
T
here was a time in American his-

tory where the term “provi-

dence” was commonly used.

During the nineteenth century our citi-

zens understood the term, and it was

important to them. In 1865 Lincoln

used the term “providence” in his sec-

ond inaugural address, demonstrating

not only that the term was important

but that he understood the difference

between God’s moral will and God’s

providential will:

The Almighty has His own pur-

poses. “Woe unto the world

because of offenses; for it must

needs be that offenses come, but

woe to that man by whom the

offense cometh.” If we shall sup-

pose that American slavery is

one of those offenses which, in

the providence of God, must

needs come, but which, having

continued through His appoint-

ed time, He now wills to remove,

and that He gives to both North

and South this terrible war as the

woe due to those by whom the

offense came, shall we discern

therein any departure from those

divine attributes which the

believers in a living God always

ascribe to Him?1

During the American Civil War, letters

to home from soldiers on both sides

often referenced providence.2 In 1872,

Charles Hodge devoted an entire chap-

ter in his systematic theology to describe

and defend the doctrine of providence.

His chapter begins:

God’s works of providence are

his most holy, wise, and powerful

preserving and governing all his

creatures and all their actions.

Providence, therefore, includes

preservation and government. By

preservation is meant that all

things out of God owe the con-

tinuance of their existence, with

all their properties and powers,

to the will of God. This is clearly

the doctrine of the Scriptures.3

Today most Christians do not even have

the concept in their minds much less

the term on their lips. “Open theism”

assaults the doctrine when it denies

God’s control over His own universe. At

the opposite pole stands emergence the-

ory that claims in a pantheistic or

panentheistic way that God is “enfold-

ed” in the creation and thus creation is

emerging as God continues to create

from within it.4 And overall the general

problem of theological ignorance

emanates from Biblical illiteracy and

prejudice against scholarly study.

People’s lack of knowledge of the

doctrine of providence (or their failure

to believe it) has practical implications.

The most profound is that Christians

begin to think like pagans, resorting to

spiritual warfare teachings to ward off

curses or bad fate. They resort to div-

ination to seek to divine information

that supposedly will ensure good out-

comes to their endeavors. All of this is a

result of their not believing that God

can care for us unless we obtain new,

secret information. 

The purpose of this article is to help

rectify this situation by describing and

defending the doctrine of providence.

The doctrine itself is revealed in the

Bible for our comfort and for God’s

glory.

are “all tHinGs” statements

literal?

This statement in Hebrews describes

God’s providence: “And He is the radi-
ance of His glory and the exact representa-
tion of His nature, and upholds all things
by the word of His power.” (Hebrews
1:3a). This verse is often cited in con-

nection with providence because it fol-

lows a statement about Christ as cre-

ator. He creates the universe and then

sustains it. The context indicates that

“all things” (Greek ta panta “the all”) is

literal. The doctrine of the continued

upholding of all things assures us that

God remains in control of His own uni-

verse. It also refutes false ideas like

deism (that God, like a clockmaker,

merely wound up the universe and

allows it to run on its own). Since God

in Christ created the world (Hebrews

1:2), it follows that “all things” upheld

includes everything created.

Another passage that states this is

found here: “For by Him all things were
created, both in the heavens and on earth,
visible and invisible, whether thrones or
dominions or rulers or authorities all things
have been created through Him and for
Him. He is before all things, and in Him all
things hold together” (Colossians 1:16,
17). Here we have a context for “all

things” (ta panta being found in verses

16 and 17) that makes it unmistakable
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that Paul means it literally. He is speak-

ing of all of creation, sentient and non-

sentient, physical or spiritual.

Everything outside of God is created

and contingent. Everything in the uni-

verse also is held together by Christ.

Christ is the sustainer of the universe.

One scholar comments on this: “Apart

from his continuous sustaining activity

(note the perfect tense suneste_ken) all

would disintegrate.”5 Everything creat-

ed is included; nothing is excluded.

The part of the doctrine of provi-

dence described by the two passages just

discussed is called “preservation.” But

that is only one aspect of providence—

it also includes government. Charles

Hodge explains: 

Providence includes not only

preservation, but government.

The latter includes the ideas of

design and control. It supposes

an end to be attained, and the

disposition and direction of

means for its accomplishment. If

God governs the universe He has

some great end, including an

indefinite number of subordinate

ends, towards which it is direct-

ed, and He must control the

sequence of all events, so as to

render certain the accomplish-

ment of all his purposes.6

As with the preservation component,

there also are “all things” statements

that concern God’s providential govern-

ment. Here Paul addresses the

Athenian philosophers:

The God who made the world and
all things in it, since He is Lord of
heaven and earth, does not dwell in
temples made with hands; nor is He
served by human hands, as though
He needed anything, since He
Himself gives to all people life and
breath and all things; and He made
from one man every nation of
mankind to live on all the face of the
earth, having determined their
appointed times and the boundaries
of their habitation, (Acts 17:24-
26)

Here, after mentioning creation of “all

things,” Paul speaks of God’s determina-

tion of the times and boundaries of var-

ious nations. This concept will lead us

to see why theologians speak of primary

and secondary causes. On the scene of

history, most national boundaries have

been determined by wars and political

intrigue. But Paul claims that God

determines the boundaries of nations.

So we see that God’s governance of the

world includes matters which, on the

scene of history, are determined by

human choices, including evil ones. So

we have to come to grips with how God

can determine a boundary drawn by

humans, often through evil acts. 

Those who write Christian theology

are sometimes accused of being too

scholarly or of making to many confus-

ing distinctions. But what Christians

need to know is that there are Biblical

reasons that necessitate definitions and

distinctions. The passage under consid-

eration is a prime example. Theologians

have dealt with such passages and con-

cepts in order to affirm all that the Bible

says. In the case of God’s providence

and human actions it is done through

the doctrine of concurrence.

Concurrence is about the relationship

between primary and secondary causes.

Here are some definitions: “Secondary

causality refers to the force imparted by

physical creatures. Primary causality

refers to the causal power exerted by

God in the course of cosmic events.”7

Concurrence explains the relationship

between these two.8

Before exploring this theologically,

let us consider a passage that shows that

concurrence is true: 

Now do not be grieved or angry
with yourselves, because you sold
me here, for God sent me before
you to preserve life.  For the famine
has been in the land these two
years, and there are still five years
in which there will be neither plow-
ing nor harvesting. God sent me
before you to preserve for you a
remnant in the earth, and to keep
you alive by a great deliverance.
Now, therefore, it was not you who
sent me here, but God; and He has

made me a father to Pharaoh and
lord of all his household and ruler
over all the land of Egypt.
(Genesis 45:5-8)

Joseph spoke that to his brothers, who

had treated him wickedly. God was the

primary cause and was working out His

saving purposes throughout the Joseph

narrative. The brothers were the sec-

ondary cause (“you sold me here”).

Thus we have concurrence. 

The following statement from the

Westminster Confession is often cited

regarding this:

God, from all eternity, did, by the

most wise and holy counsel of his

own will, freely, and unchange-

ably ordain whatsoever comes to

pass: yet so, as thereby neither is

God the author of sin, nor is vio-

lence offered to the will of the

creatures; nor is the liberty or

contingency of second causes
taken away, but rather estab-

lished.9

At this point it needs to be stated that it

is easier to see that the Bible teaches

providence and concurrence as part of it

than it is for us to fully understand how

this can be. But we should remember

that the only reason we even know this

to be true is because it is stated in the

Bible. 

Another theologian comments: 

In Ephesians 1:11 Paul says that

God “accomplishes all things

according to the counsel of his

will.” The word translated

“accomplishes” (enerego_) indi-

cates that God “works” or

“brings about” all things accord-

ing to his own will. No event in

creation falls outside of his prov-

idence. Of course this fact is hid-

den from our eyes unless we read

it in Scripture. Like preservation,

God’s work of concurrence is not

clearly evident from observation

of the natural world around us.10

There again was another “all things”

statement which I claim must taken lit-
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erally. What we know about providence

we learn from the Bible. The more

Biblically we think, the more we think

like Christians and not like the pagans

who have no Bible. It was no accident

that Paul preached on providence to the

pagan philosophers. He declared to

them the true God who previously was

unknown to them.

There are such “all things” state-

ments in the Old Testament as well:

Forever, O Lord, Your word is set-
tled in heaven. Your faithfulness
continues throughout all genera-
tions; You established the earth, and
it stands. They stand this day
according to Your ordinances, For
all things are Your servants. (Psalm
119:89-91)

That God universally rules over His

own creation for His own intended pur-

poses is clearly taught. Another Psalm

also tells us so:

For I know that the Lord is great
And that our Lord is above all gods.
Whatever the Lord pleases, He
does, In heaven and in earth, in the
seas and in all deeps. He causes the
vapors to ascend from the ends of
the earth; Who makes lightnings for
the rain, Who brings forth the wind
from His treasuries. (Psalm
135:5-7)

The doctrine of providence must be

embraced and understood if we are to

have a Biblical worldview. The neglect

of teaching these matters in churches

has damaged so many Christians that

even many churchgoers have begun to

think (and act) like pagans. We must

understand what sort of universe we live

in, and what God’s relationship to it is if

we want think like Christians rather

than like pagans. 

The most famous “all things” state-

ment in the Bible is found here: “And
we know that God causes all things to work
together for good to those who love God, to
those who are called according to His pur-
pose” (Romans 8:28). This passage rais-

es an important issue. How does God’s

providence specifically apply to God’s

own people? The world is full of evildo-

ers who are opposed to God’s purposes.

Are God’s people safe in His hands even

in the presence of evil? This passage

assures us that we are. The “called”

know that God lovingly assures that

they shall experience “good,” which is

defined in the verses that follow as

being ultimately glorified and con-

formed to the image of Christ. 

If “all things” are not under God’s

control, we might be tempted to think

that some evil in the universe might

unravel God’s good plans. Some find a

strange “comfort” in thinking that way.

I once heard a famous local open theist

on the radio railing against Romans

8:28 and mocking Christians who take

solace in it. He espouses the warfare

worldview and believes that there are

battle casualties in the war. Is he right

that not only does God fail to be in total

control of his own universe but that He

does not even know the future?

Let us consult the ending of Romans

8 so that the context will give us the

answer:

Who will separate us from the

love of Christ? Will tribulation,

or distress, or persecution, or

famine, or nakedness, or peril, or

sword? Just as it is written, “For

Your sake we are being put to

death all day long; We were con-

sidered as sheep to be slaugh-

tered.” But in all these things we

overwhelmingly conquer

through Him who loved us. For I

am convinced that neither

death, nor life, nor angels, nor

principalities, nor things present,

nor things to come, nor powers,

nor height, nor depth, nor any

other created thing, will be able

to separate us from the love of

God, which is in Christ Jesus our

Lord. (Romans 8:35-39)

Paul intends his readers to take this list

as universal, covering everything we

might imagine that could derail God’s

good intentions for us. When he says

“nor any other created thing,” that cov-

ers everything in the universe outside of

God Himself. The “all things” state-

ments in Romans 8 are literal. The cre-

ator of the universe, who controls all

things, assures us that all things work

for our good—and more. Even the

future is included (“things to come”).

God’s providence spans both space and

time and includes everything therein.

Consider this “all things” statement

from the same context: “He who did not
spare His own Son, but delivered Him over
for us all, how will He not also with Him
freely give us all things?” (Romans 8:32)

The people of God are the beneficiaries

of His providential oversight of the

entire universe! This should humble us

and bring us to our knees in grateful

worship.

It amazes me how many Christians I

have met who do not want to hear

about this. They think they find more

comfort in the idea that God is not fully

in control of the universe. I spoke with

one person who said, “But the list does

not include ourselves, we can separate

ourselves from God’s love.” He wanted

man’s “free will” to be self-determining,

and therefore, outside of providence as

we have defined it. There are two major

problems with this: 1) Exegetically it is

impossible because humans and their

own willpower are created and so are

included in the list. 2) It calls into ques-

tion why some people have more trust

in their own willpower than God’s sav-

ing purposes. 

During a public debate with an open

theist we fielded questions from the

audience. One came up for me from

someone who disagreed with me. The

questioner asked, “How can you have

assurance of salvation if you believe in

God’s sovereign grace?” My response

was, “I fail to understand why someone

finds more assurance from their own

decision making abilities than from the

power of God to keep them.” The

response of the audience of about 1000

was a stunned hush. Apparently many

people had not previously considered

the implications of their own way of

thinking.

The doctrine of providence truly

covers “all things” (ta panta) and the

Biblical writers expect us to believe it.

The doctrine is intended to comfort us

even if it is difficult for us to understand
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how God at one and the same time can

be totally in control of all things in the

universe and yet evil exists in the uni-

verse. The only answers to this are to be

found in the Bible. The theological dis-

cussions and terminology that arise

from the doctrine of providence arise

precisely because the Bible tells us that

moral evil exists and all things are God’s

servants. 

Providence and fate are

incomPatible

Many people are confused about provi-

dence, thinking that if it is true, then

fatalism is true. Fatalism comes in at

least two forms: pagan fatalism that

fears mischief from various deities, and

materialistic philosophical fatalism that

claims that all events are necessary

results of previous causes. In Biblical

times, pagan fatalism was common. The

doctrine of providence, far from being

fatalistic, helps us avoid fatalism.

An important consideration in

Biblical interpretation is to consider the

intended original readers and what the

author intended in writing to them. In

two important books of the New

Testament where “all things” statements

about God’s providence are found, the

readers were people who lived among

pagans who believed in fatalism. Those

books are Colossians and Ephesians.

We earlier considered Colossians

1:16, 17 to prove the doctrine of provi-

dence. Now let us consider why Paul

taught this to the Colossians in light of

the false teachings they were exposed

to. They lived in a culture that believed

that bad fate was caused by hostile spir-

itual powers and that certain processes

and experiences could ward off bad

fate.11 Paul’s purpose was to show them

that being in Christ who created and

upholds “all things” put them above the

reach of the principalities and powers.

The cross had disarmed them

(Colossians 2:13-15). 

R. C. Sproul writes about “the fates”

in a pagan worldview: 

The fates were part of the

mythological system of the

ancient world, and they were

depicted as arbitrary, capricious,

and mischievous sub-deities who

wreaked havoc among people.

Today fate is sometimes seen as a

blind force of nature that causes

horrible things or good things to

happen to us.12

As Christians we know from the Bible

that God is transcendent (i.e., not “in”

the creation as in pantheism or panen-

theism) and personal. This must inform

our understanding of providence.

Sproul continues: “The doctrine of the

providence of God leaves no room for

fate, blind or otherwise. God is not

blind; neither is He capricious.”13 God

cares for the well being of His people

and has promised that whatever hap-

pens to us is part of His purpose for our

good and His greater glory. No spirit

being or bad fate can derail God’s plan.

Secular humanism has its own ver-

sion of fate that is amazing in its bleak-

ness. With no knowable, personal God

who interacts in any way with the uni-

verse, they posit the idea of the unifor-

mity of cause and effect in a closed sys-

tem. This means that everything that

happens is nothing more than the effect

of a series of previous causes. This

includes all things, even our thoughts.

Philosophers who believe this have said

that if someone had exhaustive knowl-

edge of all past and present causes they

could perfectly predict the future. No

miracles are possible, and human beings

are no more than the result of a long

causal chain. 

Humanist Paul Kurtz, thinking like

that, arrived at this conclusion:

The humanist, on the contrary,

asks that we as human beings

face up to the human condition

as it is. Humanists accept the

fact that God is dead; that we

have no way of knowing that he

exists; or even of knowing that

this is a meaningful question.

They accept the fact that human

existence is probably a random

occurrence existing between two

oblivions, that death is

inevitable, that there is a tragic

aspect to our lives, and that all

moral values are our own cre-

ations.14

As can be easily seen, the Biblical doc-

trine of providence is the opposite of

fatalism. The infinite, personal God

who created all things also upholds all

things. God does not expect us to blind-

ly grope about in the darkness, but He

has spoken once for all in Scripture. We

can know his moral will, and we can

watch His providential will unfold as

history unfolds before us. 

This passage in Ephesians was writ-

ten to another church that consisted of

converted pagans living in a pagan soci-

ety that was fatalistic: “also we have
obtained an inheritance, having been pre-
destined according to His purpose who
works all things after the counsel of His
will” (Ephesians 1:11). There are a

number of strong terms in this verse

about God’s comprehensive sovereignty

that covers “all things.” The context

gives the Ephesian Christians the

strongest possible assurance of their

eternal inheritance that is true because

of God’s actions alone. Think of all the

things Paul says are true about us as

Christians: He blessed us with every

spiritual blessing, He chose us, He pre-

destined us for adoption as sons, He

redeemed us, forgave us, He lavished

grace upon us, He made known His will

(from verses 3-10). And now in verse 11

we get the doctrine of providence. In

fact, Ephesians 1:3-14 is a long list of

what God has done for us to insure our

eternal salvation. Then in Ephesians

1:15-19 Paul prays that God would

enlighten the eyes of their hearts to

realize how great their hope and salva-

tion are. But why? 

The reason this was so important

was to keep them from the same sort of

pagan fatalism and resultant fear that

afflicted the church at Colossae. The

hostile powers were believed to influ-

ence people and were commonly feared:

which He brought about in Christ,
when He raised Him from the dead
and seated Him at His right hand in
the heavenly places, far above all
rule and authority and power and
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dominion, and every name that is
named, not only in this age but also
in the one to come. And He put all
things in subjection under His feet,
and gave Him as head over all
things to the church, which is His
body, the fullness of Him who fills
all in all. (Ephesians 1:20-23)

Here we have another “all things” pas-

sage. Just like in Colossians, we learn

that providence covers not only all that

is in existence, but also time, including

the future. If they are seated with

Christ, then they are not under the

power and dominion of hostile powers.

They were safe from what they previ-

ously feared.

It should be evident from the pas-

sages we have studied from Romans,

Colossians, and Ephesians that Paul

intended that the doctrine of provi-

dence that covers “all things” would be

understood and believed by the church

for our hope and comfort. What is trou-

bling is that so many Christians are

either ignorant of the doctrine or out-

right reject it on the grounds that they

think it makes God responsible for evil.

Some seem to be more comforted

believing that at least part of God’s uni-

verse is outside of His control than to

believe what the Bible teaches on this

matter. I have demonstrated by careful

exegesis that these “all things” state-

ments in regard to God’s creation, sus-

tenance and governance of His own

universe are intended to be taken liter-

ally by the Holy Spirit-inspired, Biblical

authors. Now we need to turn to provi-

dence as it relates to evil and to unbe-

lievers.

God’s moral will and God’s

Providential will

For many years I have discussed and

debated this topic with many Christians

espousing a range of doctrinal beliefs.

Based on my experiences I make the fol-

lowing educated guess about why some

refuse to accept the comfort God offers

through the doctrine of providence:

they object to the fact that the comfort

is offered only to the church. This goes

for Old Testament history as well. If

God protected and saved Israel by rais-

ing up, hardening, and judging Pharaoh

(Romans 9:15-18), then providence is

only beneficial to God’s people. It is a

very bad thing for the rest. It doesn’t

teach that universally “everything will

work out for good.” It teaches that God

works all things for the good of those

called according to His purpose—and

that is not everyone. The rest are also

serving a providential purpose, but not a

beneficial one for themselves.

Providence is about everything that

happens, so providence contains good

and evil. As Job said, we cannot accept

the good from the Lord but not adversi-

ty (Job 2:10). 

If we are to have any hope of under-

standing the whole counsel of God on

this matter, we have to deal with a

Biblically necessitated distinction: the

one between God’s providential will and

His moral will.15 What necessitates this

distinction is that God providentially

ordains actions that go against His

revealed, moral will. 

We can see this by returning to the

Joseph narrative. In the end, Joseph says

this to his brothers: “As for you, you
meant evil against me, but God meant it for
good in order to bring about this present
result, to preserve many people alive”

(Genesis 50:20). In using Joseph to

bring about salvation for Jacob and his

family, and thereby preserving the

Messianic promises to Abraham, many

evil acts were committed. Those acts

are contrary to God’s moral will. But

God used those acts to bring about His

saving purposes. His brothers mistreat-

ed him, as did Potiphar’s wife and oth-

ers. But God used all of that mistreat-

ment to further His saving purposes.

God’s providential will was furthered by

people transgressing God’s moral will.

This is precisely what is meant by con-

currence that we discussed earlier.

This passage also raises the issue of

intent. God’s intentions were good, but

his brother’s were evil. R. C. Sproul

explains this well:

God’s intentions are always good.

There is no shadow of turning in

Him, no lapses into negligence.

He clearly intended for Joseph to

be sold into slavery; His purpose

in this was altogether holy. The

means He used to accomplish

this end were the wicked wills of

His creatures. They intended

something altogether different

from God’s intent. They meant

evil. They committed evil. They

were responsible for that evil.16

That God uses human evil to achieve

His good purposes does not implicate

God in evil. God is not the author of sin.

God’s providential will includes “all

things,” as we clearly saw in many pas-

sages. As such, providence contains

good and evil. God’s moral will, which is

revealed in the Bible, is only good. 

There are other places where this

can be seen as a necessary implication of

Scripture. For example, Paul wrote:

“Every person is to be in subjection to the
governing authorities. For there is no
authority except from God, and those
which exist are established by God”

(Romans 13:1). When Paul wrote that,

wicked Nero was the Emperor in Rome.

Paul saw no contradiction that God

established Nero as Emperor. That Nero

was in authority was God’s providential

will. That Nero was wicked can be

established by examining his actions in

light of God’s moral will. God’s provi-

dential will is revealed as history

unfolds. We cannot know it in advance

unless certain future events are revealed

in Bible prophecy (as some are). But

other than what is specifically prophe-

sied to be God’s future providential will

(such as the fact that Antichrist will

arise), we only know God’s providential

will as history unfolds. But when it does

unfold, we can and must make value

judgments about what is good and evil

about the persons and events them-

selves. We must affirm that our leaders

were established by God, and we must

obey the Bible and pray for them. But

we also must judge good and evil in light

of God’s moral will. 

I once had a discussion with a man

who wanted to write a book from a the-

ological perspective that I disagree with.

We got onto this topic and he stubborn-

ly refused to believe anything other
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than that God has only one will and

that is His moral will. I tried to show

him from Scripture that his idea was

flawed and did not account for all that

the Bible says on the matter. It was to no

avail. Needless to say his book came out

with confused theology. It is not possible

to understand God’s revealed purposes

without a solid grasp of the doctrine of

providence.

In Acts we find one of clearest and

most important examples of the distinc-

tion between God’s providential will

and His moral will: “this Man, delivered
over by the predetermined plan and fore-
knowledge of God, you nailed to a cross by
the hands of godless men and put Him to
death” (Acts 2:23). The rejection and

crucifixion of Jesus Christ was an exam-

ple of the most horrid wickedness in

human history. But it was God’s “prede-

termined plan.” God willed that wicked

men would crucify Messiah. But their

wickedness is against God’s will. So

either there are two wills in God, or the

Bible teaches a meaningless contradic-

tion here. Remember the distinction

about intention that we saw in Joseph’s

statement. Peter’s entire sermon in Acts

2 could be summed up with a statement

like this: “My Jewish brethren, your

wicked intentions caused you to crucify

your own Messiah, but God intended it

for good and proved it by raising Him

from the dead.” Those who rejected

Messiah did moral evil for which Peter

called them to repent (Acts 2:38). Some

of them did and were recipients of the

very salvation that God intended to

bring to pass through the death and res-

urrection of Christ.

It was God’s will and purpose that

Messiah would suffer and die for sins.

His purpose is always holy and good. It

says in Isaiah 53:10 that “the Lord was

pleased to crush Him.” God’s providen-

tial oversight of history—from the seed

promise to Eve to the death of

Messiah—was leading history toward

the fulfillment of the promise to the

patriarch that the seed of Abraham

would bless all the families of the earth.

All the evil that happened during the

years from Eve to Messiah was part of

God’s providence. That God wills in

one sense (providentially) what is

against His moral will in another is a

necessary conclusion from the Bible. 

Providence and Promise

There are times in the Biblical record

where there is no evidence of God

speaking to anyone. Much mischief is

done in God’s name because people fail

to believe that God can rule, bless them,

and bring forward His purposes unless

they are getting personal revelations

from God. They feel they need ongoing

additions to God’s revealed will for

them to be successful or please God.

They do not understand God’s provi-

dence and its relationship to God’s

promises.

In Genesis God spoke this promise:

“God said to Abram, ‘Know for certain
that your descendants will be strangers in a
land that is not theirs, where they will be
enslaved and oppressed four hundred years.
But I will also judge the nation whom they
will serve, and afterward they will come out
with many possessions” (Genesis 15:13).

In the course of the following history

God also spoke to the other patriarchs.

But from the time of Joseph until the

time God appeared to Moses when he

was 80 years old, there is no record of

God speaking to anyone. 

Considered in that light, think of

the record of the birth of Moses:

Moses’s mother decided to put him in a

basket covered with tar and put it along

the reeds of the Nile (Exodus 2:2, 3).

She had no specific revelation from God

to do that, she simply made her deci-

sion. It just so happened that the daugh-

ter of Pharaoh went to bathe in the

Nile. It just so happened she saw the

basket, had it fetched, and saw Moses

crying in it. It just so happened that she

decided to keep Moses alive despite that

he was a Hebrew child. It just so hap-

pened that she permitted Moses’ sister

to find a nurse who chose Moses’s own

mother. It just so happened that Moses

became the son of Pharaoh’s daughter.

There was no revealed will of God given

to any of the people involved—they

were making decisions as they saw fit.

But behind the scenes God was provi-

dentially fulfilling His promise to

Abraham. He planned to use Moses to

lead the Hebrews out of Egypt as a great

people.

The details are no problem for God.

One implication of this is that our

thoughts and decisions are part of God’s

providence. In areas of life not covered

by God’s moral will we can make any

decision we see fit. Once made, the

decision is then known to be God’s

providential will. That is all there is to

it. God used a seemingly random collec-

tion of decisions from the time of Joseph

to the time of the burning bush to keep

His promise to Abraham. The implica-

tions of this are staggering. 

R. C. Sproul supposes that

Pharaoh’s daughter heard the cry of the

baby, and that is what got her attention,

referring to it as “the cry heard ‘round

the world.” Whatever the case, future

world history hung on Moses being

found by Pharaoh’s daughter in the

Nile. Here is Sproul’s one-paragraph

summation:

We could surmise that if the baby

had not cried there would have

been no Moses. Had there been

no Moses there would have been

no incident at the burning bush.

No burning bush, no Exodus. No

Exodus, no giving of the Law at

Sinai. Not Law, no prophets. No

prophets, no Jesus. No Jesus, no

cross. No cross, no redemption.

No redemption, no Christianity.

No Christianity, no Western civ-

ilization as we know it. . . . But

there is no “what if?” in God.17

The point is clear that God holds “all

things” together and does so in order to

bring about His purposes. History is the

unfolding of God’s providential will

before our eyes. It may look to be by

“chance” but it is not. 

Since the closing of the New

Testament canon, God has not spoken

inerrantly and authoritatively to any-

one. That is what we mean by sola scrip-
tura. God is no less able to keep His

promises and bring forth His purposes

during those 2000 years than He was

during the 400 years between Joseph

and Moses. God is in control of His own

universe, and He is using that control
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for the benefit of those who are recipi-

ents of His promises.

What does this mean to us? There is

not a single promise dependent upon us

getting a personal revelation so that we

make the right decision. Even our sin,

which we regret so much, cannot foil

God’s good purposes as revealed in His

promises. Our sin is always being

cleansed by the blood of Jesus, and He is

keeping His promise to sanctify us. We

are safe. If tragedy strikes Christians, as

it often does, not a single promise of

God is in jeopardy. He promised that He

is working all things together for our

good. God never breaks His promises.

aPPlications

The passages in the Bible that teach the

doctrine of providence are in contexts

where comfort is being given to God’s

people. God is not honored if we refuse

to be comforted because the idea of God

being in total control of His own uni-

verse makes us think that therefore He

is not doing enough to stop evil. When

we let personal, philosophical issues

keep us from believing what God has

said we dishonor the God of the Bible.

This is true even if we do so thinking

that we protect God’s honor by making

Him look more acceptable in some peo-

ple’s eyes. Dear reader, God is offering

you comfort. Take it. 

As it says in Hebrews, it is impossi-

ble for God to lie. Not a single promise

of God given to believers can possibly

fail. God has promised that we will

never be separated from His love. God

has promised that everyone He has

adopted into His family will be glorified.

He has promised that He will never

leave us or forsake us. We have no rea-

son, therefore, to fear anything on this

earth. God’s providence means that

every created thing is under His con-

trol—so His people are safe.

Each of us has unanswered ques-

tions about providence. The concept of

causal relationships is more complex

than any human can comprehend. We

can only know what God has revealed.

But we do have a choice: we can believe

what God has revealed and think

accordingly, or we can ignore what God

has said and to the degree we do, think

like pagans. The doctrine of providence,

if understood and properly believed, will

give us comfort and keep us from think-

ing like pagans.
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