
 

Simone Babuin 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Does the notion of divine omniscience undermine belief in human freewill? 
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 Omniscience is an attribute the theist typically ascribes to God to denote God’s all-knowing 

faculty. In this understanding, God’s knowledge is unlimited and infallible. If this is the case, then 

God knows infallibly the truth-value of all propositions, including those expressing future contingent 

states of affairs, such as “I shall go to a party next Saturday”. Now, the problem that emerges here 

is that, if God knows infallibly the truth-value of this proposition, then the truth-value is, so to speak, 

fixed in or by His knowledge and cannot alter in the future. Hence suppose that God knows that “I 

shall go to a party next Saturday” is true, then this proposition cannot turn out to be false when the 

relevant states of affairs actualise in the future, for if it did, then God’s knowledge would have been 

inaccurate. Therefore, on the assumption that God knows that “I shall go to a party next Saturday” 

is true, I cannot but go to a party next Saturday. No matter how detailed and private my deliberation 

process will be, the final outcome of my choice is predetermined. Hence I am not free. 

 

 If the problem is posed in these terms, it would seem that God’s omniscience excludes 

human free will. This is a very long standing problem in philosophy, tackled first by Aristotle 

[Aristotle, On Interpretation, Ch 9 – although with a formulation which does not require divine 

knowledge (the sea battle)], it featured importantly in the writings of Catholic Schoolmen (Boethius 

[in Davies, 2000], Thomas Aquinas [in Davies, 2000]), and is treated with the auxiliary tools of 

modern logic by contemporary philosophers such as Prior [Prior, 1962], MacFarlane [MacFarlane, 

2003 ] and Swartz [Swartz].  

 

Answers include three options: (a) giving up God omniscience in favour of free will, (b) 

giving up free will in favour of omniscience (a and b imply the view that omniscience and freewill are 

incompatible),  or (c) try to show that omniscience and free will are compatible. The theist normally 

tries to find and argument for (c), and this is where the interest lies. It should also be mentioned that 

according to some [Swartz, for example] this problem exists within and without religious context, 

that is to say, one does not necessarily need God’s omniscience to set the problem up. It is 

sufficient to posit a being, a human for example, with accurate foreknowledge capabilities. It is not 

apparent to me that such a human actually exists, since all foreknowledge about future contingents 

that human beings are capable to produce is to some extent uncertain, and the inconsistency 

between foreknowledge and free will does arise only if foreknowledge is certain. At any rate, for our 

purposes here, we will consider the problem in terms of God’s omniscience only, to secure the 

assumption of infallible foreknowledge. 

 

 The plan for this essay is to first restate the problem in more detail and appreciate what is 

at stake. Then I will briefly consider the classic answer of Boethius and Aquinas and argue that it is 

valid only with respect to one formulation of the problem. Finally I will turn to a more modern 

approach based on modal logic in an attempt to show that God’s knowledge of future contingents is 

compatible with human free will. 
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 Let us set the scene once more and recall some definitions and laws of logic. We are 

concerned with the truth-value of contingent propositions whose content are future states of affairs. 

Let us consider truth-values first. The law of excluded middle states that a proposition P is either 

true or false [P v ~P] and the law of non-contradiction states that P cannot be both true and false 

[~(P & ~P)]. Further, P is contingently true/false if it possible for P to be false/true, whilst P is 

necessarily true/false if it is not possible for P to be false/true. Possibility and necessity define each 

other, none being more fundamental. `It is necessary that P’ is defined by `it is not possible that not-

P’ [□P = ~◊~P]
1
. With modal operators for possibility and necessity, the contingency of P can be 

formalised as (◊P & ◊~P).   

 

Having introduced the modality of necessity, possibility and contingency (which exhaust the 

modal statuses a proposition could have), we could use modal operators to make more precise 

statements for the laws of logic introduced above. What the law of excluded middle really says is 

that it is necessary that P be either true or false, hence □(P v ~P). Similarly, the law of excluded 

middle really says that it is not possible for P and ~P to be simultaneously true, hence ~◊(P & ~P). 

 

An example of a contingent proposition in the present is “I am typing on a keyboard now”. 

Its truth-value is set to `true’ now. It the case of a contingent proposition about the future though, 

such as “I shall go to a party next Saturday” we have to face the question of whether its truth value 

is already set or not. This is precisely our opening problem. If we decide that the truth value is set 

(either true or false) then the future seems to be already decided and not open to our free choice. 

On the contrary, if we decide that the truth value is not set, then God does not know whether the 

proposition is true or false, hence He is not omniscient. I would like to make two quick observations 

on this second possibility. (a) This is not the only case which would result in God not being 

omniscient: we should count also the case in which the truth-value is set in the past, God knows it, 

but God turns out to be mistaken in the future. (b) The possibility of a truth-valueless proposition in 

the present (or in the past) poses further problems. Although it might be tempting to say that a 

proposition with future content becomes true or false in the future, only when the relevant facts 

actualise, there are cases when it is very difficult to point to an instant in which the truth value is set 

(e.g. for propositions such has “The allied forces won WWII” - at what instant did this become 

true?). In addition there are unquestionable cases of contingent propositions about the future which 

have a truth-value set in the past, for instance “One winning ticket will be extracted at the next 

lottery”. 

 

 Returning to our issue of foreknowledge of the future, it may look as if there is a problem in 

the connection between utterance of propositions and their truth-value because utterance and truth-

values are embedded in time. Let me explain. Suppose the proposition P = “I shall go to a party 

next Saturday” is uttered/thought/created at time t0, for instance now. Suppose also that the party 

                                                 
1
  For clarity, “it is necessary that P” is elliptic for “it is necessary that P is true” and “it is not possible 

that not-P” is elliptic “it is not possible that not-P is true” i.e. “it is not possible that P is false”.  
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begins at t1 and that at a later time t2> t1 the party is over and we are in a position to ascertain with 

certainty whether I have gone to the party or not. Whilst at t2 P has a fixed truth-value known not 

only to God but also also to us mortals, as the event it refers to will be then in the past, at t0 P can 

be either true or false or truth-valueless. If we think that P is either true or false at t0, then we have 

to decide if God knows that truth-value, and we should accept that He does if we want Him to be 

omniscient. On the other hand if we think that at t0 P is still truth-valueless because it is still not 

fixed how things will unfold in the future, then we should be prepared to accept that God does not 

know this type of future contingent statements. In this account I have tried to make vivid the time 

perspective of the problem, and it seems that within this time perspective the future may not be 

open, as an omniscient being would already know in the past how the future will unfold.  

 

 Boethius and Thomas Aquinas [both in Davies 2000] both thought that the problem arises 

crucially because it is framed within such time perspective. Their solution therefore was to suggest 

that God is not eternal within time, but he exists outside time and he knows things from outside 

time. In this picture, from God’s point of view, there is no past present and future, but only a 

timeless present. God gazes at the space-time events which constitute the past, present and future 

of our Universe as if they were all present before him, without any chronological order, but in a sort 

of timeless simultaneity. This solution allows them to argue that on the one hand, from within the 

time frame, future contingent propositions cannot be known with certainty and the future is truly 

open to our free acts, on the other hand, in the timeless frame, God knows necessarily and with 

absolute certainty all events including those that for us happen in the future.  

 

 I think this view is suggestive, but not conclusive, for the problem can be simply restated in 

the timeless frame and it reappears in all its force. I could still say that if God knows timelessly the 

truth-value of a proposition which in my time-based frame refers to an event in the future, then my 

future is nonetheless set for the same reasons explored above. Whether God knows our future from 

within or from without time, does not seem to make a difference. It does not matter how He knows 

infallibly about our future, what matters is that if He knows infallibly about our future then our future 

is not open. Speculating on God’s spatio-temporal location is important and interesting in its own 

right, but not useful to solve our problem. It should be noted that I could in principle do away with 

the concept of God altogether and just consider (if it is the case) that future contingent propositions 

must have a truth-value at a time before the events they refer to take place
2
. In this formulation the 

problem is as follows: the proposition P = “I shall go to a party next Saturday” is either true or false 

today. Suppose it is true, then, since the truth value of a proposition cannot change in time, then P 

must remain true, hence I must necessarily go to the party.  

 

 The winning strategy to solve the problem of foreknowledge of future contingents is the use 

of modal logic. This analysis will reveal that a modal fallacy is involved in the argument which 

derives the necessity of the actualization of a state of affairs from God’s knowledge of it [Swartz]. 

                                                 
2
  This is essentially Aristotle’s Sea Battle problem in `On Interpretation’ ch 9 



 5 

The fallacious argument, in plain English, would run like this: Suppose God knows that next 

Saturday I will go a party. Since His knowledge is infallible, then it is not possible that God knows 

that I will go to a party and yet I will not go to a party. Hence, if God knows that I will go to a party it 

is necessary that I will go to a party. And once again, my free will is down.  

 

 The fallacious argument can be formalised as follows. Let P = “I will go to a party next 

Saturday” be the proposition in question. P is contingent, i.e. it is possible for P to be true and for P 

to be false (not simultaneously of course, for that would violate the principle of non-contradiction. It 

is possible for P to be true in some circumstances, and for P to be false in some other 

circumstances). Let also GKP be shorthand for “God knows that P”. The argument goes like this: 

 

(1) GKP 

(2) ~◊(GKP & ~P) 

(3) GKP → □P 

______ 

(4) □P 

 

Premise (1) simply states that God knows the truth-value of P, in this case, by assumption, `true’. 

Premise (2) expresses the `omniscience condition’ which states that it is not possible that God 

knows that P is true and ~P is true. Premise (3) is a conditional statement fallaciously derived from 

(2), and is the crucial premise which makes the argument run. The (mistaken) thought is that, since 

it is not possible that GKP and ~P, then, it must be the case that if GKP, then it is necessary that P. 

From here, the conclusion (4), it is necessary that P, follows from (1) and (3). The argument is valid, 

but unsound, because premise (3) is false.  

 

 One may be tempted to write (3) as it is, simply by uncarefully translating from the 

argument expressed in plain English, but actually (3) is false because (2) and (3) are not logically 

equivalent. What (2) expresses is the impossibility of the conjunction of GKP and ~P. The 

expression in parenthesis (GKP & ~P) is truth-functionally equivalent to ~(GKP → P). Plugging the 

latter into (2) we get ~◊(~(GKP → P)) that is, by the definition of necessity, □(GKP → P). So, the 

correct three premises would read as follows: 

 

(1) GKP 

(2) ~◊(GKP & ~P) 

(3’) □(GKP → P) 

 

from which we cannot validly infer the conclusion (4) above. The difference between (3) and (3’) is 

that in (3) the fact that God knows that P implies that P is necessary, but this contradicts the 

starting assumption that P is contingent. On the contrary, (3’) expresses the necessity of the 

material conditional “if GKP then P” which does not alter the modal nature of P. The fault in argu ing 
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that if GKP then P-is-necessary lies in unlawfully modifying the modal status of P. By definition P is 

contingent, hence it is possible that P and it is possible that ~P. (3) forces P to be necessary i.e. “it 

is not possible that ~P”, which contradicts the definition of contingency. (3’) instead does not affect 

the contingency of P, it only expresses the necessity of the material conditional transaction. In (3) 

necessity is applied to P, in (3’) necessity is applied to the conditional statement as a whole.  

 

 From the point of view of the problem of omniscience and openness of the future, the 

above logical analysis reveals that the fact that God knows the truth-value of a contingent 

proposition about the future does not force that proposition to change its modal status and turn from 

contingent to necessary. The proposition known by God `remains’ contingent in time, hence it is 

possible for that proposition to be true and it is possible for it to be false in the past, in the present 

and in the future. The modal status of the proposition does not change in time.  

 

 It is important to notice that also the truth-value of the proposition does not change in time. 

If P is true today, it will remain true in the future, but this does not mean that the future is forced or 

compelled or necessitated to be in such a way as to comply to the truth-value of P. As the analysis 

above has shown, P remains contingent and does not become necessarily true. It will remain 

possible for P and its negation to be true. It is essential to distinguish between the truth-value and 

the modality of P. Once established, both are fixed in time past present and future, and do not 

affect each other.  

 

 In the light of this logical analysis we can conclude that God’s infallible knowledge of the 

truth-value of propositions whose content is human beings’ future actions does not compel human 

beings to behave un-freely in the future. It is both possible for me to go to a party next Saturday and 

possible not to go to a party next Saturday. If I freely choose to go to the party, then the proposition 

associated to that action always was, is and will be true in time, whilst if I freely choose not to go, 

the proposition always was, is and will be false. It is wrong to suppose that the truth-value of 

propositions has a sort of causal power to make reality comply to it. It is the modal nature of 

propositions describing some events which sets the scope for our freedom of action. If the 

propositions is contingent about future events then we can freely act and `change’ the future, not 

from what it is – for this would truly be changing the truth-value of a proposition – but from what it 

might have been. Since it is possible for future contingent events both to actualise and not to 

actualise, our free choices will determine which set of circumstances will be the case and the truth-

value of a proposition describing that future event will be at all times either true or false as the case 

may be. God knows infallibly the truth-value of proposition his knowledge does not modify their  

modal status, hence God's omniscience and freewill are compatible. 
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