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CHRISTIAN THEOLOGIANS’/PHILOSOPHERS’ VIEW OF 

OMNISCIENCE AND HUMAN FREEDOM  
 

It has been commonly understood that Divine Knowledge, even though eternal and 
inclusive of foreknowledge of free human actions, does not restrict human freedom. 
But the philosophers and theologians both in the Muslim and the Judaeo-Christian 
tradition have pointed out that apparently the doctrine of Omniscience of God does 
not cohere with the doctrine of freewill of man. The present research is an attempt 
to examine different formulations of the problem as well as solutions attempted by 
Christian theologians/philosophers. I have observed that Saint Thomas Aquinas’ 
formulation of the doctrine of omniscience in an absolutist manner (known as 
Traditional Doctrine of Omniscience) makes it incoherent with the concept of 
human freedom. History of Christian thought on this problem is basically 
formulation and reformulation of this doctrine in different ways. I agree with 
Swinburne that there is essential incompatibility between God’s Omniscience and 
human free will, if the traditional doctrine of Omniscience is accepted. That the 
basic fault lies in its absolutist approach. Swinburne asserts that it is contrary to 
Biblical teachings as well. On the base of my understanding of ‘Islamic View of 
Omniscience and Human Freedom’ I believe that the correct formulation of the 
concept of Omniscience must include an indeterminate aspect concerning free 
choice of a human action. 

It has been commonly understood that Divine Knowledge, even though eternal and 

inclusive of foreknowledge of free human actions, does not restrict human freedom. 

But the philosophers and theologians both in the Muslim and the Judaeo-

Christian tradition have pointed out that apparently the doctrine of Omniscience of 

God does not cohere with the doctrine of freewill of man. The present research is an 

attempt to examine different formulations of the problem as well as solutions 

attempted by Christian theologians/philosophers. I have observed that Saint 

Thomas Aquinas’ formulation of the doctrine of omniscience in an absolutist 

manner (known as Traditional Doctrine of Omniscience) makes it incoherent with 

the concept of human freedom. History of Christian thought on this problem is 

basically formulation and reformulation of this doctrine in different ways. I agree 

with Swinburne that there is essential incompatibility between God’s Omniscience 
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and human free will, if the traditional doctrine of Omniscience is accepted. That the 

basic fault lies in its absolutist approach. Swinburne asserts that it is contrary to 

Biblical teachings as well. On the base of my understanding of ‘Islamic View of 

Omniscience and Human Freedom’ I believe that the correct formulation of the 

concept of Omniscience must include an indeterminate aspect concerning free 

choice of a human action. 

–––––––––––––––––––––––––––– 

Omniscience is generally considered to be a necessary characteristic of an 

absolutely perfect being. But is this concept coherent? In the western philosophical 

tradition, at least three main problems have been identified concerning the coherence of 

this Divine Attribute. First problem relates to the compatibility of Divine Omniscience 

with Immutability. As restated by Professor Norman Kretzman, it runs as follows: 

“(1) A perfect being is not subject to change. 

(2) A perfect being knows everything. 

(3) A being that knows everything always knows what time it is. 

(4) A being that always knows what time it is, is subject to change. 

∴ (5) A perfect being is subject to change. 

(6) Therefore, a perfect being is not a perfect being. 

Finally, therefore, (7) There is no perfect being.”1

Religious people often claim that man is, at least in some sense, free to do what he 

chooses to do. But if God as an Omniscient being foreknows everything, how can man 

be free? Is it possible for man to go against infallible Divine Foreknowledge? The 

second problem identified in this context is: How is Divine Omniscience compatible 

with human freedom? The third problem concerns the compatibility of Divine 

Omniscience with Eternity. Eternity, as Immutability has been considered to be the 
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necessary characteristics of the Omniscient being in Christianity. In the history of 

Western philosophy, St. Thomas Aquinas(c. 1225-1274) formulates the first and the 

second problem,2 whereas the third problem is formulated by Boethius (c.480-524).3 

Since my basic concern in this article is with the problem of the compatibility of divine 

Omniscience and human freedom, I shall confine myself to the second problem and 

touch the first and the third ones only if so needed. 

St. Thomas Aquinas, in his Summa  Theologiae, 1a, 14, 13, 3  states the second 

problem in two versions. First version shows that if man is supposed to be free, God 

cannot be considered to be Omniscient. The purpose of the second version is to show 

that if God is supposed to be Omniscient, man cannot be proved to be free. Hence: 

incompatibility of Omniscience and human freedom.4 The first version runs as 

follows:  

“Whatever is known by God must be; for whatever is known by us must be, and 

God’s knowledge is more certain than ours. But nothing which is future and contingent 

must be. Therefore, nothing which is future and contingent is known by God.”5

St. Thomas uses the word ‘contingent’ as synonymous to ‘not causally 

determined.’ No causally determined action is a free action. Thus free human actions 

are contingent events. St. Thomas himself states this position.

 

6 As far as his position 

with respect to Divine Foreknowledge of contingent events is concerned, he states that 

“God knows all things, not only those actually existing but also those within His 

Power, or the creature’s, and since some of these are future contingents to us, it 

follows that God knows future contingent things.” St. Aquinas distinguishes two 

aspects of contingents thing: as it is in itself i.e., in the present, and as it is in its cause 

and in this way it is considered as future. Aquinas asserts that “God knows all 

contingent things not only as they are in their causes, but also as each one of them is 
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actually in itself.” He also holds that God does not know contingents successively, but 

simultaneously because God’s Knowledge as His Being is eternal and eternity being 

simultaneous whole comprises all times. “Hence it is manifest that contingent things 

are infallibly known by God.”7 

Aquinas states the Second Version of this problem in his Summa  Theologiae, in 

the following words: 

“…every conditional proposition wherein the antecedent is 

absolutely necessary must have an absolutely necessary consequent. For 

the relation of the antecedent to consequent is like that of the premises 

to the conclusion: and from necessary premises only a necessary 

conclusion can follow,…But this is a true conditional proposition: ‘If 

God knew that this thing will be, then it will be’; for God’s knowledge 

is only of true things. Now the antecedent of this conditional 

proposition is absolutely necessary, both because it is eternal and 

because it is signified as past. Hence the consequent also is absolutely 

necessary. Therefore, whatever is known by God is necessary; ...”8 

Brody9

(G) But then he did not do A freely and he had no free will concerning his 

 presents the following restatement of the above problem:  

“(A) Everything that has occurred is now necessary; 

(B) Suppose that a man does A at some future time; 

(C) Then God already has known that he will do A; 

(D) So it is necessary that God has known that he will do A; 

(E) It is necessary that if God has known that he will do A, then he will do 

A; 

(F) Therefore, it is necessary that he will do A; 
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doing A.”10 

Let us examine the solutions offered for these versions of the Second Problem. 

Solutions to the First Version: 

St. Thomas recognises two difficulties in this problem. First difficulty relates to 

the meaning of first proposition in the above argument. Second difficulty relates to the 

status of necessity to be attached to a past-tensed proposition. Concerning the first 

difficulty he provides a long answer part of which, as presented by Kenny, runs as 

follows: 

“The proposition ‘whatever is known by God must be’ can be analysed in 

two ways. It must be taken as a proposition de dicto or as a proposition de 

re...” 

As a de re proposition, it means: 

“Of everything which is known by God, it is true that that thing must be. 

So understood the proposition is false.” 

As a  de dicto proposition, it means: 

“The proposition ‘whatever God knows is the case’ is necessarily true. So 

understood, the proposition is true.”11

Raymond Bradley & Norman Swartz in their Possible Worlds: An Introduction to 

Logic and Its Philosophy observe that according to Thomas Aquinas a de dicto 

modality meant “the attribution of a modal property to a proposition as in the 

proposition: It is possible that Socrates is running.” Whereas “by a  de re modality is 

meant the attribution of a modal property to an individual as in the proposition: 

 

As is obvious, in the former sense the proposition claims the necessary occurrence 

in future of what is known by God in the past or in the present. In the later sense it 

relates to God’s past or present knowledge of a present state of affairs. 
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Socrates is possibly running.” They observe that “the above distinction reflects 

accurately the uses of modal expressions in natural language” and the authors find 

nothing troublesome about it. However, some philosophers do not agree with this 

view.12 

The Second difficulty identified by St. Thomas, as stated by Kenny, runs as 

follows: 

“In any true conditional proposition whose antecedent is necessarily true, 

the consequent is also necessarily true. That is to say, whatever is implied by a 

necessary proposition is itself a necessary proposition.  

The following is clearly a true conditional proposition: ‘if it has come to 

God’s knowledge that such and such a thing will happen, then such and such a 

thing will happen.’  

The antecedent of the conditional, if it is true at all, appears to be 

necessarily true: for it is in the past tense, and what is past cannot be changed. 

What has been the case cannot now not has been the case. Therefore, the 

consequent is also necessarily true.  

Therefore, whatever is known by God is a necessary truth.” 13 

St. Thomas’s solution to this difficulty, as stated by Kenny, runs as follows: 

“God is outside time: God’s life is measured not by time, but by eternity. 

Eternity, which has no parts, overlaps the whole of time;  

Consequently the things which happen at different times are all present 

together to God.  

An event is known as future only when there is a relation of past to future 

between the knowledge of the knower and the happening of the event. 
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But there is no such relation between God’s knowledge and any contingent 

event: the relation between God’s knowledge and any event in time is always of 

simultaneity. 

Consequently, a contingent event, as it comes to God’s knowledge, is not 

future but present; and as present it is necessary; for what is the case, is the 

case, and beyond anyone’s power to alter. 

Hence, we can admit that what is known to God is a necessary truth; for as 

known by God it is no longer future but present.  

But this necessity does not destroy contingency: for the fact that an event 

is necessary when it happens does not mean that it was predetermined by its 

causes.”14  

Kenny differs with Aquinas concerning the above solution of the second difficulty. 

He finds following flaws in Aquinas’s solution. 

i. Foreknowledge relates to God’s knowledge of free human actions, and divine 

Omniscience relates to God’s knowledge of all objects be it things, events, concepts or 

propositions or whatever. Since “St. Thomas insists that no-one, not even God can 

know contingent events”, Kenny observes that the above solution “forces us to deny 

not only God’s foreknowledge, but also God’s Omniscience. For the statement that 

God’s knowledge is outside time must mean, if anything, that no temporal 

qualifications (e.g., ‘now’, ‘then’, etc.,) can be attached to God’s knowledge.”15

ii. Kenny further observes that “the whole concept of timeless eternity, the whole 

of which is simultaneous with every part of time, seems to be radically incoherent. For 

simultaneity as ordinarily understood is a transitive relation. If A happens at the same 

time as B, and B happens at the same time as C, then A happens at the same time as 

C... But on St. Thomas’s view, my typing of this paper is simultaneous with the whole 
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eternity. Again, on this view, the great fire of Rome is simultaneous with the whole of 

eternity. Therefore, while I type these words, Nero fiddles heartlessly on.”16 

Kenny not only makes plain the flaws in the above solution, but also offers a 

solution of his own. Let us first determine the real point as contained in the second 

difficulty. It states: 

“[I.] What is implied by a necessary proposition is itself necessarily true.  

[II.] But from ‘it has come to God’s knowledge that such and such will be the 

case’ it follows that ‘such and such will be the case’. 

[III.] But, ‘it has come to God’s knowledge that such and such will be the case’ 

is necessarily true. 

Therefore, if God knows the future, the future is not contingent.”17 

If we substitute ‘such and such will be the case’ with ‘p’ the above formulation 

becomes: 

X.  What is implied by a necessary proposition is itself necessarily true. 

Y.  But from “it has come to God’s knowledge that p .it  follows that p”. 

Z.  But, “it has come to God’s knowledge that p” is necessarily true. 

Therefore, if God knows the future, the future is not contingent.18

Apparently it seems undeniable that what follows from a necessary proposition is 

itself necessary. It also appears irrefutable that ‘it is the case that  p’ follows from ‘it 

has come to God’s knowledge that  p’. But what about the third premise?  Is it true, 

for all substitutions for “p”? Kenny observes that this last premise is based on 

Aristotelian principle that all propositions in the past are necessary. Kenny differs with 

Aristotle and, for that matter with Aquinas too, concerning the validity of this principle 

in its different senses. Kenny examines the premise in question, in the perspective of 

the following different senses of necessary truth: i) Necessity of present- and past-
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tensed propositions, as Aristotle thought,19 in a way in which future-tensed 

propositions are not, compared to the sense in which logical truths are necessary. ii) 

Necessity of past-propositions, if they are necessary at all, as something eo ipso 

incompatible with freedom. (iii) Contrast of the past- and present-tensed propositions 

with the future-tensed propositions with the purpose of discovering any sense of 

necessity, if there is any, which is not shared by future-tensed propositions. Kenny 

rightly observes that there seems to be no reason to maintain that “It has come to 

God’s knowledge that p” is a necessary truth. He observes that “even if “necessary” is 

given the weak interpretation of  “true at all times”, there seems no reason to believe 

the Aristotelian doctrine that past- and present-tensed propositions in materia 

contingenti are necessary.”20 Regarding God’s Omniscience Kenny observes that “it 

does not at all imply that whatever we substitute for “p” in “God knows that p” is true. 

... In fact, God’s knowledge will only be necessary where what He knows is necessary 

(i.e., is logical truth) .... But by definition, a contingent proposition  such as a 

proposition reporting or contradicting a free action  is never a necessary truth. 

Hence the argument which we are considering has no tendency to show that human 

freedom and divine foreknowledge are incompatible.”21

Kvanvig

  Thus Kenny differs with St. 

Thomas’s interpretation of this Aristotelian principle in the solution in question. 

22 seeks to answer the objection that ‘God’s past beliefs about events that 

lie in the future are, because past, also necessary’ through the distinction between 

‘hard’ and ‘soft’ facts. Marilyn McCords Adams and Alvin Plantinga23 had brought out 

the explications of this distinction between ‘hard’ and ‘soft’ facts. William Haskers 

criticises this distinction and observes that  “just what is it about the proposition, ‘God 

knows that p’, that makes this a  ‘soft fact’? Is it that God’s individual essence entails 

the property of Omniscience, and therefore the truth of what God believed? Or is it the 
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word ‘God’ which appears in the quoted sentence, connotes or implies essential 

Omniscience? If the former the entire distinction between the ‘hard’ and the ‘soft’ facts 

collapses.”24

Solutions to the Second Version 

 

I. St. Thomas’s solution to this problem rests upon his idea that God’s knowledge 

is not temporal in the way that our knowledge is. God is outside of time, in eternity, 

and everything is eternally present to God. As a result, what God knows is the present-

tense proposition that the man is doing A, and not the future-tense proposition, and 

there is no reason why it must be contingent.25 

II. Brody states that Professor Kenny suggests that we ought to deny (A) and, 

therefore, (D). “He urges that there really is no way in which what has occurred is now 

necessary, and that the whole problem rests upon this illusion.”26 

III. Brody states that Professor Prior27, suggests that we ought to deny (C). “The 

trouble with this argument, as he points out, is its assumption that if at some future 

time he does A, then it was already true that he will do A and that therefore God 

knows it. If we drop this suggestion as Pierce28 suggested, then (C) will not follow 

from (B) and the argument collapses.”29 

IV. Brody observes that “both of these possible solutions rest upon views about 

the relation between time, reality, and truth. One can not simply adopt one of them 

without considering its implications for a whole host of related logical and 

metaphysical issues.”30

Doctrine of Omniscience and its Formulations: 

 

The problems, and for that matter their solutions, concerning the 

compatibility/incompatibility of Divine Foreknowledge and Human Freedom always 

presuppose some certain concept of Omniscience and some certain concept of Human 
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Freedom. It is the implications of these concepts which manifest themselves when they 

are formulated into propositions, and propositions into arguments. The concepts are 

the building blocks of propositions and propositions, the building blocks of arguments. 

A concept can be self-inconsistent or inadequately formulated. It may be that 

incompatibility of two concepts arises from the self-inconsistency or inadequate 

formulation of one or the both concepts. Owing to such considerations it seems 

necessary to examine the different formulations of the doctrine of Omniscience and the 

doctrine of Free Will at the hands of philosophers to critically examine the coherence 

& consistency of their basic concepts. Let us first examine the formulations of the 

Doctrine of Omniscience. 

1. Traditional Formulation:  

It seems quite intuitive to think that what is meant by the concept of Omniscience 

is that God knows everything. Again, quite naturally the question which occurs to us 

is: what are the things which are known to God? A common answer can be that God 

knows everything that is true. There is nothing that is true and He is unaware of it. 

And it is also intuitive to believe that He does not make mistakes about what is true or 

not. But truth or falsity is the property of propositions. It means that a being is 

Omniscient if He knows all true propositions. But knowledge is defined as justified 

true belief. So Omniscience means that God justifiably believes all true propositions. 

This is what is known as Traditional Doctrine of Omniscience.31 Aquinas is the first to 

formulate this doctrine. Kvanvig expresses this doctrine in the following way: 

O: A being B is Omniscient = df  B justifiably believes that p if and only 

if  p  is true.32

St. Anselm (1033-1109) has already given this traditional doctrine a deep 

philosophical tinge by asserting that ‘God is essentially omniscient’. But ‘if God is 
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essentially omniscient’, He simply could not be mistaken about anything, i.e., He has 

infallible knowledge. This implication raises certain problems regarding God’s 

knowledge of the future. Notwithstanding these problems Kvanvig is of the view that 

the traditional construal of the doctrine of Omniscience, according to which God 

knows all true propositions, is quite proper. In his book The Possibility of an All-

Knowing God, he tries to defend the logical consistency of the traditional construal of 

this doctrine. However, he prefers reformulation of this doctrine in the hands of Molina 

(1535-1600)33 and observes that a Molinistic account of Omniscience and essential 

Omniscience, combined with traditional construal of Omniscience as knowledge of all 

truths, is adequate for such an account implies that an Omniscient being knows 

everything there is to know without requiring that such a being be causally responsible 

for the actions of persons. Hence such an account does not imply that human beings 

are not free. According to this Molinistic account to say ‘that a being is omniscient’ is 

not simply to say that ‘such a being exhibits ‘maximal cognitive perfection’. Since no 

being could be God without being maximally perfect with regard to Omniscience, we 

ought also to affirm that God exhibits maximal cognitive perfections other than 

Omniscience. Hence, God not only knows all truths, He is intimately aware of His 

Own Self and is as intimately acquainted with the natures of every other thing in the 

universe as He can be.34

The main features of the theory i.e., the Molinist account as explicated by Kvanvig 

 He further observes that these properties are also possessed 

essentially by God: no matter how the world might have turned out, God would have 

been maximally cognitively perfect. Kvanvig claims that the Molinist account of God’s 

foreknowledge provides an explanation of how God knows what will be done freely 

and also how God can have this sort of knowledge essentially. He asserts that there is 

no incompatibility between the two unless God could not be essentially Omniscient. 
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are that it explains: i) How God knows the future without its being determined in any 

manner whatsoever. The intuitive idea of the theory is that there are true statements 

about what a person would freely do, if he were in certain circumstances. Kvanvig calls 

this set of true statements as ‘conjunction of claims’ and says that there is a ‘maximal 

conjunction’ of claims of this sort that correctly state what each of us would do in 

certain circumstances. And since God knows these ‘maximal subjunctives of freedom’ 

He knows the future. 

ii) But the question is how does God know these ‘maximal subjunctives of 

freedom’? Kvanvig observes that “in the standard semantics for such subjunctives, any 

subjunctive is true because of similarity relations between various possible worlds and 

the actual world. Such a theory may be adequate regarding subjunctives of freedom as 

well.”  

iii) Conceiving a possible objection to this theory that ‘there is no actual world 

before God creates it’ Kvanvig says that the concept of ‘actual world’ is confusing one 

and the objection is based on a confusion of the above notion. His argument is: “Since 

it is impossible that there be no actual world, it is impossible for there not to have been 

an actual world before creation.” It seems as if Kvanvig is of the view that the actual 

world is from all eternity.  

iv) Kvanvig conceives another objection, rather a more serious one, “which 

centres on the possibility of two worlds sharing exactly the same history and yet being 

such that in one, a person acts in one way, and in the other, he/she acts in another way. 

The difficulty is in determining which of these words is most similar to the actual 

world.” Kvanvig’s answer to this objection is that “there is only one way for the 

standard semantics to solve this problem, and that is to hold that individuals have basic 

natures which explain the truth of the subjunctives of freedom in question.” 35  
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vii) And if this response by the standard semantics fails it would not mean that the 

Molinist view presented here has failed; it would only mean that it is the ‘standard 

semantics’ that is in danger because the semantics are developed to account for what 

are intuitive truths. If a view of theory construction comes out to be such that one has 

to discard intuitive truths because they do not fit in the theory developed on that view, 

that view of theory construction is necessarily false.36  

Hasker observes that Kvanvig discussing the concept of middle knowledge (i.e., a 

pre-creative grasp of what creatures would freely do if placed in appropriate 

circumstances) states that the subjunctives of freedom are contained in the essences of 

created individuals. But of course I neither freely chose nor I am responsible for what 

is contained in my essence. As Maryline Adams and Plantinga all clearly see, the notion 

that subjunctives of freedom are contained in one’s essence, is fatal to certain other 

concepts of his theory, the theory of middle knowledge.37

The traditional account of the doctrine of Omniscience is mostly centred around 

the propositional view for it supposes that a being can be Omniscient by knowing all 

true propositions. Propositional view is a reductionist view for it only takes 

propositions as the objects of intentional attitude. But now further discussions have 

been arisen on the base of theories concerning our awareness of ourselves and others. 

Though Kvanvig attempts to defend the adequacy of the traditional doctrine of 

Omniscience, he does not accept its reductionist bias and challenges it on the base of 

issues surrounding what has been called de re and de se  awareness. Kvanvig says that 

 However, Kvanvig claims 

that the Molinist account of God’s foreknowledge provides an explanation of how God 

knows what will be done freely and also how God can have this sort of knowledge 

essentially. He asserts that there is no incompatibility between the two unless God 

could not be essentially Omniscience. 
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in a considerable recently published literature, it has been asserted that the 

propositional view of literature is inadequate, and the reason is that it is reductive one. 

The propositional belief is a de dicto belief, and a claim is made that “there is also de re 

and de se belief. The de re belief is belief with a thing as the object of belief. For 

example, it is one thing to believe that the proposition the tallest spy is a spy is true; 

and quite another thing to believe of the tallest spy himself that he is a spy. Finally, it is 

perhaps one thing to believe of a person in the mirror that his pants are on fire; and 

quite another to be aware that that person is oneself and to believe of oneself (de se) 

that one’s own pants are on fire. So there is a suggestion here that one cannot know 

everything there is to know if one is limited to propositions as the objects of one’s 

awareness.”38 He says that two ways have been suggested by the proponents of the 

propositional view to meet this objection: i) Some of the proponents of the reductionist 

view have suggested that a different kind of reductive account in which the object of 

intentional attitudes is a property, not a proposition, ought to be accepted. ii) The 

others have suggested that “the propositional account can still be defended if it is 

supplemented with additional features which imply that some propositions are private 

propositions: they are propositions which only some persons, at only some times and 

only some places, can access.”39 Kvanvig finds neither of the alternatives as acceptable. 

He observes (1) that the fault with the property theory is that it cannot properly 

explain what it is to conceive one’s own non-existence. Hence the property theory is 

inadequate. (2) As far as the doctrine of private propositions is concerned, (i) Kvanvig 

claims that though there are strong reasons to deny the strict identity between beliefs 

of different persons about the same experience, yet it is intuitively obvious that there is 

such an identity. (ii) He also argues from theological point of view for rejecting the 

possibility of private propositions. He observes that God knows us better than we 
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know ourselves; but if the possibility of private propositions is accepted, there is a 

sense in which we know ourselves best of all. 

Kvanvig offers a way to avoid this view of private propositions through a 

distinction between direct and indirect grasping which entails, as we shall see, the 

rejection of a dyadic theory of belief in place of a triadic theory of belief.40 He also 

suggests that it is the meaning of the sentence used to express the proposition in 

question which provides the ground to this distinction between directly & indirectly 

grasped propositions. Because, as Kvanvig observes, it is the meaning of some terms 

that tie us in more intimate way to certain features of the world. He further says that 

the distinction between direct and indirect grasping is not something difficult to 

understand; it is quite intuitive “that we bear a special relation to ourselves which we 

bear to nothing else; that we are more intimately associated with what is here and now 

than to what was then or what is or what was there.” The way the theory of 

Omniscience suggested by Kvanvig captures this connection is by claiming that there 

are some propositions “that we grasp directly by virtue of being expressed by 

sentences which refer in an especially immediate way to oneself, the present moment, 

and the present place.” He further says that when such sentences “are used to pick out 

individuals other than ourselves, times other than the present, and spaces other than the 

local, such propositions are more remote and distant to our conceptual apparatus  

we only grasp such propositions indirectly.”41

Concerning range of knowledge for an Omniscient Being, Kvanvig observes that it 

seems quite intuitive that in order for a being to be Omniscient, He must know about 

all spatial regions; but the being in question also must know about all temporal regions 

i.e., in addition to the present, the Omniscient being must also know the past as well as 

  

Let us study Kvanvig’s argument through which he draws the above conclusions. 
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the future. Articulating the same view in  technical terminology he observes that “in 

order for a being to be Omniscient, the being in question must have maximal 

knowledge” and discusses the question of the possibility of a maximal knower, i.e., 

“are there special problems that limit any possible knower in such a way that the 

concept of a maximal knower is incoherent?”42 

As is obvious, the concept of a maximal knower seems to ascribe the same status 

to future as to past. But can we allow the future the same status as the past? Kvanvig 

identifies issues regarding the knowledge of future having two aspects: metaphysical & 

epistemological. The issues regarding the metaphysical aspect of the knowledge of 

future arise from the ontology of future. The epistemological questions deal with the 

possibility of knowing the future events.43 Concerning the issue of the reality of future, 

Kvanvig sees two further points of note: 

a) The ontological question of the reality of future involves the objection that  the  

future can not be real because if it were it would be present, not the future. Kvanvig is 

of the opinion that the future is real. He thinks that there are strong intuitions which 

support the view that the future can be the object of knowledge and other intentional 

attitudes and that it must be known in order for a being to be Omniscient. He thinks 

that if it can be shown that there is no good argument for denying connection between 

Omniscience and knowledge of the future, it can be considered a sufficient reason in 

favour of the view that Omniscience requires knowledge of the future.44

b) That the issue of the reality of future should be kept distinct from the issue 

about whether the future is determined or not. These are two different issues and 

should not be confused with each other. Kvanvig conceives four possible stand points 

concerning these issues. He observes that one can hold that i) the future is both not 

 It is with this 

purpose in his mind that he examines the argument offered by Swinburne and others. 
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real and yet determined; one can also believe that ii) some parts of the future are real 

and yet indeterminate iii) that the future is both real and determined; and, iv) the future 

is not real and undetermined. 45 

Let us take the first point to discuss in detail: 

Kvanvig does not attempt to show that God can know the future, rather he tries to 

show that unless a being does know the future, that being cannot be Omniscient. In 

order to defend his view he examines two attempts to deny this claim. The first of 

these attempts is a metaphysical claim made by Geach46 ‘that since the future is not 

real, it cannot be known’. The second attempt to deny Kvanvig’s claim is “an 

epistemological attempt, a version of limited scepticism about the future presented by 

Swinburne. This attempt is directed at showing not that there is no Omniscient being, 

but rather that we need a new understanding of Omniscience  a  limited version of 

the doctrine of Omniscience.”47 Let us first examine Geach’s anti-realism concerning 

the future as presented by Kvanvig. 

Geach thinks that there are no truths about future. The apparent knowledge of the 

future is really only knowledge of the present tendencies of things. He says that “The 

future consists of certain actual trends and tendencies in the present that have not yet 

been fulfilled.”48 This is his anti-realism of the future. Geach also “holds anti-

deterministic view of the present tendencies of things when he claims that “what was 

going to happen at an earlier time may not be going to happen at a later time because 

of some action taken in the interim.”49

Kvanvig says that if we assume that objects of knowledge are propositions, 

 However he does not claim his anti-realism 

about the future to be based on his indeterminism of the present tendencies. Kvanvig 

thinks that Geach rightly recognised that the two views were logically independent but 

observes that Geach’s thought suffers from a confusion of these views. 
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Geach’s view amounts to enabling him to translate any proposition apparently about 

the future into some other proposition which is not about future. Kvanvig construes 

Geach’s reasons for rejecting realism about future into the following propositions: 

1. Propositions apparently about the future are propositions about what 

is going to be the case. 

2. Propositions about what is going to be the case obviously refer to the 

present, not the future. 

3. If (1) and (2) are true, then there are no propositions about the 

future. 

4. If there are no propositions about the future, then the future is not 

real. 

5. Therefore, the future is not real. 

Geach says that one might claim that there are two different senses of ‘is going to 

be’ so that (2) can be read as either: 

(2a) Propositions about what is really going to be the case obviously 

refer to the present, not the future. 

or  

(2b) Propositions about what is going to be the case if not prevented 

obviously refer to the present, not the future. 

Geach claims that the notion of ‘prevention’ cannot be explained without appeal 

to the notion of ‘what is going to happen’. Kvanvig differs with him and claims that 

this notion can be clarified in another way. He also asserts that Geach is confusing the 

two senses of ‘is going to be the case’, and that his response to the objection is 

inadequate.50

Kvanvig concludes that the future is real, and that in order to be Omniscient, a 
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being must know about it. Kvanvig also criticises Swinburne for his denial of 

foreknowledge for an Omniscient Being. 

Before we turn towards Kvanvig’s observations and his criticism of Swinburne’s 

limited doctrine of Omniscience, let us study Swinburne first. 

Richard’s Swinburn’s Criticism of the Traditional Doctrine of Omniscience: 

Swinburne argues that there is essential incompatibility between God’s 

Omniscience and  free will, if the traditional doctrine of Omniscience as formulated by 

Aquinas is accepted. According to Swinburne this incompatibility can have two 

aspects: 

i) that there is an incompatibility between God’s Omniscience and human free will; 

ii)that there is an incompatibility between God’s Omniscience and His Own free 

will; 

The first objection if valid would show that man does not have free will; and the 

second objection if valid would show that a person could not both be Omniscient & 

Perfectly Free. The argument purporting to show an incompatibility between divine 

Omniscience and human freedom runs as follows: 

If God is Omniscient then he foreknows all future human actions.  

If God foreknows anything, then it will necessarily come to pass.  

But if a human action will necessarily come to pass, then it cannot be free. 

Augustine’s solution to this objection is that human actions may be free even if 

they come to pass by necessity. Whereas Aquinas says that although it is true that 

‘necessarily’ if God foreknows anything, then it will come to pass’, it is false that ‘if 

God foreknows anything, it will necessarily come to pass’. Only the latter yields the 

conclusion that man does not have free will.51

Discussing and criticising Aquinas, Swinburne gives the following understanding 
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of the concept of Omniscience: 

A  person  P  is Omniscient at a time  t  if and only if he knows of every true 

proposition about  t  or an earlier time that it is true and also he knows of every true 

proposition about a time latter than  t, such that what it reports is physically 

necessitated by some cause at  t  or earlier, that is true.52

2. Swinburne does not think it necessary for a being to know all of the future, 

(i.e., including foreknowledge of future free actions of human beings), to be 

Omniscient. He thinks that this lack of knowledge on the part of an Omniscient being, 

does not impair His claim of Omniscience.  

 

On this understanding of the concept of Omniscience, P is Omniscient if he knows 

about everything except those future states and their consequences which are not 

physically necessitated by anything in the past; and if he knows that he does not know 

about those future states. Hence God is Omniscient in the attenuated sense, and this of 

course has resulted from His Own choice. Swinburne feels that Bible, or at any rate the 

Old Testament, contains implicitly the view that God is Omniscient only in the 

attenuated sense. 

The God thus postulated brings about all things which exist (or permits them to 

exist) and in so doing knows what He brings about and knows what that will lead to, 

so long as He has brought about things which physically necessitate certain effects. Yet 

to maintain His freedom, He limits His knowledge of His own future choices.  

Turning towards Swinburne, Kvanvig observes: 

1. Swinburne is not anti-realist about future. He does not claim that there are no 

truths about the future, as does Geach. He simply holds that the knowledge of future 

free actions of individuals is not possible for anyone, even for an Omniscient being, 

otherwise they will not be free actions at all.  
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3. These restrictions on what an Omniscient being must know in order to be 

Omniscient, does not arise from any metaphysical position concerning the ontology of 

future; they arise as a result of Swinburne’s sceptical views about the possibility of 

foreknowledge of future free actions hence from a purely epistemological concern. 

4. Swinburne believes in the indeterminacy view of freedom i.e., free actions of 

men, although influenced, are not necessitated by other agents or prior states of the 

world. 

5. Swinburne argues that if persons are free then they are able to do otherwise 

than they actually do. Then no being  B could be Omniscient in the traditional sense 

unless as a matter of fact no person ever chose to make B’s beliefs false. On the 

Indeterminacy View of Freedom, it will be a mere fortunate coincidence, and a theist 

would never claim God to be Omniscient in this uncertain way. 

6. Swinburne does not suggest that we should discard the doctrine of 

Omniscience, he only recommends a better formulation of the doctrine. From the 

precedent of divine attribute of omnipotence where theologians such as Aquinas have 

been careful to explain omnipotence, not as the ability to do anything, but as the ability 

to do anything logically possible,53 Swinburne suggests that on similar lines an account 

of Omniscience can be developed not as knowledge of everything true, but as 

knowledge of everything true which is logically possible to know. He thus rejecting 

‘the traditional doctrine of omniscience’ formulates a ‘limited doctrine of omniscience’ 

in the following words: 

A person  P  is Omniscient at a time  t  if and only if he knows of every true 

proposition about a time later than  t, such that what it reports is physically 

necessitated by some cause at  t  or earlier, that is true. 54

Swinburne claims that this doctrine preserves both the freedom of human actions 
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and the Omniscience of God. Criticising this limited doctrine of Omniscience Kvanvig 

observes: 

1. That the basic supposition in Swinburne’s thesis is the claim that knowledge of 

free actions of human beings is impossible. The reason is that if such knowledge were 

possible, but not actual, Swinburne would be forced to discard his view that there is 

an Omniscient being. Given that, a question naturally arises as to whether there is any 

good reason for thinking that such knowledge is impossible. 

Kvanvig argues: Given that Swinburne has admitted that true beliefs about the 

future are possible, he must maintain that the condition of justification which is 

necessary for a true belief to acquire the status of knowledge cannot be satisfied. So a 

being who had all true beliefs about future free actions would be quite lucky. Such a 

claim may influence the justification for the beliefs in question in two ways: i) that the 

element of luck would taint any belief about what a free individual will do; ii) that the 

problem of luck only affects, not all, but a maximal set of such beliefs so that only 

some of the members of the set of true beliefs are epistemically secure enough to be 

justified, but not the entire set. Kvanvig observes that Swinburne holds it only in the 

first sense and only the first sense can fit in with his move to his limited doctrine of 

Omniscience. 

2. That Swinburne has made the emphasis on luck, the basis of his move from ‘the 

traditional doctrine of omniscience’ to ‘the limited doctrine of omniscience’ so he must 

defend this move; and that he can defend this move only by showing that the luck in 

question spreads over every possible belief about any possible free action. He says that 

to show that his emphasis on luck is true because whole collection of such beliefs 

cannot be held, will not be sufficient for this purpose. The question is not to show that 

the whole collection of such beliefs cannot be held true on the basis of luck, but to 
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show that it is true of every possible belief. Kvanvig claims that only in the later case, 

Swinburne’s doctrine of Omniscience is proved.55 

3. Kvanvig says that Swinburne’s thesis that justified beliefs are not possible 

regarding future free actions, can be defended in three ways:  

i) The first is to affirm an infallibilist conception of justification. Kvanvig 

shows that to affirm this is simply a mistake “for if believing all and every truths 

about the future would be an accidental or lucky coincidence at best, God could 

not have the sort of evidence that guaranties the truth of what he believes.”56 

ii) The second way to affirm the above thesis is by affirming God’s essential 

Omniscience i.e., “in order for a being to be God, He must not only know 

everything there is to know, but He must also be incapable of not knowing what 

there is to be known.”57

iii) The third and the final way, according to Kvanvig, to defend the claim that 

God need not know what free individuals will do in order to be Omniscient, is  that 

future free actions have characteristics which prevent any individual from knowing 

that they will occur. According to Swinburne, a perfectly free individual is an 

individual who is not influenced in his choices by any causal factors, so he claims 

that justified beliefs about the future free actions of such an individual are 

impossible. Kvanvig says that this argument, if sound, may give some reason to 

 This approach presupposes that a) God must be incapable 

of error i.e., no being is worthy of the title ‘God’ unless that being is infallible; b) 

and that at least He will not know the free actions of human beings for the  

knowledge of such actions can only be contingent and does not abort the 

possibility of mistake. Thus He must be essentially Omniscient, not just 

Omniscient; and in this sense of Omniscience a being cannot be required to know 

what free actions any individual will perform. Kvanvig also rejects this argument. 



Divine Omniscience–––Western Thought 25  

discard the traditional construal of Omniscience and accept Swinburne’s limited 

doctrine in place; but it is not sound.58 

4. The fundamental intuition in Swinburne’s account is that an Omniscient being 

need only know all that can be known, rather than all that is true. Swinburne argues for 

this from the analogy with the doctrines of omnipotence. Kvanvig claims that this 

analogy is not justified: “The analogy intended to suppo rt a limited doctrine of 

Omniscience is between feasible tasks and knowable truths and between unfeasible 

tasks and unknowable truths; but the analogy is crucially defective. Whereas an 

unknowable truth is still a truth, an unfeasible task is not a task at all.”59

The concepts of Divine Omniscience and Human Freedom are also discussed in 

the perspective of the notion of God’s Eternity. The Christian theological tradition has 

identified at least two senses of the notion of God’s Eternity. First, that God is eternal 

is to say that the life of God has unending duration. God always has and will exist. This 

is the concept of ‘Everlastingness’. Second, to say that God is eternal is to say that 

God is ‘timeless’.  

 

From all this discussion Kvanvig draws the following conclusions:  

I) That the reasons given by Swinburne for accepting his ‘limited version of the 

doctrine of omniscience’ are really the reasons for accepting the ‘traditional doctrine of 

omniscience’.  

II. His limitations are inadequate because the limitations imposed by the traditional 

doctrine are only apparent whereas the limitations imposed by limited version of the 

doctrine are real limitations on the knowledge of the being in question. 

III. A being must know all truths in order to be Omniscient, and that includes 

knowing truths about the future free actions of human beings. 

Let us turn to the third problem relating Foreknowledge and Eternity. 
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The both of these alternatives have implications of their own. For example, if God 

is ‘everlasting’ (rather than ‘timeless’) the doctrine of divine omniscience implies 

determinism. But if God is ‘timeless’, he cannot be omniscient at all. For, according to 

this doctrine, God is not only ‘out there’ and apart from the world of temporal objects 

and happenings, God is ‘out there’ and removed from time altogether. Thus, in this 

sense the doctrine of divine omniscience presents the most complete and strong 

assertion of divine transcendence.60 Let us observe in some detail, the implications of 

the predicate ‘eternal’ in this sense. 

The concept of divine ‘timelessness’ includes “that God exists outside the stream 

of time; that his actions are timeless, though they have their effects in time; that his 

thoughts and reactions are timeless, though they may be thoughts about or reactions to 

things in time; his knowledge is timeless, though it includes knowledge of things in 

time; that there is no temporal succession of states in God.” Put in a different way we 

can say “that God has his own time scale; that there is only one instant of time on the 

scale; and everything which is ever true of God is true of Him at that instant. In a 

sense, however, that instant of time lasts for ever.” Most of the great Christian 

theologians from Augustine (354-430) to Aquinas taught this doctrine and best known 

exposition of this doctrine occurs in the 6th century Christian philosopher Boethius. 

His most quoted definition of  eternity is that it is “the complete and perfect possession 

at once of an endless life.”61

Either God is not infallible or God does not know how human beings will 

act prior to the time of action. 

 Concerning omniscience Boethius held that: 

If God is infallible and if God knows the outcome of human actions in 

advance of their performance, then no human action is voluntary; 

At least some human actions are voluntary; 
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Boethius opts for the second alternative. He argues in the following manner: 

To know something before it happens requires that one’s cognitions be 

located in time relative to the thing in question; 

A timeless being could not have temporally located cognitions.  

A timeless being cannot know the outcome of human actions in advance of  

their performance; 

 

God is timeless; therefore He cannot know the outcome of human actions 

in advance of  their performance.62 

Swinburne thinks that though this doctrine provides Boethius with a neat solution 

of the problem of divine foreknowledge that since all times are present to God, God 

can just as easily see our future acts as other men can see present acts, there is no 

evidence for this doctrine of divine timelessness in Christianity before Augustine, nor is 

there any evidence in the Old Testament for it.  He thinks that “like the doctrine of His 

total immutability, the doctrine of timelessness seems to have entered Christian 

theology from neo-Platonism, and there from Augustine to Aquinas it reigned. Duns 

Scotus seems to have rejected it and so did William of Ockham.”63

Swinburne thinks that the reasons for which the scholastics put forward the 

doctrine of timelessness were poor on two counts. First that it would provide backing 

for and explanation to the doctrine of God’s total immutability. However, to 

Swinburne, this view seems to be mistaken. After all why should the theists advocate 

God’s total immutability? The second reason is that it allowed them to maintain God’s 

omniscience in the very strong sense. However, Swinburne does not think the doctrine 

of omniscience in the above sense (i.e., in the sense that it includes knowledge of 

future free actions of human being) to be undetachable part of theistic tradition. He 
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further observes this doctrine to contain inner incoherence and also to be incompatible 

with most things which theism wish to uphold. Therefore, no need to incorporate the 

doctrine of timelessness to theism.64

Pike’s Analysis 

 

 

Nelson Pike comprehends two items generating the problem for Boethius viz., i) 

the claim that God is infallible, and ii) that God knows the outcome of human actions 

in advance of their performance. Analysing the problem, he identifies six assumptions 

or theses, as he calls them, working in Boethius’s formulation of the problem. Boethius 

either approves them or any of them he will deny. 

“Assumption 1 : God is omniscient’ is a necessary statement. Here, God appears 

as a ‘title term’ and the proposition as a whole is to be read as having hypothetical 

form [i.e. if God then omniscient.]”   

Assumption 2: Being omniscient means that the individual who is omniscient 

believes all true propositions. “In logical notaion: ‘N(x) (p) (If  x  is omniscient, then if  

P,  x  believes that P) e.g., if  two plus two equals four, then if  x  is omniscient,  x  

believes that two plus two equals four.” 

Assumption 3: It is part of the meaning of the predicate ‘omniscient’ that “if a 

given  individual is omniscient, then that individual believes nothing that is false.” 

Assumption 4: “Omniscience is an essential property of any individual possessing 

it. If a given individual is omniscient, that individual would not be the individual it is if 

it were not omniscient. [For example] a statement of the form ‘if  x  is Yahweh, then  x  

is omniscient’  is a necessary truth, if it is true at all.”  

Assumption 5: “Let this be a necessary truth that if a given individual is God, that 

individual has always existed and will always exist i.e., that individual have duration 
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extending indefinitely both forward and backward in time.” (This is the assumption 

which, as Pike observes, Boethuis will eventually deny as incorrect in formulating his 

solution). 

Assumption 6: “If a given individual exists at a given moment in time, then in 

order to count as omniscient, that individual must hold any belief he holds at that 

moment in time. ‘N(x) (P) (T) (If  x  is omniscient and exists at  T, then if  x  believes 

P, x believes P at  T)’.  Here ‘T’ takes times...as values.” 65 

Yahweh is the name of God in Hebrew tradition as Allah is the name of God in 

Muslim tradition. Pike draws the implications of Yahweh’s foreknowledge at a time T1 

in the case of a hypothetical person Jones who ‘mows his lawn at a time T2’, (eighty 

years latter than T1) in the light of the above assumptions and attempts to reformulate 

the problem underlying Boethius’s concern. Pike’s reformulation of the problem is as 

under: 

“(1)  Yahweh is omniscient and Yahweh exists at T1’ entails ‘if Jones does 

A at T2, then Yahweh believes at T1 that Jones does A at T2

(5) It is not within one’s power at a given time so to act that an individual 

existing at a time prior to the given time did not exist at the prior time. 

’ (Assumptions 2 

and 6)  

(2) If Yahweh is (essentially) omniscient, then ‘Yahweh believes P’ entails 

‘P’. (The doctrine of divine infallibility from Assumptions III and IV.)  

(3) It is not within one’s power at a given time so to act that both ‘p’ and 

‘not-p’ are true. 

(4) It is not within one’s power at a given time so to act that something 

believed by an individual at a time prior to the given time was not believed by 

that individual at the prior time. 
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(6) If Yahweh believes at T1 that Jones does A at T2, then if it is within 

Jones’s power at T2 to refrain from doing A then either: (i) It was within 

Jones’s power at T2 so to act that Yahweh believed P at T1 and ‘P’ is false; or 

(ii) it was within Jones’s power at T1 so to act that Yahweh did not believe as 

He did believe at T2; or (iii) it was within Jones’s power at T1 so to act that 

Yahweh did not exist at T1. 

(7) If Yahweh is (essentially) omniscient, then the first alternative in the 

consequent of line 6 is false (from lines 2 and 3). 

(8) The second alternative in the consequent of line 6 is false (from line 4). 

(9) The third alternative in the consequent of line 6 is false (from line 5). 

(10) Therefore: If Yahweh is (essentially) omniscient and believes at T1 

that 

Jones does A at T2, then it was within Jones’s power at T2 to refrain from 

doing A (from lines 6 and 7-9). 

(11) Therefore: If Yahweh is (essentially) omniscient and exist at T1, then 

if Jones does A at T2, it was not within Jone’s power at T2 to refrain from 

doing A (from lines 10 and 1).”66 

We see that the problem as conceived by Boethius, clearly ends at the conclusion 

that if God exists, no human action is voluntary. (Though Pike does not attempt to 

formally reconstruct his concept of what a voluntary action is, he recognises a situation 

not- representing a voluntary action if it would be wrong to assign a person, say Jones, 

the ability or power to do other than he did.) Pike examines three attempts to deal with 

the problem before examining Boethius’s solution. The first of these attempts is made 

by Leibniz.  
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Leibniz attempts to solve the problem on the basis of a distinction made between 

absolute necessity and hypothetical necessity. He observes that to say that an action is 

necessary or to say that it is not contingent or to say that it is not the effect of free 

choice, presupposes absolute necessity. What is foreseen is not necessary in the first 

sense, for necessary truth is that ‘whereof the contrary is impossible or implies a 

contradiction.’ Leibniz denies that the truth stated in the sentence expressing a 

contingent human affair (say  for example ‘Jones does A at time T2’) is a necessary 

truth. Given God’s foreknowledge and essential omniscience, all that follows is that the 

consequent is true, not that it is necessarily true. Criticising Leibniz, Pike observes that 

he uses the term ‘necessity’ in contrast with the term ‘contingent’ rather than using it 

in contrast with the term ‘voluntary’.67  

The second attempt which Pike would mention relates to Cicero. Pike states 

Cicero’s position on the problem of divine foreknowledge as follows: 

“If all things have been foreknown: and if they come to pass in this order, 

there is a certain order of things foreknown by God; 

And if a certain order of things, then a certain order of causes, for nothing 

can happen which is not preceded by some efficient cause. 

But if there is a certain order of causes according to which everything 

happens which does happen, then by fate all things happen which happen. 

But if this be so then there is nothing in our own power and there is no 

such thing as freedom of will; 

And if we grant this, the economy of human life is subverted.” 68

According to Augustine, Cicero could not face this conclusion. He transposed the 

order of the argument as under and drew the conclusion that God does not have 

foreknowledge of human actions: 
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“If there is freewill, all things do not happen according to fate; 

If all things do not happen according to fate, there is not a certain order of 

causes, neither is there a certain order of things foreknown by God  for 

things can not come to pass except they are preceded by efficient causes; 

But  if there is no fixed and certain order of things foreknown by God, all 

things cannot be said to happen according as He foreknows that they would 

happen. 

If it is not true that all things happen just as they have been foreknown by 

Him, there is not in God foreknowledge of all future events.”69 

This account of the problem makes foreknowledge dependent on ‘a certain order 

of causes’. But given ‘a certain order of causes’, no human action is voluntary. 

Cicero’s solution of the problem consists in denying that future events and actions are 

the products of ‘a certain order of causes’. Hence, a denial of foreknowledge. The 

difference in the thinking of Cicero and that of Boethius and Calvin is that Cicero 

seems to make foreknowledge of what will happen in the future dependent upon God’s 

knowledge of the present state of the universe and on the conception of certain rigid 

causal laws governing the temporal events; whereas Calvin & Boethius envisage God’s 

foreknowledge of things in that ‘He sees them as actually placed before Him’. 

Criticising Cicero, Nelson Pike observes that the problem, Cicero addresses to is not 

the one we are discussing. “His ‘solution’ of the problem consists of denying a premise 

that is not involved in the issue”.70 According to Pike’s analysis, the problem as 

conceived by Boethius does not involve any conception of ‘a certain order of causes’. 

The third attempt at solving the same problem, relates to Arthur N. Prior. Prior 

argues: 
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“If God is omniscient and if God exists at a given time (e.g., T1), He can 

know at T1 only what is true at that time (e.g., at T1).  

If  a given proposition is not true at T1, then even an omniscient being 

could not know it to be true at T1... 

the claim that a voluntary action will be performed in future (i.e., at T2) is 

neither true nor false (i.e. is indeterminate) at T1...  

Therefore, God does not have foreknowledge of human actions.”71

Pike observes Cicero and Prior’s analysis of, and solution to the problem of divine 

foreknowledge, not merely parallel in a number of respects to each other, rather he 

conceives Prior’s understanding of the issue to be precisely the same as Cicero. For 

example the arguments of Cicero and Prior share that “the doctrine of divine 

foreknowledge entails determinism.” According to both of these arguments, the 

doctrine of divine foreknowledge entails determinism by way of an intermediate thesis, 

specifically, “the claim that propositions describing human actions are true at times 

prior to the times that the actions are performed.”

  

72 Concerning the solution, Pike 

observes, that they both solve the problem by denying the intermediate thesis i.e., line 

1 of Boethius problem (as reformulated by Pike) which reads: Yahweh is omniscient 

and Yahweh exists at T1  entails ‘if Jones does A at T2, then Yahweh believes at T1 

that Jones does A at T2’. Criticising & examining Prior’s view, Pike observes that it is 

not right to think that God’s foreknowledge needs evidence of grounds, for God’s 

foreknowledge has a special visionary nature and to insist on the above would be to 

disregard this difference. Referring Rogers Albritten’s ‘Present, Truth and 

Contingency’ which involves discussions on dating truth-values, Pike observes that 

“the whole idea of dating the truth-value of a statement in which a date is already 

assigned to a given event or action, is obscuristic and strange.”73 In support of his 
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criticism Pike examines Prior’s thesis that ‘God’s foreknowledge of human actions 

presupposes the prior truth of propositions describing these actions.’  Examining 

different interpretations Pike observes that none of them support this thesis and that 

Prior’s formulation of the problem involves an obscure thesis which is either irrelevant 

or trivially true and Prior’s solution consists of denying this trivially true or irrelevant 

thesis.  

Let us turn now towards Boethius’s solution to the problem of divine 

foreknowledge.  

Pike observes that the central point of Boethius’s thinking is his thesis that God 

has no temporal extension. He further observes that it does not seem unreasonable to 

suppose that Boethius would also hold that God has no temporal position. Thus he 

would reject assumption 5 in the list of original assumptions and would conclude that 

“God’s (infallible) beliefs cannot be dated nor can they be located in time relative to 

human actions.”74 Quoting a passage from Augustine’s City of God, in which he 

sketches the picture of God and his cognitions operating in Boethius’s thinking, Pike 

observes that for Boethius and for Augustine, “God does not look forward to what is 

future, nor at what is present, nor back to what is past”.75 A-temporal existence of 

God requires radical present tense description of God’s knowledge and the verbs 

‘knows’, ‘sees’, ‘beholds’ must be used in the present tense and must occur without 

time qualifiers (such as T2 or T1 or time-relative predicates e.g., ‘now’ or ‘before’.) 

Thus Boethius’s solution to the problem of divine foreknowledge consists of a denial 

of God’s foreknowledge of events and circumstances making up the temporal matrix. 

God beholds human actions timelessly; His knowledge is the knowledge of a never 

fading instant. This is why Boethius prefers to call God’s attribute as Providence rather 

than Prescience or Foresight. 
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Quoting a passage from Augustine, Pike brings out two points: first that God’s 

foreknowledge, and man’s foreknowledge of a person’s actions (say for example 

Jones’) are parallel concerning deterministic implications. God’s foreknowledge of a 

person’s actions, in a similar way, does not entail determinism as man’s foreknowledge 

of another’s actions does not entail determinism. The second point which Augustine 

spots is that man’s foreknowledge of a person’s actions (say for example Jones’) 

includes that what a man knows before a person acts is what the person is going to do 

‘with his own free will’. Augustine claims God’s foreknowledge to be parallel to man’s 

foreknowledge in this second respect too. The point which Augustine makes seems to 

be that ‘God knows in advance that a given person is going to choose to perform a 

certain action at some specific time in future.’ But this claim, on the set of assumptions 

mentioned earlier, is incoherent. Pike makes an analysis of both the above concepts of 

foreknowledge to show the incorrectness of Augustine’s thinking. Pike says that divine 

foreknowledge is not parallel to ordinary human foreknowledge, for whereas the first 

entails determinism, the second does not.  Pike says that Augustine also holds that 

divine foreknowledge, notwithstanding parallel in relevant respects to ordinary human 

foreknowledge of human actions, differs concerning the fact that while human 

foreknowledge needs rest on some evidence, God’s beliefs do not rest on evidence. 

Pike distinguishes two kinds of infallibility: a strong sense, and a weak sense and 

further observes that Augustine’s thesis (i.e., parallelism of divine and human 

foreknowledge) implicitly contains the denial of the infallibility of God in the strong 

sense of the word. As we have seen, the problem of divine foreknowledge rests on two 

premises, i.e., that God is infallible, and that God knows the outcome of human actions 

in advance of their performance. Boethius tries to solve the problem by denying the 

second premise on the base of his denial that God is a temporal being. Whereas 



Divine Omniscience–––Western Thought 36  

Augustine seems to solve the problem by denying the first premise through his claiming 

a parallelism between divine and ordinary human foreknowledge of human actions. 

Pike attempts to investigate the traditional theological doctrine of ‘timelessness’ 

from different angles to identify the logical status of the statement ‘God is timeless’ as 

it occurs in theological statements and finally reaches the conclusion that the doctrine 

of ‘timelessness’ does not lend itself to justification. Pike observes that “it is extremely 

hard to understand why the doctrine (of timelessness) has had a place in traditional 

Christian theology.”76 

Linda Zegzebski in The Dilemma of Freedom and Foreknowledge, discusses the 

problem in the form of following dilemma:  

“Either God knows what we do before we do it, or we do it freely, 

but not both. For if God's knowledge and his being God are in our past, 

we cannot alter them, and if God is infallible, we cannot make his past 

belief turn out to have erred, and so we cannot do other than God 

foreknows that we will do.”77 

Linda, arguing that older solutions to this dilemma are to varied degrees 

inadequate, offers new solutions, and suggests finally that philosophers have 

misconceived the problem Foreknowledge poses. She considers the three chief older 

solutions,  Boethian,  Ockhamist,  and  Molinist and observes that  

“Boethians claim that God is timeless and so the dilemma does not truly arise: If  

His Knowledge of our future is not in time, it is not in our past. 

Ockhamists  argue that though God is in time, His  Foreknowledge falls into a 

class of past facts ---- "soft facts"  ----- which do not constrain the freedom of future 

actions.   
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Molinists contend that God's Foreknowledge does not restrict human freedom 

because it is based on  His  "middle Knowledge,"  a pre-creative grasp of what 

creatures would freely do if placed in appropriate circumstances.” 78 

Her objection to Boethianism is that eternal Knowledge is enough like past 

knowledge to create a dilemma like that of Foreknowledge. Against Molinism, she 

contends that there are not enough pre-creative truths about creature's free actions for 

God to base all His Foreknowledge on these.79 Linda finds current attempt to 

distinguish  "hard" from "soft" facts, sterile. This does not solve the Foreknowledge 

problem, because no account of hardness and softness on which God's beliefs are soft 

facts is significantly simpler, more illumining, or more broadly explanatory than any 

which makes them hard.80  Ockhamism argues that we have "counterfactual power" 

over God's past beliefs, that is, “that even if we will in fact do  S   at  t,  we have power 

at  t  to do not-S  and had we been going to do  not-S, God would have believed so 

before t.”81

Conclusion: It has been commonly understood that Divine Knowledge, even though 

eternal and inclusive of foreknowledge of free human actions, does not restrict human 

freedom. But the philosophers and theologians both in the Muslim and the Judaeo-

Christian tradition have pointed out that apparently the doctrine of Omniscience of 

God does not cohere with the doctrine of freewill of man. Examination of the different 

formulations of the problem as well as solutions attempted by Christian 

theologians/philosophers leads us to the conclusion that Saint Thomas Aquinas’ 

formulation of the doctrine of omniscience in an absolutist manner (i.e., Traditional 

Doctrine of Omniscience) makes it incoherent with the concept of human freedom. 

History of Christian thought on this problem is basically formulation and reformulation 

  Linda argues at length that there can be no such power. 

–––––––––––––––––––––––– 
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of this doctrine in different ways. I agree with Swinburne that there is essential 

incompatibility between God’s Omniscience and human free will, if the traditional 

doctrine of Omniscience is accepted. That the basic fault lies in its absolutist approach. 

Swinburne asserts that it is contrary to Biblical teachings as well. On the base of my 

understanding of ‘Islamic View of Omniscience and Human Freedom’ I believe that the 

correct formulation of the concept of Omniscience must include an indeterminate 

aspect concerning free choice of a human action.82
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