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   One of the greatest enemies of freedom is the old theism of traditional Christianity. 
One aspect of such theism is the predestinarian theology of Augustine, Luther and 
Calvin. According to their theology, before the beginning of history God had 
determined everything which would thereafter come to pass. He had determined all 
who would be born, and among these he had predestined all who would be saved and 
all who would be eternally damned. He had determined the course of history for every 
nation, so that the direction of human events runs on predetermined tracks like a 
freight train charging through the night. 
    
   The vision of Islam is much the same. Allah has decreed in his book all that will 
happen. Everyone meets death not only on the day decreed, but in the way Allah has 
written. Islam means “Submission.” The faithful Muslim resigns himself to the 
inevitability of even the most tragic circumstances, saying, “It has been written....”    
    
   Scholars have often emphasized that this theistic predestination was a vast 
improvement over the fatalism popular among the Roman or non-Christian 
philosophers. They placed destiny in the cold, impersonal clutches of a blind fate. At 
least theism placed personal destiny in the hands of a personal Supreme Being who, 
after all, possessed the attributes of love, mercy and compassion. 
    
   Or did he? We raise this question because Aristotle’s philosophy of God as the 
Unmoved Mover became part of Christian theology. In this theology God is said to be 
so complete and all-sufficient within himself that he cannot be influenced or enriched 
by anything outside himself. He does not create because of some need, since he 
needs nothing. He is not enriched by any interchange with his creation, since he 
already knows everything. 
    
   But what of God’s being moved with pity for hapless human beings? The strict 
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Calvinist theologian replies that God acts in all things for his own glory and for his own 
sake. So, ultimately when God is merciful he is merciful to himself. Everything is for his 
own sake. In this framework Christ dies in order that sins might be forgiven. According 
to this atonement theory, God’s own reputation and principles of strict justice are more 
important to him than the sinner’s salvation. The debt owed to God (or his law) and the 
dishonor done to his person must be paid or repaired. Men like Augustus Strong and 
Charles Hodge openly stated that justice rather than love is preeminent in the divine 
character.  
    
    This God who created the world and rigidly determined all its laws also sits above 
the world to rigidly determine its destiny. If he creates such a thing as free will, it is the 
free will to submit to his destiny or otherwise be thrown into hell– although in Calvinism 
even the damned have been predestined to go to hell in such a way that it is entirely 
their own fault. But it should not surprise us that the God who wills such total control 
over the history of the world should also will total control over our individual lives. In 
ethics and morality we do not make up our minds on any matter of real consequence. 
God’s Word is supposed to tell us what to do and not to do. The appropriate human 
response is called “faith” or “obedience”– depending on one’s perspective. Sin is 
primarily regarded as a failure to submit to the way God has rigidly determined that 
everything should behave– from the mote floating in the summer breeze to man, the 
highest intelligence in all God’s creation. 
    
   Despite all the assurances of God’s love, traditional theism still has him in 
omnipotent coercive control of the world and its destiny. Although Jesus may still be 
“tenderly calling today,” this will not always be true. In the traditional apocalyptic vision 
of the cataclysmic end of the world, this “gentle Jesus, meek and mild,” will explode 
with flaming fire to take vengeance on those who obey not the gospel. In the end, 
therefore, all scores are settled, evil is vanquished, and God is victorious through his 
omnipotent coercion. 
    
   Of course, some in the stream of traditional theism have tried to soften its harsher 
aspects. To counter Augustine there was Pelagius. To give a more humane view of the 
atonement than Anselm, there was Abelard. Erasmus wanted to modify Luther’s 
dogma on the bondage of the will. But perhaps the most notable revision of 
predestinarian theology took place with Arminius. 
    
   It is impossible to adequately develop the arguments of the Arminian movement in 
this brief discussion. But it should be said Arminius and his sympathizers stood well 
within the traditional Christian tradition, even the Calvinist tradition. They simply 
wanted to modify that tradition. So, like Erasmus, Abelard or Pelagius, they often lost 
their arguments. After all, it is difficult to refute an opponent while accepting his 
premises. 
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   The Arminians agreed with the Calvinists that God, being omnipotent and 
omniscient, foreknew and foresaw everything which would come to pass. He knew who 
would be saved and who would be lost. He knew what would happen to the British at 
Dunkirk. He knew that Dennis Connor would lose and then win the America’s Cup. But 
the Arminians refrained from declaring that God predestined all which he foreknew. 
    
   This difference between Calvinism and Arminianism, however, is purely academic. 
Whether God predestines our destiny or foreknows it will not alter our destiny. Either 
way, life is simply like a television rerun. What will happen has appeared on the 
celestial screen eons ago. God has already seen the game and knows the final score. 
Nothing new, unpredictable and creative could ever happen, because God has 
somehow written it all long ago. Surely even God would have to become profoundly 
bored watching this grand television rerun called “history”!   
    
   Another reality makes this traditional view of God totally untenable. And that is the 
problem of evil– along with pain, disease and accidents. How can we reconcile God’s 
planning (and causing) all the pain, waste and horror of the long evolutionary process 
for which there is evidence on every hand? Conservative apologetics could once hide 
behind infallible pronouncements and authoritarian tenets; but in the full blaze of 
historical criticism and scientific discovery, the cover becomes shorter than the corpse.  
    
   Jesus introduced a wholly new teaching and revelation of God. It now appears that 
this was too much for even his followers. Although they did not abandon the new 
revelation, they integrated Jesus’ new teaching with their old views of God. 
They put the new wine into their old wineskins. Consequently, what we have called the 
“supremely human God” 1 made known to us in Jesus Christ has often become the 
inhuman deity of omnipotent coercion, the archenemy of true human freedom. 
    
   A new view of God’s relation to creation and history radically breaks with traditional 
theism. If we simply forget our religious dogmas and open our eyes to the wisdom of 
everyday reality (as the very human Jesus of history did), we will see that everything is 
not determined, planned, noncontingent, structured and predestined. There is 
evidence, of course, for determination, planning, noncontingency and structure. Life 
would be totally impossible without some structure, order, predictability and law. But 
truth is seldom a simplistic, one-sided reality. With such structure, order, predictability 
and law there also is chance, spontaneity, contingency, accident, disorder and 
unplanned and unstructured reality. 
    
   Is the universe with its life and history predictable or unpredictable, planned or 
unplanned, structured or unstructured, subject to law or subject to chance, 
noncontingent or contingent? It is both! God himself has allowed both elements in 
creation and history so that even he must play out the game of creation and history to 
see and experience and be enriched by what will come to pass.   
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   This game, like every game, must have two elements to be both playable and 
entertaining. It must have some structure, some rules and some predestined 
conclusion. However, it must also contain the element of spontaneity, surprise and 
unpredictability. This gives the expression “the game of life” genuine meaning! Within 
every game there is room for endless situations, possibilities and solutions. The built-in 
structure and the built-in openness together make the game possible. 
    
   Let us examine several strands of reality which indicate that the apparently opposite 
elements of determinacy and indeterminacy exist together. 
 

Creation and Evolution 
 
   It is difficult to see how any really informed and intelligent person could take the 
Genesis story seriously at the end of this twentieth century. That some still do only 
indicates that religious authoritarianism can override all the evidence that contradicts 
religious dogma. 
    
   Only subservience to blind religious dogma could prevent us from accepting the 
evidence that this world and its teeming life forms have evolved over millions of years. 
We can no longer accept the proposition that God created the entire world by fiat just a 
few generations of human history ago. It is not a matter of accepting creation apart 
from the rational evidence of evolution or evolution apart from the awesome mystery of 
created things; it is both! The evolutionary view, with its corollary of creation as a 
dynamic, ongoing process, is much more in harmony with the evidence of Scripture, 
Jesus and the world around us. This view certainly makes the elements of pain, 
accident, chance and, above all, the possibility of human freedom much more 
endurable and God much less culpable. 
    
   The believer does not have to look at evolution too far to see evidence for design, 
law, structure and, as in history, a purposeful moving forward to an appointed end. But 
it is wise not to stress this aspect so much that it denies the equally obvious unplanned 
spontaneity, accident, chance and nature involving life forms which are often discarded 
by the evolutionary process. 
 
The whole gigantic evolutionary process that brought us here, from the creation of atoms to the 
growth of planets and the slow development of life, has all depended upon the regularity of scientific 
law and its relationship to the opportunities offered by chance. Disease, death and the occasional 
disaster are not sent by God as punishments but are permitted because inevitable in the method of 
creation. If God was in Christ then the symbolism of the passion and crucifixion implies that the 
creator does not sit enthroned outside his world, regretfully contemplating it from a distance, but has 
somehow allowed himself to become a victim of the painful process. 2 
 
Gone is the idea of an original perfection, an ideal world spoilt by a man’s sin in the Garden of Eden. 
Process and change replaced the static picture. The kindergarten image of God creating in one go all 
creatures great and small as though for a nursery Noah’s ark is discarded. A rolling picture takes its 
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place, of experimental life forms, trial and error, gradual modification or sudden mutations and 
developments, of random extinctions, failures, oddities and triumphs. 3 

 
Quantum Physics 
    
   Newton’s view of the physical universe reflected his view of the spiritual universe. 
(Newton spent more time speculating on the prophecies of Daniel and the Revelation 
than he spent on his scientific discoveries.) He adhered strictly to the traditional view of 
God’s omnipotence and omniscience, which imply that everything has been 
determined from the beginning. So Newton compared the universe to a great clock set 
in motion by the Creator. Everything operated according to rational or preordered laws 
which could be understood. Every part of the clock was carefully planned, and every 
movement fully predictable. 
    
   Even Charles Darwin assumed that nature was absolutely predictable. (He was a 
fairly traditional deist.) For Darwin, evolution proceeded according to his law of natural 
selection. There was no real chance, spontaneity and unpredictability in the process 
except for a lack of knowledge regarding the operation of nature’s laws. Like Newton’s 
clock, nature was a closed, mechanical system running in predestined grooves. Neo-
Darwinists now believe that evolution is not a matter of slow and gradual change but 
involves amazing and unaccounted interruptions in which the evolutionary process is 
punctuated by bursts of rapid development when new forms of life suddenly appear. 
    
   The science of subatomic particles, called quantum physics, has completely 
shattered the vision of a Newtonian universe. Quantum physics has shown the 
inherent lack of determinism in Nature’s elementary processes. At the most 
fundamental level scientists do not observe the predictable order of the solar system. 
There is random movement and inherent unpredictability. 
    
   Even Einstein, whose theories of relativity made him a father of this modern science, 
could not accept the philosophical implications of quantum physics. He remained 
committed to the vision of a determined universe where everything happens as it must. 
    
   ‘God does not play dice’, said Albert Einstein, founder figure of the new physics. He was 

contemplating the enigma of quantum indeterminacy and rejecting the idea that God’s creation might 
contain an element of chance. It made the relationship between God and people too arbitrary. With 
game theory we find that there is another alternative. ‘Certainly God does play dice’ argues Manfred 
Eigen, German theologian biophysicist and Nobel prize winner, ‘but he also follows the rules of the 
game.’ It is in the working of these two aspects of evolution that the creating Spirit, Lord of Law and 
Lord of Chance, provides both meaning and freedom in our world. 4    
    

The Inherent Freedom of Being Human     
    
   lf even the behavior of elementary matter is not strictly determined, what must we 
say about human consciousness and the power of intelligent self-determination? lf God 
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has not even strictly determined the history of matter, what can we say of the history of 
human consciousness with its powers of self-awareness, self-determination and the 
ability to act with creative novelty? 
    
   A human being is not totally definable as a machine because we are part of a process of change. We 
have a deep sense of new possibilities, that the future is open and that the responsibility for 
determining the direction of change is settling on our shoulders. The language of contemporary 
psychology is full of such phrases as ‘self-realisation’ ‘personal growth’ or ‘self-actualisation’. The 
obvious appeal of the language and the various therapies that go with it is that they touch on an 
undoubted longing in the human breast. We are in the state of ‘becoming’, not yet what we would like 
to be. 
    
   lf we are to take part in this struggle with any enthusiasm then we must have a sure and certain faith 
in the practical reality of our free will. An unswerving recognition of this freedom is one of the most 
important contributions that Christianity can make to western culture. The mechanistic model has led 
us too far down the path that defines every thought, word and deed as the mechanical effects of 
predetermining forces. The behavioural debate about nature or nurture, heredity or environment, 
forgets a third force – the newly-emerged person who, like God, can act creatively and unpredictably. 
Through the processes of the universe God is overseeing the birth of colleagues, not manipulated 
puppets. Unless the self can act as agent then we cannot accept God’s invitation to become co-
creators. 5 

    
   There is nothing inevitable about what happens next in this life; a complete definition of the atomic 
structure of a person’s chemistry body and brain, would give no clue as to which of the infinite number 
of possible futures becomes real. 6 
 
   There are more possibilities for novelty for action or inaction, facing any given moment than we can 
ever imagine. The world of people is not as predetermined as a robot factory but offers many 
opportunities for a creative response; there are many ways that the present moment may work itself 
out into the future. Just as at the level of subatomic particles there is a principle of ‘indeterminacy’ first 
described by the scientist Heisenberg so by analogy there is at the human level an ‘indeterminacy’ 
about our futures, both physically and spiritually. 7  

    
   Certainly all this impels us to redefine sin. lf we live in a Newtonian universe where 
everything is strictly determined, sin is fundamentally the transgression of a prohibition. 
Any independent, creative novelty is sin; any human attempt to rebel against the 
closed system is sin; any real human freedom is sin. ls it any wonder that sin looks so 
much more appealing than submission to even the loving will of God? Can it be that 
cowards obey God while the courageous go out and sin? 
    
   But let us consider what Nicolas Berdyaev says: 
 
What God expects from man is not servile submission, not obedience, not the fear of condemnation, 
but free creative acts....Sin does not lie in disobedience to the commandments and prohibitions of 
God, but in slavery, in the loss of freedom. 8 

    
   If we have correctly defined the nature of being human, human history must have an 
element of inherent unpredictability– for God as well as ourselves. If one argues that 
God’s omniscience means he must know everything, one also can argue that God’s 
omnipotence makes it possible for him to create a being with genuine creativity who 
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can be unpredictable. This philosophical argument, of course, is as silly as the 
medieval question about whether God could make a rock so big that he could not lift it. 
The sensible thing is to look at the structure of reality all around us and draw 
conclusions consistent with it. 
    
   We therefore conclude that the world was not created in one moment, but creation, 
like history, must be seen as a dynamic, ongoing process. ln this process nothing has 
been programmed to follow a predetermined plan in which there is no chance, 
accident, spontaneity or novel creativity. God does not sit above this world as the 
Unmoved Mover. We can no longer say he is not moved or enriched by anything 
outside himself. We cannot say he has planned or knows the outcome of every detail 
of the creative-historic process. His involvement in human history is not through 
omnipotent coercion but, rather, through the influence of divine persuasion. 
    
   This, of course, raises the question of the Bible and its predictive content. Many 
Christians use the Bible, especially the books of Daniel and the Revelation, as a divine 
horoscope. And it is true that apocalyptic Bible writers conceived of history as rigidly 
controlled by a predetermined schema. But the unknown authors of Daniel and the 
Revelation did not write about what was certain to happen in our day. To them, their 
own day was the time of the end, and they believed that what had recently happened 
in history and was about to climax in history was revealed to men of God in the past. 
    
   Other Bible writers took a lower or more human view of history. God could change 
his mind, even regret that he started a project, or even be persuaded by Abraham, 
Moses, weeping Hezekiah or the repentant sinners of Nineveh to discard his plans in 
favor of something more compassionate. One writer says that God tempted David to 
number Israel, while another says that Satan tempted him. Thus, the Bible mediates 
diverse viewpoints about God’s sovereign control of the world. If the Bible is supposed 
to demonstrate how remarkably God is able to discern the future and predict the details 
of human history, then we must confess that the evidence is unimpressive. 
    
   Despite what the New Testament evangelists (especially Matthew) say their attempts 
to show that the Old Testament accurately predicted the details of Jesus’ life are 
unconvincing. They themselves did not come to faith in Christ by studying the Old 
Testament. Rather, after the resurrection convinced them that he was the Messiah, 
they began retelling the story using Old Testament constructs. Our admiration for their 
faith and enthusiasm does not require us to similarly derive amazing “proofs” from the 
most unlikely Old Testament passages. 
    
   Modern-day apocalyptists like Hal Lindsey, George Vandeman and Herbert 
Armstrong have built on the premise that the Bible has written of world history in 
advance. It supposedly gives them more accurate predictions than Nostradamus or 
Jean Dixon, so they can tell us what America or Israel or Russia will do according to 
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sacred predictions. Some people actually claim to believe in God on the basis of 
fantastical interpretations of how modern history fulfills ancient prophecy. We can only 
imagine what happens to such faith when time proves that all these things are 
delusions of the religious imagination. The Bible furnishes no objective proof that God 
knows all history in advance. 
    
   This is not to destroy faith in God but to show that such views of God and the Bible 
are really inimical to true faith and human freedom. Closed views of history are 
fatalistic and dehumanizing. They do not arouse people to a sense of their 
responsibility and creativity but consign them to resignation and complacency. In 
popular evangelicalism the fantastical visions of the rapture are a nude form of human 
escapism. 
    
   An uncompromising enemy of our responsibility for our own spiritual development has been the bad 
theology of fatalism. It stunts growth and curbs creativity. The conviction that God’s omnipotence and 
omniscience imply that everything has been mapped out from the beginning, predetermined and fixed 
by decree, received support from the Newtonian picture of the universe. 9 
 

   God, as a God of freedom, has given us an open future. We have his mandate to be 
free and to be human. He does not expect or require servitude. (The word obedience 
has been so abused that it seems better to avoid it.) God does not want to control our 
lives. We must take this responsibility and decide how best to express our freedom and 
our humanity. As Jacques Ellul says:  
 
We are in the presence of a God who accompanies man on his earthly paths. This God is at man’s side 
on the roads which man himself chooses. He did not act thus only during the brief span of the life of 
Christ on earth. At every moment he has committed himself, and does commit himself, to the 
enterprises which we choose. He does not do so, of course, as a passive witness, a mute spectator, or 
a reflection in which we see ourselves. He takes part. He plays his own role. He modifies the system or 
our own hearts. But he does this at our level and with the humility which his love imposes on his 
power. He does not crush. He acts in concert with man’s action. He takes part in the most hazardous or 
ridiculous situations that man can invent. He makes history with us. 10 
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