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(1) How Does God Act Within Creation? Exploring Meticulous Providence 

A (Possibly) True Crime Story as told by John Calvin (Lawyer and Theologian) 

A merchant, after entering a forest in company with trustworthy individuals, imprudently strays from 
his companions and wanders bewildered till he falls into a den of robbers and is murdered! 

Discussion: Why do you think this evil happen? 

• The responsibility of the merchant: imprudently and bewildered 

• The responsibility of the companions: trustworthy 

• The responsibility of the robbers:  

• Social/Economic influences creating a divide between merchant and robbers? 

• Government responsibility for maintaining safe passage through the forest? 

• What is God’s role in this story? 

1. In John Calvin’s Institutes of the Christian Religion (1537), he explores “The world, created by God, still 
cherished and protected by him. Each and all of its parts governed by his providence.” Calvin tells the 
story of this murdered merchant to make a point. His death “was not only foreseen by the eye of God 
but had been fixed by God’s decree. For it is said, not that God foresaw how far the life of each individual 
should extend, but that he determined and fixed the bounds, which could not be passed (“You have decided 
the length of our lives. You know how many months we will live, and we are not given a minute longer,” Job 
14:5).” Still, in relation, to our capacity of discernment, all these things appear fortuitous… How will the 
Christian feel? Though he will consider that every circumstance which occurred in that person’s death was 
indeed in its nature fortuitous, the Christian will have no doubt that the Providence of God overruled it 
and guided fortune to his own end… What seems to us contingence, faith will recognise as the secret 
impulse of God. The reason is not always equally apparent, but we ought undoubtedly to hold that all the 
changes which take place in the world are produced by the secret agency of the hand of God.  

2. Therefore, when Christians are faced with tragedy and suffering, Calvin counsels them to remember, “The 
Lord willed it, it must therefore be borne; not only because it is unlawful to strive with him, but because he 
wills nothing that is not just and befitting.” 

3. Yet, for Calvin, the essence and guilt of this crime is in the robbers themselves, even though God uses them 
as instruments to achieve his secret will. (This is a form of compatibilism; see below.) 

(As an aside: How does this compare with Jesus’ parable of the Samaritan?) 

4. Counter examples to the way that Calvin interprets the words of Job’s complaint to God. 
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4.1. The significant reduction in infant mortality. 

4.2. The spectacular increase in life expectancy. 

4.3. The reduction in the road toll due to improved car 
safety, the use of seatbelts, and laws against drink 
driving. 

5. I am among those who reject the assumption that what “is” (no matter how evil) must be the secret will of 
God, even when it is explicitly counter to the declared will of God.  

5.1. Two classic examples in this debate: “This is good and pleases God our Savior, who wants everyone to 
be saved and to understand the truth,” (1 Timothy 2:3-4) and “For this is how God loved the world: He 
gave his one and only Son, so that everyone who believes in him will not perish but have eternal life” 
(John 3:16). 

5.2. For Calvinist there is a distinction between “fate” and “meticulous providence” in that the latter is 
determined by a loving God and the former is blind and impersonal. However, the outcome (seems to 
me) exactly the same when God is said to act without respect to the desires or character of the person. 
In this worldview, there is only one Will determining the outcome of all things. 

The Doctrine of Meticulous Providence = God Wills Every Single Action in Creation 

1. John Piper, a leading Calvinist within contemporary Evangelicalism, argues that the Bible teaches that “God 
controls all things all the time.” (www.desiringgod.org/interviews/does-god-control-all-things-all-the-time)1 

1.1. “God works all things according to his will. Here’s Ephesians 1:11: ‘In him we have obtained an 
inheritance, having been predestined according to the purpose of him who works all things according 
to the counsel of his will.’ Let me say it again. He works all things according to the counsel of his will. I 
think that means God always controls everything.” 

1.2. “God governs all human plans and acts. Proverbs 16:9 says, ‘The heart of man plans his way, but the 
Lord establishes his steps.’ Just a general statement. Proverbs 20:24 reads, ‘A man’s steps are from the 
Lord; how then can man understand his way?’ A general statement about all his steps. Proverbs 16:33: 
‘The lot is cast into the lap, but its every decision is from the Lord.’ Human beings decide all kinds of 
ways to make a decision. They try rolling dice, and they draw lots, and they put out pieces of cloth on 
the ground — whatever. The point here is whatever means they use it’s going to be God’s will in the 
end. Every decision is from the Lord. Proverbs 19:21: ‘Many are the plans in the mind of a man, but it 
is the purpose of the Lord that will stand.’ Whatever humans anywhere in the world are planning and 
doing, what stands is God’s will. Jeremiah 10:23: ‘I know, O Lord, that the way of man is not in 
himself, that it is not in man who walks to direct his steps.’ All of those passages sweepingly say that 
everything that human beings do is, in the end, the will of God. Behind human acts, the biblical 
writers assume God. This is amazing. Here’s Amos 3:6: ‘Is a trumpet blown in a city, and the people 
are not afraid? Does disaster come to a city unless the Lord has done it?’” 

1.3. “God’s permission for Satan or man to act is nevertheless part of God’s ultimate design and final 
control. I’m trying to respond here to someone who says, “Well, God doesn’t control everything, 
but he permits lots of things.” I’m saying that’s right. He certainly does permit lots of things. How 
should we understand an all-knowing God with perfect foreknowledge permitting something in his 

 

1 Another example, https://g3min.org/the-meticulous-providence-of-god/. 

https://www.desiringgod.org/interviews/does-god-control-all-things-all-the-time
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infinite wisdom? Even in situations where God is permitting, he is permitting by design. When 
you permit something and you know what it’s going to do and you know all of its outcomes 
and you go ahead and permit it, you permit it wisely if you’re God — and then it wisely fits into 
the overall pattern of what you are planning and doing.” 

(As an aside: This is why for many Christians, the existence of evil has become a problem. See the discussion 
below on Theodicy.) 

1.4. “Let me end with a statement and a question. The statement is that human beings are responsible, 
accountable, praiseworthy, or blameworthy for what they do. God’s sovereignty does not diminish 
human accountability. That’s the statement.” [See, Compatibilism.] 

1.5. “The question is, which world would you rather live in? One where humans or Satan or chance govern 
what happens to you? Or one where an infinitely good, infinitely wise, infinitely powerful God works 
everything together for the good of those who trust him and for his glory?” 

Discussion: Let’s reflect upon Piper’s question. 

Psalm 23:4, “Even when I walk through the darkest valley, I will not be afraid, for you are close beside me. 
Your rod and your staff protect and comfort me.” 

Matthew 6, We are to pray, “rescue us from the evil one.” 

• Has Piper accurately described the choices? 

• What kind of world would you rather live in? 

2. More from John Calvin whose Institutes of the Christian Religion is one of the most influential works of 
Protestant theology. 

2.1. “Let the reader remember that the providence we mean is not one by which the Deity, sitting idly in 
heaven, looks on at what is taking place in the world, but one by which he, as it were, holds the helms 
and overrules all events. Hence, his providence extends not less to the hand than to the eye.” 

2.2. “The Christian being most fully persuaded that all things come to pass by the dispensation of God 
and that nothing happens fortuitously will always direct his eye to him as the principal cause of 
events, at the same time paying due regard to inferior causes in their own place. Next, he will have no 
doubt that a special providence is awake for his preservation and will not suffer anything to happen that 
will not turn to his good and safety. But as its business is first with men and then with the other 
creatures, he will feel assured that the providence of God reigns over both.” 

2.3. “When unjustly assailed by men, overlooking their malice (which could only aggravate our grief, and 
whet our minds for vengeance), let us remember to ascend to God, and learn to hold it for certain, that 
whatever an enemy wickedly committed against us was permitted, and sent by his righteous 
dispensation… And it is for this reason that Jeremiah (Lament. 3:38), and Amos (Amos 3:6), 
expostulated bitterly with the Jews, for not believing that good as well as evil was produced by the 
command of God. To the same effect are the words in Isaiah, “I form the light and create darkness: I 
make peace and create evil. I the Lord do all these things” (Is. 45:7).” 

2.4. At the same time, the Christian will not overlook inferior causes. 
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3. Compatibilism = We freely chose (and are, therefore, responsible for) what God has determined for us to 
do.2 

Compatibilism. In philosophy of action, the view that causal determinism is logically compatible with free 
will. The compatibilist who accepts both determinism and free will is called a soft determinist. 
Compatibilism usually defines free will as an action that is caused by the individual’s own desires or wishes, 
rather than being coerced by some external power. The alternative possibilities that seem necessary for 
genuine free will are interpreted by compatibilists as hypothetical in character. For example, the individual 
who freely gave money to a charity could have refrained from giving the money if the individual had wished 
to do so or if the situation had been different. Critics of compatibilism argue that genuine freedom requires 
an individual to have more than one possibility that is actually possible at the time of choosing, not merely 
possibilities that would be open if certain facts that do not obtain were to obtain. (C. S. Evans, Pocket 
Dictionary of Apologetics and Philosophy of Religion (Downers Grove: InterVarsity, 2002)) 

3.1. This is not “foreknowledge,” but pre-determinism. It is not that God merely knows the outcome of our 
free choices, but that our free choices are always aligned to what God’s Will (established before all 
things) has determined will be. (If it was foreknowledge then God’s subsequent actions would be 
contingent upon the actions of someone other than God; this is not the Calvinist position.) 

3.2. Plainly stated, humans are morally responsible for choosing the evil that God has willed to be. God, 
however, is not morally responsible for the free actions of his instruments.  

4. The world that we experience is the world that the Sovereign God has willed into existence. Because God is 
good and just then the world must be good and just, which we would see if we looked with the eyes of faith. 
This logical position seems, to me, incompatible with the biblical narrative in which Evil is in opposition to 
God and his will for his people and, therefore, must be destroyed. 

5. Three Tests Cases for Meticulous Providence 

5.1. The Fall. Within the Calvinist tradition it is argued that God governs the world by eternal (that is, non-
contingent) DECREE – logical stages in the willing of God. However, when trying to order these 
decrees the question is raised, did God decree some to eternal damnation before he decreed the Fall of 
humanity?  Sublapsarianism and supralapsarianism are theological positions that pertain to the order 
and logical sequence of God’s decrees in relation to the Fall of humanity and the doctrine of 
predestination (i.e., who will be saved and who will not). 

5.1.1. SUB- God’s decree to predestine some to salvation and some to damnation happens AFTER his 
decree that humankind would Fall (Latin: lapsus). 

5.1.2. SUPRA- God’s decree to predestine some to salvation and some to damnation happens BEFORE 
his decree that humankind would Fall. 

5.1.3. Was it ever possible that Adam and Eve would not sin if God had already decreed eternal destines 
for the saved and the reprobate? 

5.2. The Cross. Did God need to decree the crucifixion of Jesus in order to provide a way of forgiveness? 

5.2.1. Was Judas predestined to betray Jesus? What would have happened to salvation if he had not? 

5.3. The Apocalypse. The outcome of God’s salvation is judgment upon all those systems/beasts, rulers, 
and children of Babylon who refuse God’s call to repentance. The Book of Revelation describes this in 
terms of a battles (e.g., Armageddon) against God’s will to establish his home (shalom, justice, and 
presence) among the nations. 

 

2 For a philosophical description of compatibilism, see https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/compatibilism/.  

https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/compatibilism/
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Is Meticulous Providence the Answer to the Problem of  Evil and Suffering? 

Three Questions for All Theologies: 

1. Does this make you love God more? 

2. Does this make you more faithful in your walk with Jesus? 

3. Is this consistent with the general tone and narrative of Scripture? 

Meticulous Provides fails the Good Theology Test: 

1. God is Love (in God’s self not merely as an action) is a more inspiring truth than God is Almighty (able to 
ensure compliance with his eternal will), which is the false goal of those who would make themselves God. 

2. The genuineness of Creation requires the genuineness of relationship, in which God humbly (an essential 
element of genuine love) makes room for another. There is no Creation that does not result in a genuine 
other with its own capacity to love or not love. 

2.1. Being made in the image of God marks us out as capable of genuine loving relationships. 

3. The Reality of Evil. 

3.1. The genuine existence of chaos, which must be destroyed in order for the shalom of the new heaven and 
earth to be established. 

3.2. The genuine existence of sin leads to the call to repentance 

3.3. The genuine existence of principalities and powers, Babylon and Beasts, and Sin and Death. 

3.4. The Apocalypse and the Lake of Fire 

4. God’s compassion that culminates in Incarnation 

5. The Cross (and the Atonement) is an expression of the LOVE of God rather than the WILL of God. 

6. The legitimacy of prayers and miracles. 

7. The legitimacy of lament, grief, and righteous anger.  

8. The unChristlikeness of accepting suffering and evil. 
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A Prayer to a Good God in the Midst of  Evil 

Sovereign Lord. 

Life hurts. 

 

We know you know this because Jesus was not spared the emotional and physical pains that make up our lives. 

We know you know this because you walk with us through the valleys of our life experiences. 

Yet we want to say it to you because we believe that you can do something about it. 

 

Life hurts. Our life hurts. 

Sovereign Lord, do something! 

 

Give to us the comfort of your Presence. Give to us your healing touch. Give us the light of your hope. 

 

Sovereign Lord, 

Evil exists. 

 

We know you know this. 

Yet we want to say it to you because we believe that you must do something about it. 

 

Jesus taught his church to pray – Your kingdom come, Your will be done on earth as it is in heaven. 

Evil stands opposed to your will. Evil stands opposed to your kingdom. 

Each time evil is defeated your Name is glorified. Glorify your Name in all the earth! 

 

Give to us the courage of your hope so that we are not tempted to despair when evil surrounds us. 

Give to us the strength of your Presence so that we can stand against the evil that catches us unaware. 

Give to us the power of your touch so that we can be a part of overcoming the evil in our worlds. 

 

Come quickly, Lord Jesus.  

Establish justice and peace in our world so that all might see that you are Lord. 

 

Sovereign Lord.  

In the midst of a world of sin and suffering, we acknowledge again that you are Lord. 

Our God reigns. 

 

Amen. 
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Appendix: Compatibilism 

1) D. A. Carson argues in How Long, O Lord? Reflections on Suffering and Evil that the “Bible as a whole, and 
sometimes in specific texts, presupposes or teaches that both of the following propositions are true: 

a) God is absolutely sovereign, but his sovereignty never functions in such a way that human responsibility 
is curtailed, minimized, or mitigated. 

b) Human beings are morally responsible creatures – they significantly choose, rebel, obey, believe, defy, 
make decisions, and so forth, and they are rightly held accountable for such actions; but this 
characteristic never functions so as to make God absolutely contingent, i.e., absolutely dependent for his 
being or choices on the moves taken by human beings.  God is never stymied, thwarted, frustrated, 
blocked, or unable to proceed with what he himself had absolutely determined to do. There is nothing in 
the Bible quite like those modern writings that argue, for instance, that because men and women make 
moral choices, therefore God must be limited in power or knowledge (whether self-limited or limited in 
his very being). 

2) This view that both of these propositions are true Carson calls compatibilism (p.201).  

a) Compatibilists “maintain that given the antecedent conditions preceding a choice, no other choice is 
possible—that is, the person making the choice cannot chose otherwise. Furthermore, compatibilists 
believe that determinism is consistent with voluntary choice… Incompatibilists… believe that given the 
conditions preceding any voluntary decision, more than one decision must be possible—the person 
making the decision must be in a position to chose differently” (D. Basinger, The Case for Freewill Theism, 
26). 

b) According to Erickson, “For human beings to be genuinely free, there has to be an option” (p.453) and 
“Humans would not be genuinely human without free will” (p.448). The latter is consistent with  
Erickson’s Calvinistic leanings and compatibilism; however, the former seems more in keeping with 
Arminian understanding of incompatibilistic freedom (p.448). For Erickson, “For God to prevent evil, 
he would have to make humanity other than it is. Genuine humanity requires the ability to desire to have 
and to do things contrary to God’s intention” (p.449; but is this different from his “will”). 

c) Carson identifies a number of passages that he believes demonstrates compatibilism: Genesis 50:19-20; 
Leviticus 20:7-8; 1 Kings 8:46ff, 1 Kings 11:11-13,11:29-39, 12:1-5; Isaiah 10:5ff; John 6:37-40; Acts 
18:9-10; Philippians 2:12-13; Acts 4:23-31. 

3) For Carson, the supreme example of compatibilism is that of the cross. 

There is lots of guilt to go around: Herod, the Roman governor Pontius Pilate, the people of 
Israel—all were involved in a conspiracy. The word is a strong one, and in light of the psalm just 
quoted leaves no doubt that the Christians held them all to be profoundly guilty before God. Yet 
at the same time, the Christians could confess to God that the conspirators “did what your power 
and will had decided beforehand should happen.”  

It only takes a moment’s reflection to show that, if the Christian gospel is true, this tension could 
not have been otherwise. If the initiative had been entirely with the conspirators, and God simply 
came in at the last minute to wrest triumph from the jaws of impending defeat, then the cross was 
not his plan, his purpose, the very reason why he had sent his Son into the world — and that is 
unthinkable. If on the other hand God was so orchestrating events that all the human agents were 
nonresponsible puppets, then it is foolishness to talk of conspiracy, or even of sin — in which 
case there is no sin for Christ to remove by his death, so why should he have to die? God was 
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sovereignly at work in the death of Jesus; human beings were evil in putting Jesus to death, even 
as they accomplished the Father’s will; and God himself was entirely good.  

Christians who may deny compatibilism on front after front become compatibilists (knowingly or 
otherwise) when they think about the cross. There is no alternative, except to deny the faith. And 
if we are prepared to be compatibilists when we think about the cross—that is, to accept both of 
the propositions I set out at the head of this chapter as true, as they are applied to the cross—it is 
only a very small step to understanding that compatibilism is taught or presupposed everywhere 
in the Bible. (Carson, 211-12). 

4) “If compatibilism is true and if God is good – all of which the Bible affirms – then it must be the case that 
God stands behind good and evil in somewhat different ways; that is, he stands behind good and evil 
asymmetrically. To put it bluntly, God stands behind evil in such a way that not even evil takes place outside 
the bounds of his sovereignty, yet the evil is not morally chargeable to him: it is always chargeable to 
secondary agents, to secondary causes. On the other hand, God stands behind good in such a way that it not 
only takes place within the bounds of his sovereignty, but it is always chargeable to him, and only 
derivatively to secondary agents. In other words, if I sin, I cannot possibly do so outside the bounds of 
God’s sovereignty, but I alone am responsible for that sin… God is not to be blamed. But if I do good, it is 
God working in me both to will and to act according to his good pleasure. God’s grace has been manifest in 
my case, and he is to be praise. If this sounds just a bit too convenient for God, my initial response is that 
according to the Bible this is the only God there is. There is no other” (Carson, p.213). 

5) A personal response: It seems possible to me that God can be declared Sovereign over all things without 
having to say that he stands behind all things (which I take to mean that he wills all things). While Carson 
has sought to speak of God standing behind evil in a way that he is without blame the use of the terms 
secondary agents and secondary cause suggest that God is still to be regarded in some sense as primary. References 
to God’s “permissive will” in contrast to his “decretal will” have never been particularly meaningful to me. I 
want to say that some things happen against God’s will but not outside of his sovereign rule of the universe. 
I want to say that some things happen as a consequence of the created order being allowed to proceed 
without divine causation because the Creator has created something other than himself. I want to say that 
true free choice exists. But I also want to agree with Carson that chaos is never beyond God’s control or 
direction. God triumphs over, in, and through, chaos. 

6) An extended response can be found in D. Basinger, The Case for Freewill Theism (1996). 
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