IF GOD HAS A PLAN DO I HAVE FREE WILL?
John 3:11–16

The answer to the question is YES!  Our closing hymn is…..

I know we are all hoping for a short sermon, but this question deserves some thought to do it justice.  Our hard question today is really three questions.  Does God plan?  Does God predestine everything to that plan?   Or do we have free will to reject God’s plan?  The Church has been debating these questions for 2000 years and I don’t think we are going to come to a final conclusion this morning.  The other point I want to make here and now is that I am not qualified to address these questions for anyone else in the room but myself.  My hope is that the Spirit will inspire each of us to wrestle with these questions in our own minds and hearts.
A little story to start with.  It seems that an atheist from Scotland decided to go for a boat ride on a lake, so he rented a boat and went out for some relaxation.  When he got out into the middle of the lake the Loch Ness Monster came up under his boat and tossed him and boat high into the air and waited with mouth wide open to swallow them.  The atheist cried, “God help me!”  God stops time and says, “Wait a minute, thirty seconds ago you didn’t believe in me.”  The atheist said, “thirty seconds ago I didn’t believe in the Loch Ness Monster!”  Now we could talk about God’s plan here, about predestination and free will, but I don’t want to seem flippant about the subjects because we are really thinking about the very nature of God.
Does God Plan
This first question is the easiest of the three.  If we rely on the biblical witness we read many passages that say God plans.  Our Old Testament reading this morning from Jeremiah has God saying “For surely I know the plans I have for you……” At the end of Genesis Joseph says to his brothers “Even though you planned to do harm to me God planned it for good…”
This morning we prayed the Lord’s Prayer together as recorded in Matthew.  We prayed for God’s will to be done.  The Greek word, thel – ay – mah, which we translate as will has a secondary meaning of design or plan.  So we could pray in the Lord’s Prayer, “Thy plans be done.”
I spent forty years in engineering.  We predicted the response of structures to life time loads.  As you can imagine I was particularly captured by the tragedy of the bridge collapse in Minneapolis this week.  If we know all the variables we can predict the response of structures.  I believe the creator made things that way. God planned the laws of nature which allows us to predict and design things.
Does God Predestine Everything

So the next question is; if God plans things, do they automatically happen?  Do the things that God desires always come about?  Or can human free will go against God’s will and plan.
The first well recorded debate on predestination and free will was between a British monk named Pelagius and Augustine of Hippo. Pelagius argued for free will and Augustine for predestination.  The Roman Church bought Augustine’s argument and there has been an underlying belief in predestination in most western denominations since then. By the way Pelagius was declared a heretic.   Thomas Aquinas, Martin Luther, John Calvin and the modern theologian Carl Barth believed in predestination. 
Shortly after the Reformation the Reformed Church, from which modern Presbyterianism comes, decreed at the Synod of Dort that:
“Election is the immutable purpose of God where, before the foundation of the world he chose, from the entire human race a certain number to be redeemed in Christ.”

And those who are not redeemed are predestined to be separated from God forever.  That means that there is nothing that will put you in right relationship with God, God has already chosen with whom He will relate. And for that matter has chosen how we will act and what we will do in our lives. 
I have an example of how this had very practical consequences.  Wellington, the famous British general, defeated Napoleon at Waterloo by placing regiments of Presbyterian Scots in strategic locations, because he knew that they would not retreat, they believed that if they were to die on the battlefield there was nothing they could do about it, their life and death was predestined and so they held their positions without moving.   Napoleon could not budge them and was defeated at Waterloo. We all have heard the soldier’s quip, “If a bullet has your name on it there’s nothing you can do.”  That’s a belief in predestination.
The Eastern Orthodox Church never accepted Augustine’s theory of predestination.  They believe that when Adam and Eve disobeyed God they lost their likeness to God which was their holiness but Adam and Eve retained their image of God which is free will. I like that thinking.   When English Baptists emerged there were two groups, the Particular Baptist, who believed in predestination, and the General Baptist who believed in free will.  We at VBC are spiritual descendants of the General Baptists.
There are many statements of predestination in the Bible.  Paul particularly refers to predestination.  An example is found in Romans 8:29, where he says, For those whom he foreknew he also predestined to be conformed to the image of his Son, in order that he might be the firstborn within a large family.   We can find many other references to predestination in our Bible, especially in Paul’s letters, but none in the Gospels!
So I’ll leave predestination there and let you wrestle with it on your own.

Do We Have Free Will

Remember when I mentioned the statement from the Synod of Dort?  Well a theologian named Arminus read the whole of the proceedings and said, “Wait a minute.”  His position was that God is good and that God would not condemn humans to eternal separation from God with no CHOICE.  
The Bible says over and over again that God is good.  I tried going to my concordance to count the number of times the statement, “God is good,” appears and I gave up, there were way too many!  So, I decided to just count the number of times that statement is made in Psalms.    It’s 22.   That doesn’t count the number of times the Psalmist says that God does good.  You know our English word god comes from the Anglo Saxon word for good!  This is why I have trouble with predestination.  I just can’t believe that our God, who created everything good, would predestine to separation from him with no choice.
Free will was not a first century concept and there is no explicit reference to free will in the Bible.  But there are many implicit references to free will.  Many of us memorized John 3:16 when we were children.  “For God so loved the world that He sent His only Son that whosoever believes in Him will have everlasting life” Notice that Jesus told Nicodemus that whosoever or everyone who believes will have eternal life.  Not just a select number, but everyone.  That sounds like we have a choice, we can believe or we can choose not to believe.  We have free will!
One of our basic Baptist tenets is that we choose to follow Christ through the Holy Spirit’s urging and make a profession of that choice, follow Christ in baptism and become members of His church. Throughout the Gospels, Jesus gave people the choice to follow him.  In Mark 8:34 Jesus says, “If you want to follow me, deny yourself, take up your cross and follow.”  That if gives you a choice.  We don’t have to follow Jesus, we have a choice.

Before I go too far into free will let me remind you that there is really only one being in the universe who is completely free and that is God!  We do not have complete free will!  We can’t choose when or where we will be born, we don’t choose our parents or our genes and we are all predestined to die.   

But we can choose to love God and neighbor in between birth and death and be the adopted son or daughter of God.

Recently the Young Adults and our Adult Discipleship class studied Leslie Weatherhead’s little book “The Will of God.”  He was an English pastor during the bombing of London during WW II.  He was faced with tragedies daily, tragedies such as a child being killed from a bomb.  He often heard his parishioners say “I guess it was the will of God.”  He thought “this is more like the will of Hitler than the will of God.”  
Well, Weatherhead after much thought divided God’s will into three parts.  The intentional will of God,   the circumstantial will of God    and the ultimate will of God.  Don’t forget to substitute plan for will in thinking about this.  God’s intentional will or plan for all is good, however due to circumstances that usually result from human choice God changes His plan or will.  However, even though God “temporarily” changes plans, ultimately God’s plan will be accomplished for good.
This is illustrated best in the Christ event.  God’s intentional will in sending the Son was for everyone to follow him, Jews first then the rest of the world.  Think about what the world might be like today if Jews and Gentiles had chosen to follow Jesus as the Messiah from the beginning.  But, alas as we know Jesus was rejected by most during his ministry on earth.  So, in the circumstance of his rejection Jesus died on the cross, proving that there is nothing humankind can do to God that will prevent God from loving us, even to the point of killing God’s Son.  And by the way, I believe Jesus could have chosen not to do God’s will.  That is indicated in his prayer in the garden where he said “Father for you all things are possible; remove this cup from me; yet not my will but yours be done.”  Finally as is God’s nature, God brought good out of bad with his ultimate will and raised Christ, thus defeating death and giving us hope.
I believe that we are created with free will so that we might choose to love God.  This is harder than predestination because God has given us the responsibility to choose.  We make that choice everyday, have you thought about the choice you have made about relating to God this morning?
AMEN
Bill Sykes
Vienna Baptist Church
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