Fact & Fiction on Predestination #2

“God’s Foreknowledge”

selected Scriptures

“I knew that was going to happen.”

Maybe it is a sudden plot twist on a television show or movie, or perhaps it is a dramatic turn of events in an athletic event, or maybe it is an unexpected news story that is stranger than fiction. And somebody says, “I knew that was going to happen.”

Yeah, right. 

Unless the person had already seen the movie or the sporting event was on tape delay, there is no way someone could know what was going to happen in advance. We might make an educated (or lucky) guess of what might happen beforehand, but to claim that we know what is going to happen before it happens is an impossibility.

Unless you are God.

We began a study last Sunday entitled, “Fact and Fiction on Predestination.” While the title of the series includes the term “predestination,” that word was not the subject of the initial message nor will it be today. Before we get to that controversial concept, foundational truths must be established. Last week we considered God’s sovereignty; this week we will look at God’s foreknowledge. 

One reason for this comes from perhaps the best known passage on predestination in Romans 8:28-30,

And we know that in all things God works for the good of those who love him, who have been called according to his purpose. For those God foreknew he also predestined to be conformed to the likeness of his Son, that he might be the firstborn among many brothers. And those he predestined, he also called; those he called, he also justified; those he justified, he also glorified.

Verse 29 mentions God’s foreknowledge before His predestination, connecting these concepts. So before we delve into the subject of predestination we will venture into the issue of God’s foreknowledge. Last week we considered one of God’s attributes—His sovereignty—and this morning we will see two of His characteristics on display. Unless we understand who God is, all of these big theological terms mean nothing.

Bible scholar Steve Roy conducted a comprehensive survey of the Bible on divine foreknowledge and concluded there are 164 texts that explicitly teach or affirm God’s foreknowledge.
 To be certain, the words “foreknowledge” and “foreknew” do not appear that many times—only seven, to be exact—but the concept does. Only God can say, “I knew that would happen” before the fact.

God’s foreknowledge is fundamental in understanding predestination. And, like predestination, there are many teachings out there about God’s foreknowledge that fall under the categories of “fact” and “fiction.” In our study this morning we will first look at the “fiction” on God’s foreknowledge before looking at the “facts” from the Scriptures.

Fiction about God’s Foreknowledge

As we look at the fiction about God’s foreknowledge, I have discovered three concepts that I would put into the category of “fiction.” There may be others or variations of these, but in my study these are the three most advocated. The first two deal with this question: “Does God know the future because He decrees it to be so, or does He decree it to be so because He foresees it?”
 This may sound similar to, “What came first—the chicken or the egg?” Yet the answers proposed have significant implications.

The first answer states, “God knows everything and chose in advance who would be saved and who would be lost.” This is the typical Calvinist view of predestination. God predetermined in advance who would be saved and who would be lost. The reason God has foreknowledge is because God prearranged everything in advance, including the choices human beings would make. He knows the future because He planned the future beforehand.

The second answer states, “God knew who will receive His grace by faith and then predestined them to be saved.” This is the typical Arminian view of human free will. In this case, from the beginning God looked ahead at every human being who would ever be born and recognized who would receive His grace by faith and who would reject it. For those whom He knew (or foreknew, in this case), He predestined the opportunities for them to hear the Gospel and respond to it. In this view, God created human being with free will, but He knows in advance what choices they will make, and planned accordingly.

These might seem to be the only two logical possibilities in answering the original question, but a third view has arisen and has acquired quite a following. The third answer states, “God only knows the past and present; He only knows the future as it unfolds and reacts to it.” This view, sometimes known as “process theology” or the “open view,” essentially rejects both foreknowledge and predestination. They insist that God does not know what will happen in the future; that He learns along with everyone else as history unfolds, and then He makes His decisions based on what He sees happening.

So which is it? Has God predetermined every detail of human history, including the choices human beings make, and therefore knows in advance what will happen since He decided it that way? Or has God created human beings with a capacity to choose whether to receive His grace or not, but since He knows all things (including the future) He arranged for events to take place in order for those choices to be possible? Or is God only aware of the past, and He learns what happens in real time (along with us) and makes adjustments accordingly? Which of these do you believe? (I want you to decide before I reveal my answer.)

My answer to this question is, “D) None of the above.” If you will recall, this section is entitled, “Fiction about God’s Foreknowledge.” I am not saying that these views don’t contain elements of truth…except for the third view; I can’t find anything in that view that I can agree with. As we will see throughout this series, both Calvinism and Arminianism make valid points that are taught by Scripture. Yet this is also true:

They’ve both missed the boat.

And they’ve both missed the boat on two of God’s personal attributes.

Facts about God’s Foreknowledge

Let’s move on to the facts about God’s foreknowledge. I believe the key to understanding this concept is in a correct view of who God is and what makes God to be God. From the outset I assure you that both Calvinism and Arminianism hold to the truths I am about to present. Somehow, though, they failed to carry them through to the end.

The first fact about God’s foreknowledge is that God is omniscient, a big, fancy theological word meaning, “all knowing.” You will not find the word “omniscience” (a compound word of “omni-” meaning “all” and “science” meaning “knowledge) in the Bible, but the concept is found in its pages. Remember that study I cited earlier about the 164 Scriptures that teach or affirm God’s foreknowledge? In addition to these, there are another 271 texts that teach or affirm other aspects of God’s omniscience (either of past, present, or possible aspects of knowing).
 We won’t turn to all of them this morning, but let’s look at a few. We begin with some rhetorical questions where the answer is obvious:

· Job 21:22 “Can anyone teach knowledge to God, since He judges even the highest?” (The obvious answer is “no.”)

· Job 37:16 “Do you know how the clouds hang poised, those wonders of Him who is perfect in knowledge?” (The phrase “perfect in knowledge” also appears in Job 36:4.)

· Isaiah 40:14 “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?” (The obvious answer is “no one.”)

Then we have more direct statements such as:

· Psalm 139:1-4, 16 “O Lord, you have searched me and you know me. You know when I sit and when I rise; you perceive my thoughts from afar. You discern my going out and my lying down; you are familiar with all my ways. Before a word is on my tongue you know it completely, O Lord…All the days ordained for me were written in your book before one of them came to be.”
· Hebrews 4:13 “Nothing in all creation is hidden from God’s sight. Everything is uncovered and laid bare before the eyes of Him to whom we must give account.”
· 1 John 3:20 “For God is greater than our hearts, and He knows everything.”
Clearly the Bible teaches that God is omniscient—all knowing—and this is one area where Calvinists and Arminians agree. 

The second fact about God’s foreknowledge is that God is eternal. What does that mean? It means that God has neither beginning nor ending, and He is above time. He is not limited by time the way we are, nor does He measure it by human standards.
 There is no past or future with God; He dwells in the eternal present. Everything is “now” to God.
How do we know this? Turn to Exodus 3:13-15, where God reveals His name:

Moses said to God, “Suppose I go to the Israelites and say to them, ‘The God of your fathers has sent me to you,’ and they ask me, ‘What is his name?’ Then what shall I tell them?” 

God said to Moses, “I Am Who I Am. This is what you are to say to the Israelites: ‘I am has sent me to you.’ ” 

God also said to Moses, “Say to the Israelites, ‘The Lord, the God of your fathers—the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac and the God of Jacob—has sent me to you.’ This is my name forever, the name by which I am to be remembered from generation to generation.
God did not say, “I was who I was” (past tense) or “I will be who I will be” (future tense) but rather, “I am who I am” (present tense), in Hebrew, Yahweh.
Jesus also used this language in John 8:56-59,

“Your father Abraham rejoiced at the thought of seeing my day; he saw it and was glad.” 

“You are not yet fifty years old,” the Jews said to him, “and you have seen Abraham!” 

“I tell you the truth,” Jesus answered, “before Abraham was born, I am!”

At this, they picked up stones to stone him, but Jesus hid himself, slipping away from the temple grounds.
At first this may seem to be a misprint, or at least poor grammar.  Had an English teacher been present when this took place, he or she may have tried to correct Jesus: “You should say, ‘I was,’ not ‘I am.’”  But Jesus chose His words carefully.  By using the phrase “I am” He declared Himself to be none other than Yahweh. And the Jews knew it.
So we have seen that God is all-knowing (omniscient) and eternal—two attributes about which both Calvinists and Arminians can agree. Where, then, is the problem? The problem lies in not bringing these two concepts together! Like the old math equation, “If A = B and B = C, then A = C,” we can conclude that since God is all knowing and since God is eternal, therefore, God knows all things perfectly all at once.
This is evident in Isaiah 42:8-9, 

“I am the Lord; that is my name! I will not give my glory to another or my praise to idols. See, the former things have taken place, and new things I declare; before they spring into being I announce them to you.”

In Isaiah 46:9-10 we read,

“Remember the former things, those of long ago; I am God, and there is no other; I am God, and there is none like me. 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.”

Note that God makes known “the end from the beginning,” not vice versa.

Wayne Grudem writes in his Systematic Theology, “God’s knowledge may be defined as follows: God fully knows himself and all things actual and possible in one simple and eternal act.”
 What does that mean? He goes on to explain,
Our definition of God’s knowledge speaks of God knowing everything in one “simple act.” Here again the word simple is used in the sense “not divided into parts.” This means that God is always fully aware of everything. If he should wish to tell us the number of grains of sand on the seashore or the number of stars in the sky, he would not have to count them all quickly like some kind of giant computer, nor would he have to call the number to mind because it was something he had not thought about for a time. Rather, he always knows all things at once. All of these facts and all other things that he knows are always fully present in his consciousness. He does not have to reason to conclusions or ponder carefully before he answers, for he knows the end from the beginning, and he never learns and never forgets anything. Every bit of God’s knowledge is always fully present in his consciousness; it never grows dim or fades into his nonconscious memory. Finally, the definition talks about God’s knowledge as not only a simple act but also an “eternal act.” This means that God’s knowledge never changes or grows. If he were ever to learn something new, he would not have been omniscient beforehand. Thus, from all eternity God has known all things that would happen and all things that he would do.

This refutes the “open theism” view that God only knows the future when it happens. But it also addresses the key problem with both the Calvinist and Arminian views on God’s foreknowledge mentioned at the beginning: There is no such thing as foreknowledge, since there is no past or future with God! The problem with asking if God based His future plan on His past knowledge or whether He knows future events because of His past plan is that neither exists to Him!

The closest I can come to explaining this (and I admit it is not perfect) would be to imagine all of history as a map laid out on a table. God sees it all at once. To God history is not a scroll that can only be seen and known as it is unrolled (as for time-bound humans); He sees everything perfectly in the eternal now.

Why, then, does the Bible use terms like “foreknowledge” and “predestination” with prefixes that suggest time past? These terms are used for our benefit because we can only operate in the realm of time—past, present, and future. But God is beyond all that.

The final “fact” about God’s foreknowledge is this: God has a plan based on His perfect knowledge. This is seen in Peter’s words recorded in Acts 2:22-23, 

“Men of Israel, listen to this: Jesus of Nazareth was a man accredited by God to you by miracles, wonders and signs, which God did among you through him, as you yourselves know. This man was handed over to you by God’s set purpose and foreknowledge; and you, with the help of wicked men, put him to death by nailing him to the cross.”
Peter mentions both God’s foreknowledge and His “set purpose,” in some English versions translated, “plan.” God not only knows perfectly all that will happen in history but He has a plan based on His purpose. We sometimes call this “God’s will.” 

As stated last week, God is not a cosmic spectator, anxiously wondering what will happen with the universe He created. Nor is He constantly reacting to what those crazy human beings do on earth (not to mention Satan and all his pesky demons). No, God has a plan to bring about His ultimate purpose, and the lives of every human being who has ever lived or will ever live are a part of it. We will get into that plan in the weeks to come.

For some of you, your heads are spinning about now. Don’t feel bad. God said in Isaiah 55:9, “For as the heavens are higher than the earth, so are my ways higher than your ways and my thoughts than your thoughts.” Our proper response should be in the words of Psalm 139:6, “Such knowledge is too wonderful for me; it is high, I cannot attain it.” 

We don’t have to comprehend it all to believe it all. Knowing that God is sovereign, omniscient, and eternal (in addition to His other attributes of being holy, loving, all powerful, everywhere present, etc.), we can trust Him to do what is right. As the childhood prayer proclaims, “God is great, God is good.” 

That is where faith begins.
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