armianianism is Libertarian.  

 

 

“Libertarian freedom of choice comes about when we have the ability to 

choose contrary to any prior factors that influence our choices, including 

external circumstances, our motives, desires, character, and nature, and of 

course, God himself. …God is in control of history, but he exercises that control 

so as not to interfere with man’s free will. Libertarian free will is often called 

the freedom of contrary choice.” –Scott Christensen, What About Free Will? 

Reconciling Our Choices with God’s Sovereignty, 7 

 

 

 Does the Bible teach Libertarian free will? 

 

o The unregenerate will is constrained by the sinful nature. 

 

o Even the regenerate will is under the sovereign decree of God. 

 

 Is Libertarian free will even possible? 

 

o Is uninfluenced, undetermined choice a reality in this world? 

 

 Is Libertarian free will even free will? 

 

o If my choices cannot be caused by anything—including my own desires(!)—in 

what sense can we say that my choices are free? Aren’t they just arbitrary? 

 

“Events that are undetermined, such as quantum jumps in atoms, happen 

merely by chance. So if free actions must be undetermined, as libertarians claim, 

it seems that they too would happen by chance. But how can chance events be 

free and responsible actions?”  

–Robert Kane, A Contemporary Introduction to Free Will, 33-34 
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o If my choices are not a decisive result of my motives, in what sense are they 

praiseworthy or blameworthy?  

 

“How can a man be praised for preferring charity or stinginess, for example, if 

both deeds were equally preferable to him, or more accurately, lacking any 

preferability at all? Do we not praise a man for giving generously to the poor 

because we assume he is of such an antecedent character that such a deed 

appears more preferable to him than withholding his money? If there is 

nothing about the man that inclines him to prefer generosity, if they act of 

giving money is no more preferable to him than the act of withholding it, is he 

worthy of praise for giving?” –Sam Storms, “The Will: Fettered Yet Free,” in A 

God Entranced Vision of All Things, 205 

 

 

Compatibilism  

 

Compatibilists hold that human beings are free in a way that is compatible with divine 

determinism.  

 

“A distinctly biblical form of compatibilism holds that there is a dual explanation 

for every choice that humans make. God determines the choices of every person, 

yet every person freely makes his or her own choices. Thus, divine sovereignty is 

compatible with human freedom and responsibility. In this model, people are free 

when they voluntarily choose what they most want to choose as long as their 

choices are made in an unhindered way. …Biblical compatibilism says that our 

choices proceed from the most compelling motives and desires we have, which in 

turn is conditioned on our base nature, whether good or evil.”  

–Scott Christensen, What About Free Will?  

Reconciling Our Choices with God’s Sovereignty, 6 

 

 

“As for you, you meant evil against me, but God meant it for good, to bring it about that many 

people should be kept alive, as they are today.” (Genesis 50:20) 

 

 

“This Jesus, delivered up according to the definite plan and foreknowledge of God, you 

crucified and killed by the hands of lawless men.” (Acts 2:23) 
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 Libertarian Assumption: “If I can’t do otherwise, I can’t be held responsible!” 

 

“You will say to me then, ‘Why does he still find fault? For who can resist his will?’” 

(Rom. 9:19) 

 

 

� Some thought experiments… 

 

 

God’s Sovereignty, Human Freedom, & the Fall  
 

Did God ordain the Fall? 

 

Question Sent In: 

“Was the Fall in God’s will/purpose? If not, how can we say that all choices are within 

his will? Is this an exception?” 

 

 

“The almighty power, unsearchable wisdom, and infinite goodness of God 

manifest themselves so completely in his providence that it extends even to the 

first fall and all other sins of angels and men… However, the sinfulness comes 

from the creatures alone and not from God, who, because he is most holy and 

righteous, neither is nor can be the author or approver of sin.”  

–Westminster Confession of Faith, III.4 

 

 

Did Adam sin of his own free will? 

 

 

Question Sent In: 

“In the school of the word about man's radical depravity, Bill said that ‘we sin because 

we are sinners. We are not sinners because we sin.’ So here's my question, so what 

about Adam & Eve? There was no sin before the Fall, so why did they sin if we ‘sin 

because we sinners’?” 

 

• Adam & Eve were created with a nature that was morally good but capable of 

falling. They freely chose to embrace temptation and sin.  
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The Goodness of God in a (Decreed) Fallen World 
 

• “Why did God include the Fall in his plan?” This is not just a problem for Calvinism! 

 

 

• The Bible tells us that God has morally sufficient reasons for everything he does. 

There is a great dimension of mystery here. But even if we do not have a complete 

answer, there are some indications in Scripture… 

 

"but God shows his love for us in that while we were still sinners, Christ died for us." 

(Rom. 5:8) 

 
“And when the world is new again 

And the children of the King 

Are ancient in their youth again 

Maybe it's a better thing, a better thing 

To be more than merely innocent 

But to be broken then redeemed by love 

Maybe this old world is bent 

But it's waking up, and I'm waking up”  

–Andrew Peterson, “Don’t You Want to Thank Someone?” 

 

 

"what if God, desiring to show his wrath and to make known his power, has endured 

with much patience vessels of wrath prepared for destruction, 23 in order to make 

known the riches of his glory for vessels of mercy, which he has prepared beforehand for 

glory" (Rom. 9:22-23).  

 

“Treating someone as an end requires seeking what is good for them. The greatest 

good for human beings is surely communion with God—presence with and 

knowledge of God. So if God seeks as an end to bring human beings to presence 

with and knowledge of himself, then he seeks their good as an end. But consider 

again the nature of glory—divine glory is a display of God. What is a human’s 

communion with God but a display of God to that human? Therefore, when God 

seeks the greatest good for human beings, he thereby seeks his glory. …Jonathan 

Edwards is strikingly insistent on this point: he forcefully denies that God uses his 

people as a means to his glory, because the flourishing of his people partially 

constitutes his glory.”  

–Daniel Johnson, Calvinism and the Problem of Evil, Kindle Loc. 994 


