“Which Is It: Man’s Free Will or God’s
Omniscience?”
A friend of mine posed this question to me. I would like to pass it along for your reflection:

When we say that God “knows the future”, are we saying that He possesses knowledge
of all future events? My premise is that in order for free will for Man to exist, then it is
impossible for God to know all future events. In other words, these concepts are
mutually exclusive. If that is true, then which one exists — free will in humans, or
knowledge by God of all future events? (Or is my premise wrong?) My opinion is that
free will exists, and therefore God cannot know all future events. Furthermore,
Christians should not be troubled by the concept of a God that does not possess
knowledge of all future events. They should rest assured that — one way or another —
He will execute His plan and carry out His promises.

Thanks for any insights that I could pass along to him.
This is a big issue in theological circles today–sort of the “God version” of the “what did he know and
when did he know it?” question. The debate over the extent of God’s foreknowledge is called “open
theism.” (Check out Rick Wade’s article called “God and the Future“).
But I can tell you what we believe. God does, indeed, know every single detail of the future, which is
why the Bible contains accurate prophecy of future events–because not only did God know they
would (and will) happen, but because He is sovereign, He superintends them.
I think many people misunderstand the concept of “free will,” which is not a biblical term. The
reality is that while we have the ability to make truly significant choices, we don’t have truly “free”
will. You cannot, for example, choose to wake up tomorrow morning in China when you go to bed in
Chicago. Or wake up speaking Chinese when all you know is English. You cannot choose to be a
different gender than what God made you. (Yes, I’m aware of sex-change operations and know
people who’ve had them–we’re not even going there! <smile>) But we can make choices that make a
difference: for example, in our attitudes, in who we marry and most importantly, which God we
serve. We have limited freedom in our choices, and God does not force us to choose things His way;
He respects our choices. But we do not have totally free will.
I think your friend misunderstands the concept of God’s sovereignty (“one way or another — He will
execute His plan and carry out His promises”) if he thinks that God can have a plan and execute it if
He doesn’t know everything that’s going to happen. You can’t have it both ways. A God who is not
omniscient cannot be sovereign. A sovereign God MUST be omniscient.
Hope this helps!
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