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Molinism, the view that God possesses middle knowledge (MK), which 
he utilizes in his exercise of divine providence, has been subject to several 
criticisms. The most well-known of these is the so-called grounding objec-
tion.1 However, there is another objection that, in my opinion, has not re-
ceived the attention it deserves. This objection has to do with the fact that, 
on Molinism, God’s exercise of divine providence via MK requires that God 
not be able to actualize just any possible world, but is limited in what worlds 
he can create by his MK of what free creatures would do.

In this article, I will argue that God’s inability to create just any possible 
world poses a dilemma for the Molinist. Specifically, it entails that God ei-
ther (1) is implausibly lucky or (2) does not, despite Molinists’ claims to the 
contrary, exercise any significant meticulous providential control over the 
course of human history.

God’s Inability to Create Just Any Possible World

Molinism is touted as a way of preserving a relatively strong view of 
divine providence while simultaneously preserving creaturely freedom. Via 
his middle knowledge, God has perfect cognizance of the courses of action 
that would be taken by free creatures in any possible circumstance. That is, 

aBstraCt: Molinism entails that God cannot actualize just any possible world because God 
has no control over what counterfactuals of freedom (CFs) are true. This fact confronts the 
Molinist with a dilemma. If God has a plan for the course of history logically antecedent to his 
cognizance of the true CFs, then God would have been implausibly lucky if any actualizable 
world corresponded to his plan. If, on the other hand, God did not have a plan for the course of 
history antecedent to his cognizance of the true CFs, then Molinism is incommensurate with a 
meticulous view of providence.

1. For a presentation and defense of the grounding objection, see my “The Grounding Ob-
jection to Middle Knowledge Revisited,” Religious Studies 39 (2003): 93–102; and Scott A. 
Davison, “Craig on the Grounding Objection to Middle Knowledge,” Faith and Philosophy 21 
(2004): 365–9.



MK provides God with knowledge of the truth-values of counterfactuals of 
freedom (CFs) such as

(A) If David had remained in Keilah, then Saul would have besieged the 
city.

The implicit assumption here, of course, is that Saul has libertarian free-
dom. That assumption is what makes this counterfactual a counterfactual of 
freedom. Nevertheless, even though (as the biblical story goes) David did 
not remain in Keilah and Saul did not besiege the city, God has known from 
all eternity, even before David and Saul existed—even before creation it-
self—that if David had stayed in Keilah, Saul would most certainly have 
besieged the city. 

If God can and does know propositions like (A), then it seems that we 
have an impressive theory for reconciling divine sovereignty and human 
freedom. As William Lane Craig has said, “Since God knows what any free 
creature would do in any situation, he can, by creating the appropriate situa-
tions, bring it about that creatures will achieve his ends and purposes and that 
they will do so freely.”2 David Basinger elaborates:

A God with MK knew before creation what would in fact eventuate, 
given every option open to him. . . . But the fact that he knew be-
fore creation what would eventuate given any creative option does, of 
course, mean that no gambling was involved in the creative process. 
He did not have to worry about any surprises; he knew no second 
guessing would be necessary. For he had the ability to consider all 
the actualizable worlds and choose the one which best mirrored his 
creative options.3

Since God knows which CFs are true of every possible free creature (in 
virtue of his middle knowledge), he is able to control the course of history 
by actualizing that possible world where free creatures, in the circumstances 
made actual by God’s creative decision, do those things that God wants them 
to do. 

Of course, as Basinger and others point out, God has no control over 
which CFs are true. The truth-value of any CF is determined by the creature-
ly agent involved. It is just at this point that the limitation on God’s ability to 
create arises. Since God has no control over which CFs are true, God cannot 
actualize just any possible world he might desire to actualize. His options 
are limited by what each free creature would in fact (freely) do in a given 
circumstance. For example, let us consider a case provided by Basinger.4 Let 
us imagine two possible worlds W and W* which are identical up to a given 

2. William Lane Craig, The Only Wise God (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 1987), 135.
3. David Basinger, “Middle Knowledge and Classical Christian Thought,” Religious Studies 

22 (1986): 412 (emphasis in original).
4. See David Basinger, “Middle Knowledge and Divine Control: Some Clarifications,” In-

ternational Journal for Philosophy of Religion 30 (1991): 129–39.
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time t. At t, a person named Bill is faced with a decision to either steal or not 
steal an apple from the supermarket. Suppose that in W Bill steals the apple, 
while in W* he does not. Suppose further that God knows (via MK) that Bill 
would in fact steal the apple if actually faced with this decision. Since God 
cannot control the free actions of creatures, it follows that God cannot actu-
alize W*. So, not every possible world is actualizable by God. Thus, God’s 
creative options are limited by which CFs happen to be true.

Why is this limitation on God a problem? In the following sections, I 
will lay out two potential problems for Molinism that follow from this limita-
tion, each depending on what point the Molinist sees God’s providential plan 
for history entering into God’s cognition.

The Problem of Divine Luck

Many theists believe that God, when he created the world, had a detailed, 
elaborate plan for the entire course of history. In addition to all the mundane 
events of each creature’s life, this plan involved many “macroevents” that 
comprise what theologians call “redemptive history”—the Fall of Man, the 
call of Abraham, the exodus of Israel from Egypt, the conquest of the Land, 
the rise of the Davidic dynasty, the birth, life, and death of Jesus of Nazareth, 
the spread of the gospel to the four corners of the earth, and much, much 
more. And every one of these events involved a myriad of (putatively) free 
human choices. The Molinist typically accepts this meticulous view of di-
vine providence. He believes that God had such a plan and that each day of 
human history constitutes the unfolding of that plan, a plan over which God 
exercises complete control.

But, given that God has MK, there are two ways that we can understand 
the relation of his plan to his MK. The first of these I will call Scheme A. It 
goes like this:

(A1) God formulates a plan for how he wants the history of the world 
to go, then 

(A2) He “looks” at the set of true CFs to see which possible worlds are 
actualizable, and then 

(A3) Discovers that there is an actualizable world that corresponds to 
his initial plan, and then

(A4) He creates that possible world.
The crucial point in Scheme A is that God’s plan for history is (at least 

logically) antecedent to his cognizance of the true CFs. My suspicion is that 
very few Molinists will adopt Scheme A.5 The reason is that Scheme A re-

5. Indeed, one prominent Molinist scholar told me in private correspondence that “no sane 
Molinist would endorse Scheme A.”



quires that God be extremely lucky at point (A3) of the scheme. So lucky, in 
fact, as to push the envelope of credulity.

Let us limit our discussion to the major events of redemptive history 
(Fall, Exodus, Life of Christ, and so forth). Assuming that this unfolding 
historical drama approximates God’s preferred plan for his creation, and that 
God develops this plan before “looking” at the true CFs, then if (A3) is true, 
it is only because thousands, perhaps millions, of free agents happened to 
choose to act in accordance with God’s plan. And it must be kept in mind 
that any one of the above events involved a myriad of choices with regard 
to many other events, many of which spanned the course of thousands of 
years.

For one concrete example of the enormous luck that God had to have if 
his plan were to come to pass according to Scheme A, consider the Exodus 
from Egypt. This would appear to have been an event that played a major 
role in redemptive history, an event that God providentially ordained from all 
eternity as part and parcel of his design to save sinners by grace (cf. 2 Tim. 
1:9). Yet, in order for this event to happen, many other choices had to have 
been made by many other agents: Jacob had to have married Rachel who 
bore him Joseph; Jacob and his family had to move back to Canaan where 
Esau, his brother, had to choose to welcome him back rather than wreak his 
vengeance; Joseph’s brothers had to choose to sell him into slavery; Poti-
phar’s wife had to choose to seduce Joseph and Potiphar choose to throw him 
in jail; Pharaoh’s cupbearer had to recommend Joseph to Pharaoh; Pharaoh 
had to choose to elevate Joseph to high political office; Joseph’s brothers 
had to travel to Egypt for grain and Joseph had to choose not to wreak his 
vengeance on them; the new Pharaoh had to choose to enslave the Hebrews; 
Moses’ mother and her midwife had to choose not to obey Pharaoh’s edict 
to kill all the male children; Moses had to kill the Egyptian and flee to Mid-
ian and then agree to follow God’s plan to deliver Israel; Pharaoh had to 
respond appropriately to the ten plagues; and then the Israelites had to agree 
to follow Moses into the desert. Scheme-A Molinist would require, then, that 
God, prior to creation, looked at all of the true CFs and discovered that there 
was a subset of them that matched that possible world in which all of these 
events and many more were chosen by the requisite free agents that he might 
create in that world. A similar story could be told for all the other events of 
redemptive history, such as the Babylonian exile, the crucifixion of Jesus, 
and many more. Each one of these events in redemptive history, taken indi-
vidually, would appear epistemically improbable from God’s vantage point 
prior to creation and from our vantage point now. Even if we take account 
of the fact that in many of these events, God no doubt would exert some 
persuasive influence on the agents involved, it is surely improbable that, in 
every single instance out of the thousands of points at which an individual 
choice must be made, God would get what he wants. However, when we add 
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all of these improbable events together (along with many others we have not 
surveyed), then it seems highly improbable that just that possible world that 
God wants to create—one containing all four of these important events and 
many more—would be actualizable. Thus, we must conclude, given that God 
has created a world whose history closely approximates an antecedent plan, 
that God has been extraordinarily lucky.

Now, the question may arise at this point as to why such divine luck is 
unacceptable. There are both theological and philosophical reasons to reject 
divine luck and Scheme A. First, such divine luck is not commensurate with 
the biblical portrayal of God’s providence. Molinists and other classical the-
ists desire to protect and defend a strong view of divine providence, one 
in which God exercises meticulous control over the events of history. As 
Thomas Flint, a Molinist, puts it, “God is sovereign in the sense that every 
event, no matter how large or small, is under God’s control and is incorpo-
rated into his overall plan for the world.”6 They hold this view of providence 
largely because such is the view of Scripture.7 Consider this text of Scripture 
from Daniel 4:34–35:

But at the end of that period, I, Nebuchadnezzar, raised my eyes to-
ward heaven and my reason returned to me, and I blessed the Most 
High and praised and honored Him who lives forever; For His do-
minion is an everlasting dominion, And His kingdom endures from 
generation to generation. All the inhabitants of the earth are accounted 
as nothing, But He does according to His will in the host of heaven 
And among the inhabitants of earth; And no one can ward off His hand 
Or say to Him, “What have You done?”

Regaining the rationality he lost when he pridefully asserted that his 
success was due to his own ingenuity, Nebuchadnezzar is drawn to praise 
God for his sovereignty. He declares that God’s sovereign control over his 
creation is complete. It extends to every aspect of creation including the 
activities of free creatures. Compared to God’s dominion and power, every-
thing dwelling on the earth is “accounted as nothing.” God accomplishes his 
will in heaven and earth without interference from any creature. His will is 
so unsurpassed in its authority and control that no creature—not even a free 
creature—has the right to question what God purposes to do.

Now a Molinist will claim that he has no problem accepting the plain 
meaning of these texts. He does, after all, accept the idea of meticulous prov-
idence. He will claim that on his view everything in history unfolds exactly 
according to the plan God set in motion when he chose which possible world 
to actualize. So, God accomplishes his will in heaven and earth as the text 

6. Thomas P. Flint, Divine Providence: The Molinist Account (Ithaca, NY: Cornell Univer-
sity Press, 1998), 13.

7. Of course, not everyone (e.g., open theists) believes that the Bible teaches meticulous 
providence. I will not enter into that debate here. I assume for the sake of argument that Molin-
ists hold this view of providence, and that is all that is necessary for my argument.
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from Daniel proclaims, and he does so without violating the libertarian free-
dom of his free creatures.

But if the Molinist adopts Scheme A (unlikely as indicated above), this 
view implies an unacceptable divine luck. For on Scheme A, God’s MK of 
what possible worlds are actualizable would have to come (logically) after 
his knowledge of his eternal plan for history. In other words, his providential 
plan comes at step (A1) of the Scheme, before his discovery at step (A3) of 
a possible world that matches his plan. But, of course, he has no control over 
what he discovers at step (A3). That he makes that discovery, rather than its 
contrary, is entirely a matter of luck.

So, the Scheme-A Molinist can say that God accomplishes his will in 
heaven and earth all right, but only with this proviso: God’s ability to ex-
ercise meticulous providence in order to fulfill his divine plan is dependent 
completely on what his free creatures would choose to do. So, for example, if 
Nebuchadnezzar were a Scheme-A Molinist, he would have to have said (or 
at least believed), “He does according to His will in the host of heaven and 
among the inhabitants of earth because he was lucky enough to have the CFs 
that happened to be true correspond in some actualizable possible world to 
his eternal divine plan.”8 In other words, whether or not God can “do his 
will” among earth’s inhabitants is due for the most part to whether or not his 
free creatures cooperate in making the right CFs true.

To drive the point home, consider the real possibility, on Scheme A, 
that God could have turned out to be unlucky—that no actualizable possible 
world approximated his preferred plan for history. Let us suppose in that case 
that God decided to create a world anyway—a world that does not come very 
close to being the world that God really wanted to create—and that the actual 
world is that world. In that case, what would it have meant to say that God 
“accomplishes his will among the inhabitants of the earth”? No more than 
that God created a world that unfolds as God foresaw that it would, but not 
that his (sovereign) will was being realized as he would truly have it. But, 
such an outcome is the antithesis of meticulous providence. It is inconsistent 
with the biblical teaching that “there is no wisdom, no insight, no plan that 
can succeed against the Lord” (Prov. 21:30).

My second (philosophical) objection is that the divine luck required by 
Scheme-A Molinism is far too improbable for rational belief. A Scheme-A 
version of Molinism commits us to believing that the true CFs available to 

8. Someone might ask at this point why we should believe that Nebuchadnezzar’s assess-
ment of God’s providential control of the world is true. This is simply his opinion which we 
need not believe that the inspired biblical author endorsed. In response I say that the very fact 
that the biblical author includes this episode and Nebuchadnezzar’s statement about divine 
providence in his book is a strong indication that the biblical author endorsed it. After all, he 
does not correct Nebuchadnezzar’s statement, and, in fact, the whole context leading up to this 
statement (Nebuchadnezzar’s pride and God’s humbling of him) seems clearly designed to lead 
to this conclusion about God’s sovereignty.
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God when he was deciding which possible world to create, were incredibly 
“fine-tuned” to his plan for redemptive history. As we saw above, innumer-
able free choices had to have been made by free creatures just to bring about 
a few events in redemptive history. That all of the requisite choices would 
be made in such a way as to coincide with God’s preferred plan for history 
seems highly improbable to say the least.9

9. Lest there be any doubt about this, let me make the case a bit more formally. Let us grant 
to the Scheme-A Molinist that the individual components of any one of the major events of 
redemptive history was not improbable. Perhaps we can surmise that (say) the various choices 
made by significantly relevant free agents that contributed to the exodus, all other things being 
equal, had a probability >.5. In fact, let us grant, since we may assume that God somehow su-
pernaturally influenced and coaxed many of the relevant agents to make the choices they made, 
that each component choice had a probability of .8. (We cannot, of course, allow the probability 
to be as high as 1 and maintain that the free agents had libertarian freedom. Yet, we can allow it 
to be very high.) So, e.g., what we are supposing is that, from our epistemic standpoint, the prob-
ability that Joseph would be sold into slavery was .8, the probability that Joseph would choose 
not to exact revenge from his brothers was .8, the probability that the Pharaoh who “knew not 
Joseph” would enslave the Hebrews was .8, the probability that Moses would accept God’s call 
to lead the people was .8, and the probability that Pharaoh would let the Israelites go free was 
.8. Let us label the Exodus event as a whole E, and each of these component events E1–E5. The 
probability of E may be calculated according to the following formula:

P(E) = P(E1) × P(E2) × P(E3) × P(E4) × P(E5)

which yields the following calculations:

P(E) = .8 × .8 × .8 × .8 × .8 = .33

Thus, the probability of E is a mere .33, suffering from the effects, as Alvin Plantinga would 
put it, of the problem of “diminishing probabilities.” Of course, in actuality, there are many 
more component events than E1–E5 that are constituents of E. It would be impossible for us 
to know all of the relevant factors. Nevertheless, we can surmise that the real probability of E 
is far less than .33. We will ignore this fact for present purposes. Let us simply assume that the 
probability of E is .33. E, as we know, is only one of several key events in redemptive history 
that involved the choices of free creatures. Others include the Fall of Adam and Eve (F), and 
the crucifixion of Jesus (C). Let us suppose that each of the component events of both F and C, 
like E, have an initial probability of .8. And let us therefore suppose that by similar calculations, 
both F and C each have the probability .33. And, to make things simple, let us suppose that God, 
when he was deciding which world to create, wanted to actualize a world that contained E, F, 
and C. That is, the only major events that comprise God’s desired plan for history are E, F, and 
C. Call this possible world—the one containing E, F, and C—W.

What is the probability that W was actualizable when God was deliberating on which world 
to create? Once again, we may calculate the probability as follows:

P(W) = P(E) × P(F) × P(C)

Plugging in the numbers assigned above, the probability of W is .036. Even this level of 
probability ought to cause one to hesitate before accepting the proposition that W would have in 
fact been available to God given Scheme A. As I pointed out above, however, this probability 
is exceedingly generous. The probabilities of E, F, and C are, in actuality, far lower than .33. 
How much lower is impossible to calculate, but we can fairly surmise that they fall below any 
probability high enough to generate hope that God would have, in fact, been as lucky as the 
Scheme-A Molinist would have us believe. And this means that the probability of W is much 
lower still. Of course, the actual progress of redemptive history includes far more events than E, 
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I submit, therefore, that we have very strong grounds for accepting the 
intuition that even most Molinists have about Scheme A.10 That view is most 
likely false because it implausibly requires us to believe that God is able to 
have the world he wants only because he is extremely lucky.

Molinism’s Incommensurability 
with Meticulous Providence

As suggested above, probably no actual Molinists will be daunted by the 
conclusion of the previous section. They will reject Scheme A and maintain 
their Molinism by insisting that, although God has a plan for history, that 
plan develops after—in light of—God’s knowledge of what possible worlds 
are actualizable. In other words, the Molinist can opt for what I will call 
Scheme B Molinism:

(B1) God “looks” at the set of true CFs to see which possible worlds are 
actualizable, and then

(B2) He formulates a plan for how he would like the history of the 
world to go by choosing that actualizable world which, all things 
considered, seems best to him, and then

(B3) He creates that actualizable world.
Perhaps this way of seeing things is logically possible and is no doubt 

the route taken by most (if not all) Molinists. Whatever its philosophical 
merits, however, there is some biblical data that at least suggests a view 
of God’s plan for history that does not follow Scheme B. That is, there are 
biblical texts that seem to indicate that God, before he created, had a detailed 
plan for how he wanted the history of the world to unfold that did not depend 
upon his consideration of what his free creatures would do. If this is cor-
rect, then the Molinist would seem to be saddled with (at best) a Scheme-A 
version of Molinism and would then be faced with enduring the enormous 
amount of divine luck that accompanies that view.

F, and C. If we were to factor all of these in by the same procedure we have followed, then the 
probability of W recedes to the level of the astronomically hopeless.

10. There is possibly another way in which the Scheme-A Molinist might respond to my ar-
gument. He could contend (as in fact I suggest below) that the conclusion of the argument would 
force the defender of meticulous providence to adopt a compatibilist view of human freedom. 
And, since compatibilism is (he claims) implausible, we ought to embrace Molinism despite its 
commitment to divine luck. This response, of course, depends upon the claim that compatibil-
ism is implausible, a claim that many (including myself) will not readily grant. In any case, such 
a reply would not lessen the difficulty facing the Molinist with regard to divine luck. At best, it 
would constitute a “biting-the-bullet” response in which the Scheme-A Molinist is forced to say 
that a great deal of divine luck is simply the price one has to pay to maintain both meticulous 
providence and libertarian freedom. Moreover, this response makes no headway against the 
theological argument I offered above against divine luck.
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We are told, for example, that God’s saving work in the lives of believ-
ers was “according to His own purpose and grace which was granted us in 
Christ Jesus from all eternity” (2 Tim. 1:9), and that God promised sinners 
eternal life “before time began” (Titus 1:2). Moreover, we are told that Christ 
was “slain from the foundation of the world” (Rev. 13:8). These texts appear 
to indicate that God had an eternal plan in which he would redeem fallen sin-
ners by grace. It is at least arguable that this “plan of redemption” was not an 
afterthought; it was not contingent on events that God did not anticipate or 
desire, nor on his consideration of what his free creatures would do. It was, 
rather, his eternal, immutable, and only plan for the course of human history. 
The major events of redemptive history, including the Fall and atonement of 
Christ, were God’s eternal intent. This view is further supported by Isaiah 
40:13–14:

Who has directed the Spirit of the Lord, 
Or as His counselor has informed Him? 
With whom did He consult and who gave Him understanding? 
And who taught Him in the path of justice and taught Him knowledge 
And informed Him of the way of understanding?

It is significant that these rhetorical questions come in the context of state-
ments about God creating the universe (v. 12) and his sovereignty over the 
nations of the world (vv. 15–17). Isaiah’s point is that God created the world 
and directs the course of world affairs by taking counsel from no one but 
himself. Paul echoes this theme in his letter to the Ephesians, where he says 
that God’s redeemed people have been “predestined according to His pur-
pose who works all things after the counsel of His will” (Eph. 1:11).11 It 
is difficult to see how such statements are consistent with God’s plans and 
purposes being dependent upon his consultation of the true CFs which is 
tantamount, it seems to me, to his “consultation” of his free creatures.

Additionally, it does not seem to me that Scheme-B Molinism really 
does justice to the notion of meticulous providence in any case. Consider 
that, if the Molinist insists that God does not have a specific, detailed plan for 
history before he looks to see which possible worlds are actualizable, then 
what precisely does it mean to say that God controls the events of history 
as meticulous providence envisions it? To be sure, on this view God main-
tains control over what possible world becomes actual. But, God’s control 
seems to amount to no more than this: God endorses (and thus actualizes) the 
choices of the free creatures in a particular possible world. But nothing that 
happens in the actual world that is the result of free human agency seems to 
be controlled by God in any significant sense.

An analogy may help to make my point clearer. Imagine that I am delib-
erating on which movie to rent from Netflix and play on my DVD player this 

11. See also Eph. 3:10–11; Rom. 9:14–24; Prov. 16:1, 4, 9, 33.
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weekend. And suppose initially that I have no particular preference for what 
movie or what kind of movie I want to watch. Netflix, of course, provides 
me with a menu of possible movies that I can rent. After I scan the menu, I 
choose to rent The Quiet Man, starring John Wayne and Maureen O’Hara—
which I have seen numerous times before. A couple days later the movie ar-
rives, and I watch it on my DVD player. The movie’s plot, action, and dialog 
unfold exactly as I knew they would. What kind of control have I exercised? 
I controlled which movie got played on my DVD player, but I exercised no 
control over the events of the movie itself. Likewise, the Scheme-B Molinist 
who believes that God has no definite plan for history before he looks at the 
“menu” has a view of providence in which God does not exercise any actual 
control of the events in human history.

To underscore the significance of this point, consider this well-known 
text from Jeremiah:

The word which came to Jeremiah from the LORD saying, “Arise and 
go down to the potter’s house, and there I will announce My words 
to you.” Then I went down to the potter’s house, and there he was, 
making something on the wheel. But the vessel that he was making of 
clay was spoiled in the hand of the potter; so he remade it into another 
vessel, as it pleased the potter to make.

Then the word of the LORD came to me saying, “Can I not, O house 
of Israel, deal with you as this potter does?” declares the LORD. “Be-
hold, like the clay in the potter’s hand, so are you in My hand, O house 
of Israel.” (Jer. 18:1–6)

Here God’s sovereign providence extends over the fate of an entire nation 
which included, no doubt, the lives of its individual citizens as confirmed by 
Isaiah:

There is no one who calls on Your name, 
Who arouses himself to take hold of You; 
For You have hidden Your face from us 
And have delivered us into the power of our iniquities.  
But now, O LORD, You are our Father, 
We are the clay, and You our potter; 
And all of us are the work of Your hand. (Isa. 64:7–8)

Also, David acknowledges God’s complete providence over the events 
of his life when he writes, “And in Your book were all written, the days that 
were ordained for me, when as yet there was not one of them” (Ps. 139:16). 
David’s point here is not simply that God had determined how many days 
that David would live, but rather that God had ordained and planned the 
events of every day that David would live.12 Each of David’s days were “or-

12. See, Raymond C. Ortland, Jr., “The Sovereignty of God: Case Studies in the Old Testa-
ment,” in The Grace of God, the Bondage of the Will, vol. 1, ed. Thomas R. Schreiner and Bruce 
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dained” or “formed.” The truth that the events of his life were ordered by 
God is, in this context, the basis for David’s great confidence in the face of 
life’s seeming uncertainties.

In light of Scheme-B Molinism, then, what could Jeremiah mean when 
he says that Israel is like clay in God’s hands that God shapes as he pleases? 
What does Isaiah mean when he says that the events of individual’s lives 
are “the work of God’s hand”? What does David mean when he says that 
God formed the contents of all his days? The Scheme-B Molinist, it appears, 
would have us think that it means something like God’s noticing: In this 
actualizable possible world, David [Isaiah, Jeremiah] chooses to do such-
and-such in such-and-such circumstances, and that is what I would like to 
see happen in the actual world given all my options. Is that it? How is this 
commensurate with the biblical picture, and how does this really count as a 
meticulous view of providence? The Molinist owes us some account of these 
things.

Of course, the Molinist may object at this point that I have constructed 
a straw man of his position. He may claim that I am ignoring his belief that 
God is active in the actual world, often intervening in the course of history 
in subtle and not-so-subtle ways (for example, by performing miracles) and 
sometimes (perhaps often) influencing and moving free creatures to act in 
various ways. So it is not the case, he could argue, that God simply “chooses 
which movie gets played.” In the actual world, God is one of the “actors,” 
and this fact must be factored into our assessment of whether or not God 
exercises any meticulous providential control in creation. And once it is fac-
tored in, we can see that God does exercise a considerable amount of control. 
For example, let us suppose that God wants Moses to be the person to lead 
Israel out of Egypt. And God knows, via MK, that if he were to appear to 
Moses on Mount Sinai in a burning bush, then Moses (with perhaps some ad-
ditional promptings) would acquiesce. Of course, Moses is free with respect 
to leading Israel out of Egypt, but it may be the case (and let us suppose that 
it is) that Moses would not lead the people out of Egypt if God did not appear 
to him in this way. Thus, even though Moses is free and uncoerced, we can 
say that God’s appearing to him in the burning bush is a necessary condition 
for his leading the people out of Egypt. So, God has significant providential 
control in his creation (unlike in my movie analogy) because there are many 
events in the course of history in which God’s direct activity is a necessary 
condition for some free creatures’ choices.

In response, I admit that my analogy does not directly address this 
subtlety in the Molinist view, but that is because I think it is largely irrel-
evant. The point of the movie analogy (that God does not exercise any sig-
nificant providential control in history) still holds. Suppose that God, from 

A. Ware (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 1995), 31–2. See also Michael Dahood, Psalms, vol. 3, 
101–150, The Anchor Bible (New York: Doubleday, 1970), 295.
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a standpoint logically between moments B2 and B3, chooses to “play” an 
actualizable possible world in which he is an “actor” as suggested above. 
Certainly, in that world many things would happen (like Moses leading Is-
rael out of Egypt) that are partly the result of God’s activity—things which 
would not have happened had God not so acted. But, how does this constitute 
providential control on God’s part—the kind of control envisioned by Isaiah 
and Jeremiah? Per hypothesi, the agents in that world still do what they do 
freely—which means that they could have done otherwise. In other words, 
the fact that Moses acquiesces to God’s influence in the possible world that 
God has actualized is simply a happy contingency because there are other 
possible worlds (perhaps even actualizable worlds) in which Moses does not 
acquiesce to God’s influence. So, it would still be true, even in this world 
in which God is a significant actor, that when Jeremiah says that Israel is 
like clay in God’s hands that God shapes as he pleases, he can mean only 
that it just so happens that in the actual world free agents choose to respond 
appropriately to God’s noncoercive influence. So just how is it that the fact 
that some actualizable worlds contain God’s noncoercive activity supposed 
to make God’s providential control more significant than his simply “choos-
ing which movie to play”? In other possible worlds, the very same activity 
performed by God does not shape people as he pleases. For example, though 
God’s noncoercive activity is a necessary condition for Moses’ leading the 
people out of Egypt, it is not a sufficient condition because, in other close-by 
possible worlds, Moses fails to respond to God’s influence.

To clarify this point, imagine once again that God is deliberating on 
what possible world to actualize. God surveys all of the possible worlds to 
see which ones are actualizable. Some of these contain him as an actor and 
some do not. In some of the former, free agents respond to his noncoercive 
influence in a way that furthers particular ends that he has in those worlds. 
Let us call one such world WA. Let us further suppose that God, for what-
ever reason, chooses WA as the actualizable possible world that he prefers to 
actualize. This means, as we have seen, that there are actions done by free 
creatures in WA that would not have been done if God were not an actor in 
that world. Still, it should be obvious that all God is doing here is “choosing 
which movie to play.” The fact that God is an actor in WA does not seem to 
add an additional level of providential control to God in WA because, as we 
have also seen, the fact that free creatures respond appropriately to God’s 
influence in WA is a fact that God does not control. God does exercise some 
control in this overall scenario, to be sure, but that control consists simply in 
his “choosing which movie to play.”

The problem may perhaps be exacerbated when we consider that there 
may very well be actualizable worlds where God is not an actor in which 
free creatures do exactly the same things that they do in those worlds where 
God is an actor. For example, suppose that WA is that actualizable world in 
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which Moses leads the people out of Egypt in response to God’s noncoercive 
influence. Well, it certainly seems possible that there is another actualizable 
world, WB, in which Moses leads the people out of Egypt without God’s 
noncoercive influence. Suppose, then, that both WA and WB are actualizable 
and that, all things considered, God formulates the intent to actualize a world 
in which Moses leads the people out of Egypt. Which world would give him 
more providential control? Would he gain providential control if he actual-
ized WA? He might gain something in WA—say, Moses’ and other people’s 
awareness of his direct activity in the world—but it seems implausible to 
think that he gains any providential control in WA that he does not have in 
WB.

This last point also suggests that the problem of divine luck plagues 
Scheme-B Molinism as well as Scheme A. We may safely surmise that when 
God, on Scheme B, deliberates on what possible world to actualize, he in-
tends to actualize an actualizable world that contains (when all is said and 
done) more overall good than evil. I take it (and I think most Molinists would 
agree) that God, even if he has no specific plan for history prior to moment 
B2, would not actualize a world that has less overall good than evil. Let 
us suppose, as above, that WA is an actualizable world in which God is an 
actor. But, let us also suppose that WA does not contain more overall good 
than evil—that is, WA contains more overall evil than good. Presumably, God 
would not actualize WA. Is it not possible, then, that every actualizable world 
in which God is an actor is such that it contains less overall good than evil? 
That is, isn’t it possible that every actualizable world in which God is an ac-
tor suffers from what we might call inherent irredeemability? A world that 
suffers from inherent irredeemability is a world that God could actualize 
except for the fact that it contains more evil than good; it is such that God 
would not actualize it given his intent to actualize only worlds that contain 
more good than evil. On this possibility, the only worlds that would be avail-
able for God to actualize are those that do not contain him as an actor. My 
contention, then, is this: if, on Scheme-B Molinism, there is an actualizable 
world in which God is an actor and that contains more overall good than 
evil, it is a matter of luck.

Admittedly, the probability of there not being an actualizable world in 
which God is an actor and that contains more overall good than evil is very 
likely to be low. So, the amount of divine luck that plagues Scheme-B Molin-
ism is not as great as that which plagues Scheme A. Nonetheless, God would 
have faced some luck at point B1, and it was possible (even if unlikely) that 
he would have been unlucky. This may be enough to make any believer in 
meticulous providence a bit squeamish about Scheme-B Molinism.

None of this, of course, proves that Scheme-B Molinism is false or in-
coherent. What it does show, I think, is that Scheme-B Molinists are hard-
pressed to claim that theirs is a truly meticulous view of providence.
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Conclusion

We have seen that the Molinist is faced with a serious dilemma. On the 
one hand, if he believes that God has a detailed plan for the course of the 
world’s history that is antecedent to his cognizance of the true CFs (Scheme-
A Molinism), then he must embrace an implausible belief in divine luck. On 
the other hand, if he believes that God does not have a detailed plan for the 
course of the world’s history that is antecedent to his cognizance of the true 
CFs (Scheme-B Molinism), then he appears not to do justice to the biblical 
account of meticulous providence, and even seems hard pressed to articulate 
in what sense his is a meticulous view of providence at all. Such concerns 
can provide some impetus for the advocate of meticulous providence to re-
ject Molinism and opt for a theory of divine control that does not require MK 
and incorporates compatibilist rather than libertarian freedom.13

13. Thanks to James Spiegel, Timothy McGrew, and William Hasker for helpful comments 
on earlier drafts of this paper.
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