A Treatise Regarding the Supposed Incompatibility of the Divine Sovereignty and the Human Will

by Alex Harris

Question: “What makes us not robots? C.S. Lewis explained his way out of this one by talking about the 'time tunnel' idea, that God looked into the future, saw what humans would do, and said that's what they would do. How can all our actions be predestined, already orchestrated, and yet we make choices at the same time?”

Answer: This post will be divided as follows: 1.) A response to C.S. Lewis, 2.) A statement of the dilemma, 3.) A summary of the Calvinist response, 4.) A disclaimer regarding man’s ability to fully understand God’s ways, 5.) Certainty and free agency are not inconsistent, 6.) A second disclaimer regarding fallen man’s complete bondage to sin, 7.) An examination of God’s ability to control the minds of men and give them a will to obey, 8.) An analogy of God’s primary and our secondary causal power, 9.) An example of God and man’s will working in harmony, 10.) A response to the Pelagian tenet of virtue and vice, 11.) A thorough examination of the will, 12.) Proof from Scripture, and 13.) A conclusion and summary.

1. A response to C.S. Lewis: Only that which is certain can be foreknown, and only that which is predetermined can be certain.

While I greatly respect, admire and appreciate Mr. Lewis and his work in general, on some points, I heartily disagree. This is one of them. My response can be simply stated: “foreordination cannot rest on foreknowledge, for only that which is certain can be foreknown, and only that which is predetermined can be certain.”
 The all-knowledgeable and all-powerful ruler of the universe does not govern on the basis of a foreknowledge of that which might possibly come to pass. Throughout the Bible the divine foreknowledge is revealed as dependent on God’s eternal decree. God foreknows because, and only because, He has predetermined. His foreknowledge of what has yet to occur, whether it be in regard to the world in general or in regard to the detailed life of the individual in particular, rests upon His prearranged plan (see Jeremiah 1:5, Psalm 139:14-16, Job 23:13-14, 28:26-27, Amos 3:7). This is why an increasing number of Arminians, while attempting to be consistent with their denial of God’s foreordination, find themselves slipping into Open Theism, which denies God’s foreknowledge of the future free actions of men. Foreordination and foreknowledge stand together or fall together. We must either say that future events are certain and that God knows the future, or that they are not certain and that He does not know the future. 

2. A statement of the dilemma: How can a person be a free and responsible agent if his actions have been foreordained from eternity?

Moving to the matter at hand, the question we face is this: How can a person be a free and responsible agent if his actions have been eternally determined? Here we would do well to define our terms; by a free and responsible agent we mean an intelligent person who acts upon his own desires and inclinations, without coercion; and by foreordination we mean that from eternity God has made certain whatsoever comes to pass. If, under the above definition, the acts of free agents are necessarily contingent, uncertain, and independent, then we must conclude that foreordination is inconsistent with the free agency of man.  

3. A summary of the Calvinist response: Denying neither God’s sovereignty, nor man’s freedom.

The Calvinist responds to this difficult question regarding the sovereignty of God and the freedom of man by denying neither, but rather by reconciling them in such a way that both are given their full weight, with the divine sovereignty retaining preeminence in order that the Creator is duly exalted above the creature. As Dr. Loraine Boettner puts it, “The same God who has ordained all events has ordained human liberty in the midst of these events, and this liberty is as surely fixed as is anything else. Man is no mere automaton or machine.”

4. A first disclaimer: Regarding man’s ability to fully understand God’s ways.

Before going further, we must offer a disclaimer. We must acknowledge that God has made no attempt to give us a formal explanation of these things, and that our limited human knowledge is not able to fully comprehend the ways of our awesome God. However, because the writers of Scripture did not hesitate to affirm the absolute sway of God over the thoughts and intents of the heart (see Exodus 10:1, Proverbs 21:1, Ezra 1:1) and felt no embarrassment in including the acts of free agents, for which they were held duly responsible (see Isaiah 10:5-15, Acts 3:18, Acts 4:27-28), within His all-encompassing plan, we must embrace it as the clear teaching of God’s word.

5. Of certainty and free agency: They are not inconsistent.

One of the first things that must be recognized is that certainty is not at odds with free agency. We are often absolutely certain as to how we will act in a given situation, so far as we are physically able to act at all. As Dr. Boettner puts it, a parent may be certain that they will rescue a child in distress, and yet in doing so they act freely. God is a free agent, yet it is certain that He will always act righteously. The angels and saints in Heaven are free agents, yet it is certain that they will never sin; otherwise there would be no assurance that they would remain there. On the other hand, it is certain that the Devil, the demons and fallen man will commit sin, although they are free agents. To borrow an analogy from Boettner, a father often knows how his son will act under given circumstances and by controlling these he determines beforehand the course of action that the son follows, yet the son acts freely. If the father plans that the son shall be a doctor, he gives him encouragement along that line, persuades him to read certain books, to attend certain schools, and thus presents the necessary inducements so that his plan works out. In the same manner and to an infinitely greater extent, our omniscient and omnipotent God controls our actions so that they are certain although we act freely. His decree does not produce the event, but only renders its occurrence certain… And the same decree that determines the certainty of the action at the same time determines the freedom of the agent in the act.

6. A second disclaimer: Regarding fallen man’s complete bondage to sin and moral responsibility.

Here we come to our second disclaimer. We say that man is free, but only in the sense that he is not under any outside compulsion that interferes with his freedom of choice or his just accountability. In his fallen state he has only what we may call “the freedom of slavery” or “freedom from righteousness” (see Romans 6:20). He is in bondage to sin and spontaneously follows Satan. He cannot desire the things of God for they are repulsive to him (see Jeremiah 13:23, 1 Corinthians 1:18 & 2:14, Romans 8:7-8). Is this worthy of the word “free”? No. Indeed, ‘self will’ would more accurately describe man in his fallen state. Of course, this also requires a disclaimer. We must remember that man was not created a captive to sin but that he has come into that condition by his own doing. And a loss that he has brought upon himself does not free him from responsibility. After man’s sanctification is completed upon death, he will spontaneously follow God, as do the angels; but as Dr. Boettner says, “he will never be entirely his own master.”
 Of course, it is often objected that unless man’s will is completely free, God commands him to do that which he is unable. However, in numerous places in Scripture, we find that men are commanded to do things that in their own strength they are utterly unable to do. The man with the withered hand was commanded to stretch it forth. The paralytic was commanded to get up and walk. The dead Lazarus was commanded to come out of the tomb. Men are commanded to believe, and yet faith is a “gift of God.” We are commanded by Jesus to be perfect as God is perfect. Therefore we see that man’s self-imposed inability in the moral sphere does not free him from obligation.

7. God’s ability to control the minds of men and give them a will to obey: God’s sovereignty and man’s free agency working in perfect harmony.

Dr. Boettner explains, “God so governs the inward feelings, external environment, habits, desires, motives, etc., of men that they freely do what He purposes.”
 This operation is inscrutable, a yet real; and the mere fact that in our present state of knowledge we are not able to fully explain how this influence is exerted in perfect accordance with the free agency of man, certainly does not prove that it cannot be so exerted. However, we do have enough knowledge to know that God’s sovereignty and man’s freedom are both realities, and that they work together in perfect harmony. Paul writes, in 1 Corinthians 3:6, “I planted, Apollos watered, but God gave the growth.” In Philippians 2:12, he commands the believers in Philippi to “work out” their salvation with “fear and trembling,” and in the immediately following verse assigns the reason for such work as this, “for it is God who works in you, both to will and to work for His good pleasure.” In Romans we are told that “if, by the Spirit you put to death the deeds of the body, you will live.” And in 1 Corinthians Paul tells us, “I worked harder than any of them, though it was not I, but the grace of God that is with me.”

8. An analogy: God's primary and our secondary causation as seen in a man constructing a building.

Thus, while the individual act remains the individual’s, it is nevertheless due more or less to the efficient, predisposing agency of divine power exerted in a perfectly righteous manner. This may be illustrated to a certain extent in another analogy gleaned from Dr. Boettner, which concerns a man who decides to construct a building.
 He settles on his plan, and then hires carpenters, masons, plumbers, etc., to do the work. These men are not forced to do the work. No coercion of any kind is used. The owner simply offers the necessary inducements by way of wages, working conditions, and so on, so that the men work freely and gladly. They do, in detail, exactly as he planned for them to do. His is the primary and theirs is the secondary will (or cause) for the construction of the building. We would do well to recognize that we often direct the actions of our fellow men without infringing on their freedom or responsibility. In a similar way and to an infinitely greater degree and efficiency God can direct our actions. His will for the course of events is the primary cause and man's will is the secondary cause; and the two work together in perfect harmony.

9. An example of God and man’s will working in harmony: The divine inspiration of Scripture.

Perhaps an even better idea of the way in which the Divine and human agencies work in harmony may be gained from a consideration of the way in which the Scriptures were written. The Bible, in the highest sense, is simultaneously the words of God and also the words of men. It is not only certain parts or elements that are to be attributed to God or to men, but rather the entirety of Scripture, in every aspect, is from God, and also from men. As theologian Floyd E. Hamilton puts it, “By inspiration we do not mean that God used the individual writers as automata [or, as robots], or that He dictated to them what they should say, but we mean that His Holy Spirit so guided and controlled the writers that what they wrote was true, and was the particular truth God wanted to be given in writing to His people. God allowed the writers to use their own intellects, their own language and their own style, but when they wrote, His Holy Spirit supernaturally kept their writing free from error, and rendered it the exact truth which God wanted conveyed to His people down through the ages.”

10. A response to the Pelagian tenet of virtue and vice: The ability to choose between good and evil is not the perfection of man’s will.

An old argument of Pelagianism that is often adopted by Arminians (and even unconsciously by Calvinists) is that virtue derives its praiseworthiness and vice its blameworthiness from the ability of the individual before the act to choose one or the other. However, such a view logically leads one to deny the goodness of the angels in heaven, or to the saints in glory, or even to God Himself, since it is impossible for the angels, saints, or for God to sin. Virtue would then cease to be praiseworthy in Heaven, because it requires no effort of choice. Therefore, the idea that that the ability to choose between good and evil is that which dignifies the will is a gross misconception. It does raise man above the “brute creation,” but it is not the perfection of his will. As one theologian put it, “The highest and the perfect state of the will is a state of necessity; and the power of choice, so far from being essential to a true and genuine will, is its weakness and defect. What can be a greater sign of an imperfect and immature state of the will than that, with good and evil before it, it should be in suspense which to do?”

In this life the grace from which good actions necessarily follow is not given uniformly to all. That is why even the regenerate occasionally sin. However, in the next life that grace will either be constantly given or taken away entirely, and then the determination of the will shall be complete, either for good or for evil. In heaven, our will shall be perfected, and when perfect, there will no longer be any choice between sin and righteousness.

11. A thorough examination of the will: An introduction.

Here we come to the culmination of my response, which will hopefully tie together many of the arguments made previously. I approach this section with slight trepidation, for I have so much to say… And I wish to organize it in such a way as it becomes most coherent and effective.

In our attempt to answer the question presented, we must ultimately ask: What is the human will? As great theologian A.W. Pink posed the question, “Is it a self-determining agent, or is it, in turn, determined by something else? Is it sovereign or servant? Is the will superior to every other faculty of our being so that it governs them, or is it med by their impulses and subject to their pleasure?”
 Does the will rule the mind, or is it the mind that rules the will? Is the will free to do whatever it pleases, or is it under the necessity of rendering obedience to something outside itself? Suppose the dog represents man and its tail represents his will: Does the dog wag the tail, or does the tail wag the dog? Is the will, as theologian G.S. Bishop inquired, “the first and chief thing in the man, or is it the last thing — to be kept subordinate, and in its place beneath the other faculties?”
 These are questions that go beyond mere academic interest… They are of great practical importance, for their answer dictates the grounds of doctrinal soundness.

11. A thorough examination of the will: To will is to choose between two or more alternatives.

Putting aside the Calvinist vs. Arminian debate for a moment, and focusing exclusively on the nature of the will itself, we see that the will can be simply understood as the faculty of choice. Choice, by definition, requires the refusal of one or more things and the acceptance of another. The positive of acceptance and the negative of rejection must both be present in the mind before there can be said to be any choice. Therefore we see that in every act of the will there is preference, the desiring of one thing over another. Where there is no preference or rather, complete indifference, there is no volition. To summarize: To will is to choose, and to choose is to decide between two or more alternatives.

11. A thorough examination of the will: Something must cause the will to choose, thus, the will cannot be sovereign.

However, the question presents itself: Why does the will choose what it does? The logical person recognizes that there must be something that influences the choice, something that determines the decision. Thus the will cannot be sovereign, because it would be the servant of that ‘something’. It cannot be both the cause and the effect. The will is not causative, because, as we have said, something causes it to choose, and that something is therefore the causative agent. Therefore the will cannot be sovereign, and we cannot proclaim its absolute “freedom”.

Nonetheless, some persons will contend for this absolute freedom (or sovereignty) of the human will, saying that the will possesses a self-determining power. Such a person will argue, for example, that he can turn his eyes up or down, that his mind is quite indifferent to which he does, and that the will must decide. But this is a contradiction. It supposes that one can choose something in a state of complete indifference. Yes, the mind was quite indifferent until it came to have a preference, but until that point the will was indifferent as well. Only after the indifference vanished was a choice made, and the fact that indifference gave place to preference defeats the argument that the will is capable to choose between two equal things. Choice requires the acceptance of one alternative and the rejection of the other/s.

11. A thorough examination of the will: Even in the greatest possible freedom, the will is determined by the desires, and the desires, in turn, by the nature of the man.

Thus we come to the question: What determines the will? If we are honest with ourselves, we can readily see that man’s volitions are governed by his own nature and are thus in accordance with his desires, dispositions, inclinations, and knowledge (i.e. those things that make up his character). He always acts in the way in which the strongest inclination or motive leads. As it has been said, “a man cannot prefer against his preference or choose against his choice.” Therefore, even in his greatest possible freedom, man must choose that which is the conscious expression of his desires.

Clearly, unless a person’s actions are based on and determined by his character, they cannot be said to be truly his, and he could not be held responsible for them. In our relations with other people we automatically assume that their good or bad actions are determined by good or bad character, and we judge them accordingly. As Jesus said, “You will recognize them by their fruits. Are grapes gathered from thornbushes, or figs from thistles? So, every healthy tree bears good fruit, but the diseased tree bears bad fruit. A healthy tree cannot bear bad fruit, nor can a diseased tree bear good fruit… Thus you will recognize them by their fruits.” And again, “Out of the abundance of the heart the mouth speaks.” A tree is not free to randomly produce good or bad fruit, but is governed by its nature. Furthermore, it is not the goodness of the fruit that causes the tree to be good, but the reverse. According to Jesus, the same is true of man. And unless conduct does reveal character, how are we to know that the man who does good acts is really a good person, or that the man who does evil things is really a bad person? While some may yet argue that the will is completely free, in everyday life all of us assume that the will is an indicator, and thus, a product, of the person’s nature. When a man exerts his will in robbery or murder, we instinctively conclude that this is a true indicator of character and deal with him accordingly.

The very essence of rationality is that the will is based on the thoughts, feelings, and desires (again, those things that make up the character and nature of man)… And persons whose volitions are not so based are considered mentally unstable. If after every decision the thoughts, feelings, and desires of the individual reverted to a state of complete indifference, the basis for our confidence in the people around us would be gone. A person whose will was really “free” would be a dangerous person to associate ones self with. His actions would be irrational and you would have no idea what he might do in any given situation.

11. A thorough examination of the will: The will is determined by the heart.

Human philosophy tends to insist that it is the will that governs man, but the Word of God teaches that it is the heart that is the center of man’s being. In Proverbs 16:9, we read, “The heart of man plans his way…” In Mark 7:21, Jesus says, “For from within, out of men’s hearts, come evil thoughts, sexual immorality, theft, murder, adultery, etc…” Speaking of the Pharisees, Jesus says, “These people honor me with their lips, but their hearts are far from me.” And in the Sermon on the Mount, we read, “You have heard that it was said, ‘You shall not commit adultery.’ But I say to you that everyone who looks at a woman with lustful intent has already committed adultery with her in his heart.” Here Jesus is affirming the fact that the origin of all sinful acts of the will is found in the heart and not in the will itself. We might further call attention to the fact that the word “heart” is found in the Bible more than three times more than the word “will,” and that nearly half of the references to the latter are in reference to the will of God.

When we recognize that it is the heart and not the will that governs man, we are not engaging in pedantic quibbling, but insisting on a distinction that is of vital importance. We have already recognized through careful and rational contemplation that man, even in the state of highest possible freedom of will, can only choose that which is consistent with his character, his desires, and his nature; in other words, that which is consistent with his heart, the innermost of his being. It is this same heart that we are told is “desperately wicked” and, before the intervention and work of the Holy Spirit, is a “heart of stone.” Therefore, if a sinner is to choose between a life devoted to the glory of God and a life of sinful indulgence, which will he choose? He will chose the latter every time. Why? Because that is his preference. Why is it his preference? Because his heart is sinful. He will not come to Christ because he does not want to, and he does not want to because his heart is sinful and hates the things of God. In the same way, if the same alternatives are presented to the Christian, he will choose and strive after a life lived for the glory of God. Why? Because God has given him a new heart, a new nature… He has become, in the words of Paul, “a new creation.” This is not to say that unbelievers are as sinful as they can be or that Christians never sin. Sinful tendencies remain in the heart of the believer until his sanctification is complete and his heart and will are perfected. However, once in glory the saints possess a necessity on the side of goodness, because their hearts are perfected. Their wills, confirmed in holiness, go on producing good acts with the ease and uniformity of physical law. The nature of the will has not changed, but a heart that is torn between sin and holiness no longer governs it. In the same way, unbelievers in this life are not as sinful as they could be, because of God’s sustaining grace. However, after the restraining influences of the Holy Spirit are taken away, they become bold, defiant, blasphemous, and sin with a tremendous obstinacy.

Indeed, it is this fact (that the will is determined by the heart) that guarantees the permanence of the states of the saved and of the lost in the next world. As we noted above, if mere free agency necessarily exposed man to sin, there would be no guarantee that even the redeemed in heaven, or even God Himself, could not sin and fall from glory. And in the same way, if man’s will were truly independent of his heart, it would open up the possibility of salvation after death. Would it not seem reasonable to assume that at least some of the lost, after they begin to suffer the torments of Hell, would acknowledge their error and turn to God? In this world, mild punishment is often effective in turning a man from sin, so why would not the more severe punishments of Hell affect an even greater change? Only the understanding that the will is determined by the heart reaches a conclusion consistent with Scripture, which affirms that “there is a great gulf fixed,” so that none can pass over. The clear teaching of Scripture is that the final states of the saved and the lost alike are permanent.

11. A thorough examination of the will: The innumerable influences brought about upon each and every decision, both great and small, of every man.

However, while we now understand the nature of the will in regards to salvation, to fully answer the presented question we must understand how man’s free agency is compatible with God’s providence over each and every action specifically. To do so we must first recognize the fact that every choice we make is affected by countless considerations and is determined by an innumerable number of influences. Man’s will is so limited and influenced by the laws of the physical world, by his environment, habits, past training, social customs, fear of punishment or disapproval, his present physical, emotional, and mental state, and by those with whom he interacts, that he can hardly be termed the sovereign master of his own will. At any point he is only what his past has made him. Furthermore, we should bear in mind that all of our beginnings in location, environment, identity, and genetics, all of which radically effect the development of our entire personality, are completely beyond our control. These are things such as the time period, country, region, city, and neighborhood in which we are born, the family we are born into, whether we are male or female, black or white, short or tall, thin or stout, smart or dumb, pretty or plain, rich or poor, etc…
 We control none of these things, while they greatly control us. Clearly, man does not have the absolute freedom that the Arminian would assert he holds. In fact, we are left with only two possibilities: Either man’s life and subsequent actions are largely controlled by random chance and for no specific purpose, or else they are controlled in entirety by God to fulfill His eternal plan.

But granted, the question remains: How does this work? And what makes man not a robot? Here we would do well to understood how easily we all as humans are unconsciously influenced and persuaded to perform certain actions. I found the basis for this argument recently, and in one of the last places I would have though to look: In the New York Times Bestseller The Tipping Point, by Malcolm Gladwell. Understand that Mr. Gladwell is by no means a theologian, nor a Christian. I am sure that foreordination was one of the furthest subjects from his mind as he wrote, and yet, as he combines and simultaneously analyzes over a quarter-century’s worth of scientific study in the disparate fields of personal development, epidemiology, psychology, sociology, marketing, and group dynamics, one finds several statements that could very well be taken from an advanced and revelatory essay on Reformed theology.

Many of Gladwell’s most intriguing conclusions come as he examines the question of what makes someone, or something, persuasive. We usually recognize it when we see it. But what exactly “it” is can be more difficult to pinpoint. To demonstrate this, Gladwell draws several examples from psychological studies undertaken within the past several decades. The first was an experiment conducted by a group of psychologist from Syracuse University during the 1984 presidential campaign between Ronald Reagan and Walter Mondale. Over the eight-day period directly prior to the election, Professor Brian Mullen and his colleagues videotaped the three national nightly news programs, which were then anchored by Peter Jennings of ABC, Tom Brokaw of NBC, and Dan Rather of CBS. Mullen examined the tapes and excerpted all references to the candidates by each news anchor. When finished, he had 37 separate segments, all roughly two and a half seconds in length. These clips were then shown, with the sound turned off, to a randomly chosen group of people, who were asked to rate the facial expressions of each newscaster in each segment. The subjects had no idea what kind of experiment they were involved in, or what the news anchors were talking about. They were simply asked to rank the emotional content of these three men’s facial expressions on a 21-point scale, with 1 being “extremely negative” and 21 being “extremely positive.”

The results were most intriguing. Dan Rather averaged an almost perfectly neutral expression of 10.46 when he talked about Mondale, and a nearly identical 10.37 when he talked about Reagan. His looked the same when he talked about the Republican candidate as he did when he talked about the Democrat. The same was true for Brokaw, who averaged 11.21 for Mondale and 11.50 for Reagan. But Peter Jennings of ABC was very different. For Mondale, he averaged 13.38. But when he talked about Reagan, his face lit up so much he scored an incredibly high 17.44. At this point, Gladwell says, 

Mullen and his colleagues went out of their way to try to come up with an innocent explanation for this. Could it be, for example, that Jennings is just more expressive in general than his colleagues? The answer seemed to be no. The subjects were also shown control segments of the three newscasters, as they talked about unequivocally happy or sad subjects (the funeral of Indira Gandhi; a breakthrough in treating a congenital disease). But Jennings didn’t score any higher on the happy subjects or lower on the sad subjects than his counterparts. In fact, if anything, he seemed to be the least expressive of the three. It also isn’t the case that Jennings is simply someone who has a happy expression on his face all the time. Again, the opposite seemed to be true. On the “happy” segments inserted for comparison purposes, he scored 14.13, which was substantially lower than both Rather and Brokaw. The only possible conclusion, according to the study, is that Jennings exhibited a “significant and noticeable bias in facial expression” toward Reagan.

Now here is where the study becomes interesting. Mullen and his colleagues then conducted a phone survey of regular watchers of the evening network news in a number of cities around the country and asked them which candidate they voted for. In every city, regular viewers of ABC voted for Reagan in far greater numbers than those who watched NBC or CBS.
 It appears that the subtle pro-Reagan bias in ABC’s Peter Jennings’s face had a direct influence on the voting behavior of its viewers. Of course, ABC News vigorously disputes the conclusions of this study. And most of us, I think, would instinctively assume that the causation runs in the opposite direction, that pro-Reagan viewers are drawn to ABC because of Jennings’s bias, not the other way around. But as Gladwell says, further information argues very convincingly that this isn’t plausible.
For example, on other, more obvious levels — like, for example, story selection — ABC was shown to be the network most hostile to Reagan, so it’s just as easy to imagine hard-core Republicans deserting ABC news for the rival networks. And to answer the question of whether his results were simply a fluke, four years later, in the Michael Dukakis-George Bush Sr. campaign, Mullen repeated his experiment, with the exact same results.

The second example of the subtleties of persuasion involves a large group of college students who were recruited for what they were told was a market research study by a company making high-tech headphones. Each were given a headset and told that the company wanted to test them to discover how well they worked when the listener was in motion. All of the students then listened to several songs, during which they were encouraged to dance up and down, and then were played a radio editorial arguing that tuition at their university should be raised from its present level of $587 to $750. A third of the students were told to vigorously nod their heads up and down as they listened to the pre-taped editorial. A second third were told to shake their heads from side to side. The final third were the control group, and were told to keep their heads still. When they were finished, all of the students were given a short questionnaire regarding the quality of the audio and the effect of the movement and shaking. Tacked on at the end was the question the conductors of the experiment really wanted an answer to: “What do you feel would be an appropriate dollar amount for undergraduate tuition per year?” The answers to that question are just as counterintuitive to most of us as the answers to the newscasters poll.

The students who kept their heads still were unmoved by the editorial. The tuition amount that they guessed was appropriate was $582 — or just about where the tuition was already. Those who shook their heads from side to side as they listened to the editorial — even though they thought they were simply testing headset quality — disagreed strongly with the proposed increase. They wanted tuition to fall on average to $467 a year. Those who were told to nod their heads up and down, meanwhile, found the editorial very persuasive. They wanted tuition to rise, on average, to $646. The simple act of moving their heads up and down, ostensibly for another reason entirely — was sufficient to cause them to recommend a policy that would take money out of their own pockets. Somehow nodding, in the end, mattered as much as Peter Jennings’s smiles did in the 1984 election.

When people talk they engage in what is called motor mimicry. If a person is shown pictures of a smiling face or a frowning face, they’ll smile or frown in reply, if only in slight muscular changes that can only be capture with electronic sensors. If I twist my ankle or cut my finger, most people watching will grimace; they’ll mimic my emotional state. This is what is meant, technically speaking, by empathy. As human beings we imitate each other’s emotions as a way of expressing support and care, and even more basically, as a type of communication. However, modern psychologists argue that mimicry goes one step further. Mimicry, argues psychologists Elainie Hatfield and John Cacioppo, is also one of the means by which we infect each other with our emotions. In other words, if you see me smile and then smile in response, it’s not just you imitating or empathizing with me. It may also be a way that I can pass my happiness on to you. Emotion is a contagion. At first, this seems incredibly obvious. All of us have had our spirits picked up by being around a happy or good-natured person. If you think about this more closely, though, it’s a quite radical idea. We usually think of the expressions on our face as a reflection of what’s going on inside. We smile because we are happy. We frown because we are sad. Emotion is an inside-out kind of thing. ‘Emotional contagion’, however, suggests that the opposite is also true. If I can make you smile, I can make you happy. If I can make you frown, I can make you sad. Emotion then, in this sense, goes both inside-out and outside-in.

If we think about emotion in this way, as outside-in, not just inside-out, it is possible to understand how some people can have, as Gladwell puts it, “an enormous amount of influence over others.” Gladwell continues by presenting a third experiment, this one conducted by Howard Friedman, a psychologist at the University of California at Riverside. Friedman developed what is called the Affective Communication Test, which measures the ability of an individual to send emotion (i.e. to be emotionally contagious). The test is a self-administered, thirteen-question survey relating to things like whether you can keep still when you hear good dance music, whether you like to be the center of attention, how loud your laugh is, whether you touch friends when you talk to them, and the like. The highest possible score is 117, but the average score is about 70-72. The question Friedman sought to answer was this: What does it mean to be a high-scorer? To answer that, he conducted a fascinating experiment. He picked a few dozen people who had scored very high on the test, 90 and above, and a few dozen who scored very low, 60 or less, and asked them to fill out a questionnaire measuring how they felt “at this instant.” He then put all the high-scorers in separate rooms, and paired each of them with two of the low-scorers. They were instructed to sit in the room together for two minutes. They could look at each other, but were not allowed to talk. Once the session was over, they were asked to again fill out a detailed questionnaire on how they were feeling. Friedman found that in just two minutes, without a single word being spoken, the low-scorers would pick up the moods of the high-scorers. If the more charismatic person started out depressed, by the end of the two minutes the inexpressive person was also depressed. But it never worked the other way. Even though the charismatic person was always outnumbered 2-1, only they could infect the other people in the room with his or her emotion.

What do these studies mean? Well, they seem to point to the fact that man’s will is not nearly as free as he might wish to believe. However, you may still be slightly skeptical, as was I… That is, until I shared what I had read with an older friend of mine who is well connected with multiple businessmen involved in sales and marketing. In fact, he got very animated as he explained that salesmen have understood and utilized similar concepts for years. The experienced salesman is a master of subtle and psychological persuasion. Nearly every word and response is memorized from a vast repertoire of scientifically tested (and retested) methods that allow the salesman to adapt to his particular customer. Of course, not all of them are equally talented in their field of endeavor, but there are those elite few, those gods of marketing and sales, which can so subtly influence your will, that you walk out, having spent several thousand dollars over your budget, and still feel like you got an incredible deal. Malcolm Gladwell did not come up with anything new, but rather communicated to the masses what psychologists, television and movie producers, sharp marketing directors and sales personnel have known for years. Human beings are constantly being unconsciously persuaded and influenced in ways they don’t fully appreciate, and in most cases, of which they are entirely unaware.

Here, rather than paraphrasing Gladwell's words, I feel it would be most effective to let this secular social scientist and psychologist make his own argument. Read his conclusions, bearing in mind that foreordination was likely one of the furthest topics from his mind as he wrote these words: 

In the case of Jennings, Mullen says that someone’s subtle signals in favor of one politician or another usually don’t matter at all. But in the particular, unguarded way that people watch the news, a little bias can suddenly go a long way. “When people watch the news, they don’t intentionally filter biases out, or feel they have to argue against the expression of the newscaster,” Mullen explains. “It’s not like someone saying: this is a very good candidate who deserves your vote. This isn’t an obvious verbal message that we automatically dig in our heels against. It’s much more subtle and for that reason much more insidious, and that much harder to insulate ourselves against.

The — perhaps most important — implication of these studies is that persuasion often works in ways that we do not appreciate. It’s not that smiles and nods are subliminal messages. They are straightforward and on the surface. It’s just that they are incredibly subtle. If you asked the head nodders why they wanted tuition to increase so dramatically — tuition that would come out of their own pockets — none of them would say, because I was nodding my head while I listened to that editorial. They’d probably say that it was because they found the editorial particularly insightful or intelligent. They would attribute their attitudes to some more obvious, logical cause. Similarly the ABC viewers who voted for Reagan would never, in a thousand years, tell you that they voted that way because Peter Jennings smiled every time he mentioned the President. They’d say that it was because, they liked Reagan’s policies, or they thought he was doing a good job. It would never have occurred to them that they could be persuaded to reach a conclusion by something so arbitrary and seemingly insignificant as a smile or a nod from a newscaster. If we want to understand what makes some [people] so persuasive, in other words, we have to look at much more than [their] obvious eloquence. We need to look at the subtle, the hidden, and the unspoken.

It is interesting… to think back on the experiment with the nodding and the headphones. There was an example of someone persuaded from the outside-in, of an external gesture affecting an internal decision.

The implications of those two studies… suggest that what we think of as inner states — preferences and emotions — are actually powerfully and imperceptibly influenced by seemingly inconsequential… influences.

[All this] contradicts some of the most ingrained assumptions we hold about ourselves and each other. We like to think of ourselves as autonomous and inner-directed… But if you add up the examples [we’ve examined], they amount to a very different conclusion about what it means to be human. We are actually powerfully influenced by our surroundings, our immediate context, and the personalities of those around us. To look closely at complex behaviors… is to appreciate how… acutely sensitive we are to even the smallest details of everyday life.

I would now have two questions for my readers. First, do any of you believe that the people involved in the above studies had their free agency violated? Clearly not! Each did exactly what he/she desired to do and were only persuaded, albeit unconsciously, to change their opinions, and thus, their wills. We all do, or at least attempt to do, the same to those around us, whether it is parents, siblings, friends, or business acquaintances. The only difference between these social scientists and us is that they are a little more knowledgeable and have much greater resources at their disposal. Furthermore, notice that every one of those influenced would have attributed their subsequent volition to entirely different means than that of the actual persuasion. Just like the person who is sold a car several thousand dollars out of his range will cite the quality of the car and the great savings he received as his rationale for buying, while failing to consider the salesman who just turned his strict budget stipulations on their head. The one influenced would be the very last person to claim he had been coerced against his will.

Second, if our minds, emotions, and thus, our wills, are so easily influenced and persuaded by these gods of marketing and sales, how much more can they be guided and influenced by the God of the universe, who, in His infinite wisdom, knowledge, and power, created us and gave us our wills? He is the one that the Psalms proclaim as knowing "the secrets of the heart” and whom we read “turns it wherever He will.” 

11. A thorough examination of the will: A warning to the skeptic, in analogical form.

Finally, to say that this cannot be done while keeping man’s choices as genuine acts of will is not only to deny the entirety of what we have just examined, but is also to deny the power and infinite nature of God and the mystery of His ways. To borrow an analogy from Dr. Wayne Grudem, much of our difficulty in understanding how God causes us to choose something willingly comes from the finite nature of our creaturely existence. Let us, for a moment, suppose a hypothetical world, where all the living things created by God are plants rooted in the ground. We could imagine one plant arguing with another that God could not make living creatures who could move around, for how could they carry their roots along with them? And if their roots weren’t in the ground, how could they get nourishment? An “Arminian” plant might even argue, “In order for God to create a world of living things, he had to create them with roots and with the characteristic of living their whole lives in a single place. To say that God could not create living things that move about the earth does not challenge God’s omnipotence either, for that is simply to say that He cannot do things that logically cannot occur. Therefore, it is impossible that God could create a world in which living things also have the capacity of moving around.” The problem with this plant is that it is limiting the power of God by virtue of its own “plant” experience.

On a higher level, we could hypothesize a creation that had both plants and animals, but not humans. In this hypothetical world, we could imagine an argument between a “Calvinist” dog and an “Arminian” dog. The “Calvinist” dog would argue that it is possible for God to create creatures that not only can communicate by barking back and forth, but can also record their barks in marks on paper and send them silently to be understood by other creatures many days’ journey away… Creatures who have never even been seen by the sending creature who first marked his barks down on paper. The “Arminian” dog would probably reply that God cannot do such a thing, because essential to the idea of creaturely communication is hearing, seeing, and smelling the creature from whom one receives the communication. To say that there can be communication without ever hearing or seeing or smelling the other creature is to be posit an absolutely absurd idea! It is beyond the range of possibility and is logically inconceivable. Therefore it is impossible to think that God could create such a creature.

In both of these analogies the “Arminian” plant and the “Arminian” dog are in the wrong, because they have incorrectly limited the ability of God to create by deriving what is possible for God (in their own opinion) from their own finite and creaturely existence. This is very similar to the Arminian theologian who asserts (on the basis of his own perception of human experience) that God cannot create a creature who makes willing, voluntary, and meaningful choices, when those choices are ordained by God.

12. Proof from Scripture: The ultimate standard of doctrinal measure.

Ultimately, all theology must stand or fall in light of God’s revelation in Scripture. And as we look at the Scriptures we find a clear teaching that Divine sovereignty and human freedom cooperate in perfect harmony; that while God is the sovereign ruler and primary cause, man is free within the limits of his nature and is the secondary cause; and that God so controls the hearts, thoughts and wills of men so that they freely and willingly do what He has planned from all eternity for them to do.1`

A classic example of this is found in the story of Joseph. Joseph was sold into slavery in Egypt where he rose in authority and then rendered an enormous service to a vast region of the world by supplying food in time of famine. The act of Joseph’s brothers in selling their younger brother into slavery was very sinful… His brothers knew they acted freely, and years later admitted their guilt.  Yet Joseph could still say to them in Genesis 45:5-8, “And now do not be distressed or angry with yourselves because you sold me here, for God sent me before you to preserve life… So it was not you who sent me here, but God.” And again in chapter 50, verse 20, “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.” Joseph’s brothers simply followed the evil inclinations of their natures and the desires of their hearts; yet their actions were only links in the chain of events through which God fulfill His purpose; and their guilt was not the least diminished by the fact that their evil was part of God’s plan for good.

Pharaoh acted very unjustly towards the Israelites, yet he simply was fulfilling the purpose of God, as Paul writes in Romans 9:17, “The Scripture says to Pharoah, ‘For this very purpose I have raised you up, that I might show my power in you, and that my name might be proclaimed in all the earth.’” Also, some of God’s plans are carried out by restraining the sinful acts of men: When the Israelites went up to Jerusalem three times a year for the set feasts, God restrained the greed of the neighboring tribes so that the land was not disturbed (see Exodus 34:24). He put it into the heart of Cyrus, the heathen king of Persia, to rebuild the temple at Jerusalem (Ezra 1:1-3). We are told, in Proverbs 21:1, “The king’s heart is a stream of water in the hand of the LORD; He turns it wherever He will.” And while this Proverb first shows God’s complete control over the decisions of nations, if God turns the hearts of rulers so easily, surely He can turn the hearts of all men.

In Isaiah 10:5-15 we find a remarkable illustration of the way in which the divine sovereignty and human freedom work together in perfect harmony: 

Ah, Assyria, the rod of my anger; the staff in their hands is my fury! Against a godless nation I send him, and against the people of my wrath I command him, to take spoil and seize plunder, and to tread them down like the mire of the streets. But he does not so intend, and his heart does not so think; but it is in his heart to destroy, and to cut off nations not a few; for he says: ‘Are not my commanders all kings? Is not Calno like Carchemish? Is not Hamath like Arpad? Is not Samaria like Damascus? As my hand has reached to the kingdoms of the idols, whose carved images were greater than those of Jerusalem and Samaria, shall I not do to Jerusalem and her idols as I have done to Samaria and her images?’

When the Lord has finished all His work on Mount Zion and on Jerusalem, He will punish the speech of the arrogant heart of the king of Assyria and the boastful look in his eyes. For he says: ‘By the strength of my hand I have done it, and by my wisdom, for I have understanding; I remove the boundaries of peoples, and plunder their treasures; like a bull I bring down those who sit on thrones. My hand has found like a nest the wealth of the peoples; and as one gathers eggs that have been forsaken, so I have gathered all the earth; and there was none that moved a wing or opened the mouth or chirped.’

Shall the axe boast over him who hews with it, or the saw magnify itself against him who wields it? As if a rod should wield him who lifts it, or as if a staff should lift him who is not wood!
As theologian R.L. Rice commented on this passage: “What is the obvious meaning of this passage? It does most unequivocally teach, in the first place, that the king of Assyria, though a proud and ungodly man, was but an instrument in the hands of God, just as the axe, the saw, or the rod in hands of a man, to execute His purposes upon the Jews; and that God had perfect control of him. It teaches, in the second place that the free agency of the king was not destroyed or impaired by this control, but that he was perfectly free to form his own plans and to be governed by his own desires. For it is declared that he did not design to execute God’s purposes, but to promote his own ambitious projects. ‘But he does not so intend, and his heart does not so think; but it is in his heart to destroy, and to cut off nations not a few.’ It consequently teaches, thirdly, that the king was justly held responsible for his pride, and wickedness, although God so overruled him that he fulfilled His wise purposes. God decreed to chastise the Jews for their sin. He chose to employ the king of Assyria to execute His purpose, and therefore sent him against them. He would afterwards punish the king for his wicked plans. Is it not evident, then, beyond all cavil, that the Scriptures teach that God can and does, so control men, even wicked men, as to bring to pass His wise purposes without interfering with their free agency?”

Finally, for any one who accepts the Bible as the word of God it is absolutely certain that the crucifixion of Christ — the most sinful event in all history — was foreordained: “for truly in this city there were gathered together against your holy servant Jesus, whom you anointed, both Herod and Pontius Pilate, along with the Gentiles and the peoples of Israel, to do whatever your hand and your plan had predestined to take place.” In chapter 2, verse 23: “this Jesus, delivered up according to the definite plan and foreknowledge of God, you crucified and killed by the hands of lawless men.” In chapter 3, verse 18: “what God foretold by the mouth of all the prophets, that His Christ would suffer, He thus fulfilled.” And in chapter 13, verses 27-29: “For those who live in Jerusalem and their rulers, because they did not recognize Him nor understand the utterances of the prophets, which are read every Sabbath, fulfilled them by condemning Him. And though they found in Him no guilt worthy of death, they asked Pilate to have Him executed. And when they had carried out all that was written of Him, they took Him down from the tree and laid Him in a tomb.”

Furthermore, it was not only the crucifixion itself that was foreordained, but many of the attending events, such as: the parting of Christ’s garments and the casting of lots for His clothing (Psalm 22:18, John 19:24); the giving of gall and vinegar to drink (Psalm 69:21, Matthew 27:34); the mockery on the part of the people (Psalm 22:6-8, Matthew 27:39); the fact that He was crucified with thieves (Isaiah 53:12, Matthew 27:38); that none of His bones were to be broken (Psalm 34:20, John 19:36); the spear thrust in His side (Zechariah 12:10, John 19:34-37); and several other recorded events. Listen to the pandemonium surrounding the cross and tell us if those men were not free! Yet read all the forecast and prophecy and record of the tragedy and tell us if every aspect of it was not ordained of God. These events could not have been predicted in detail by the Old Testament prophets centuries before they came to pass unless they had been absolutely certain in the foreordained plan of God. Again, only that which is certain can be foreknown, and only that which is predetermined can be certain. Yet while foreordained, all of the foretold actions were carried out by agents who were ignorant of who Christ really was, and who were also ignorant of the fact that they were fulfilling the divine decrees. Just like the TV watchers, head nodders, and car buyers… They would have been the last people to claim that their free agency had been violated.

Hence, if we recognize and understand that the most sinful event in the history of the world was in the foreordained plan of God, and that it was intended and used to bring about the redemption of mankind, how much more should we recognize and understand that even the smallest events of our daily lives are also in that plan, and that they are designed for the perfect purposes of God?

Further Scriptural Support: Proverbs 16:9, Jeremiah 10:23, Exodus 12:36, Ezra 6:22, Ezra 7:6, Isaiah 44:28, Revelation 17:17, 1 Samuel 2:25, 1 Kings 12:11 and 15, and 2 Samuel 17:14.

13. A conclusion and summary: The vast argument of reason and Scripture.

Therefore we conclude by affirming the Westminster Confession of Faith, that "God from all eternity, did, by the most wise and holy counsel of His own will, freely, and unchangeable ordain whatsoever comes to pass; yet so, as thereby... no violence [is] offered to the will of the creatures; nor is the liberty or contingency of second causes taken away, but rather established." This is the unified argument of reason and of Scripture.

Throughout our examination of many different truths, we have seen that all that is foreknown must be predetermined, that virtue does not derive its worth from an ability to sin, and that the will, even in the state of greatest possible freedom, is not nearly as free and sovereign as the Arminian would suppose. We have seen that the heart is that which governs the will, and that the heart of sinful man is wicked and contrary to the things of God. Further, we saw that God controls the heart, and that if we reject this truth we not only render man’s life as the mere consequence of random chance, but we further open ourselves up to heresy. We have seen, even in full human freedom, the frailty of the human will and the countless influences that control its volition. We have recognized the supremacy of God in all knowledge, wisdom, power, and resources to inscrutably persuade man, through both primary and secondary causes, to do exactly what He has foreordained from all eternity. Finally, we have seen the great mistake of underestimating the wisdom and omnipotence of God by projecting our human experience onto His actions. The Bible teaches it, reason demands it, science confirms it, and we must accept it.
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