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Introduction 

  

“God is in control.”  Christians repeat this phrase to each other often: to encourage, to 

bring perspective, to inspire faith, and simply to praise God’s greatness.  But what do we mean 

when we say this?  For some, it is just another way of saying, “Don’t worry,” or “God will take 

care of you.”  Others believe God personally controls everything from the orbits of planets to the 

motions of water molecules to the circumstances in each person’s life.  Many feel confident that 

God controls things to protect them from troubles or evil.  Then again, it’s not uncommon to hear 

that God orchestrates trying situations so that He can bring good out of them.   

God being in control is another way of talking about God’s will or what God wants.  

Does God get what He wants?  If He does, how?  If He doesn’t, why?  This immediately 

reframes the whole discussion about God being in control.  Often, when Christians talk of God 

being in control, it is in reference to what we want or hope for.  Anytime we are in the midst of 

change or crisis, there are certain outcomes we would prefer and others we would rather avoid.  

At such times, we comfort ourselves and others by saying, “God is in control”; we assume God 

shares our desires and is working to conform circumstances to our expectations.  It is hard for us 

to question whether what we hope for is actually what God wants.  This is because it is ingrained 

in us that what God wants, God gets.  We are afraid to think that He might want something 

different from us because, chances are, going down that road won’t lead to the place we expect.   

 This assumption—that what we view as good is also godly—breeds untold confusion and 

heartache.  We pray for something we want or for a situation to turn out a certain way.  We don’t 

get what we ask for or things go a way that is completely against our liking.  What do we 

conclude?  Not that God has something else in mind.  Not that we should find out what He wants 

instead of asking for what we want.  No, when God chooses something other than what we 

expect, we doubt He exists; we doubt His goodness; we doubt He loves us.  We rub salt in our 

wounds.  Disappointment is hard enough without believing we are disappointed because God 

ignores us, doesn’t care about us, or simply isn’t there.  We could spare ourselves additional pain 

by questioning ourselves instead of God.  But at bottom, we are so convinced that we know best 

it is almost incomprehensible to question ourselves.  Doubting God is much easier than doubting 

ourselves. 

The Bible, it turns out, is full of stories about things that didn’t go according to plan.  

And, most of the time in scripture, people make God’s plans go awry, not the other way around.  

So what does it mean for God to be in control?  How does God respond to a world that is often in 

chaos?  Is saying God is in control the same as saying God controls everything? This booklet 

will explore these questions and answer them from a perspective that is hopefully fresh and 

helpful. 

 

 

 

  

 

 



A Battle of Wills 
 

 Before talking about what it means for God to be in control, we have to talk about four 

wills that shape the world; four competing visions of humanity and creation; four long-range 

plans that are at cross-purposes.  These wills are: man’s, the world’s, satan’s, and God’s.   

 

Man’s Will 

 

 Adam and Eve fell because they ate from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil 

(Gen. 2:17, 3:7).  Before the fall they were dependent on God to know and judge the world 

around them.  Afterward, they possessed this knowledge independently of God.  Since then, each 

person has pursued a course of self-determination according to their own value-system: “We all, 

like sheep, have gone astray, each of us has turned to his own way….” (Isaiah 53:6).  Judges 

records a time when the Hebrews had no king: “In those days Israel had no king; everyone did as 

he saw fit” (Judges 21:25).  This is a fair parable for life in the human race.  We recognize no 

king, no God, no final authority to whom we must submit.  Self-preferring individualism is the 

ruling principle of our kind. 

 Since each of us wants to go our own way, God is a threat; He calls us to go His way.  

Our response is to cover our ears and gnash our teeth.  This is what the people did when Stephen 

said, “You stiff-necked people, with uncircumcised hearts and ears! […]  You always resist the 

Holy Spirit!” (Acts 7:51, 54, 57).  Of course, many of us cover our ears and gnash our teeth with  

more sophistication: through philosophical arguments, commitment to church (but not God), 

recycling, random acts of kindness—anything to prove to ourselves that our way is, after all, not 

as bad as all that.  But could we strip away the gloss of sophistication, there would be the natural 

man: red faced, shaking his fists, and throwing a cosmic fit because he can’t have his way.  

When light comes into the world, we love darkness because our way is evil (John 3:19).  And we 

would sooner put a cover over that light or snuff it out than deal with the glare of its truth. 

 

The World’s Will 

 

 The world is the society humans have built without God.  It is a community of natural 

man, by natural man, for natural man.  As much as each of us wants to go his own way, God has 

made it impossible for us to live completely on our own.  We are limited and dependent on 

others.  But instead of this fact curbing our pride it simply channels it another direction.  We 

can’t live completely on our own so we adopt the motto, “Together we can do anything.”  While 

this philosophy rings true in one sense, apart from God it is just the Tower of Babel being built 

again.  Those who built this infamous tower wanted it to be a magnificent fortress “so that we 

may make a name for ourselves and not be scattered over the face of the whole earth” (Gen. 

11:4).  The Tower of Babel was to be a society secure enough and self-sufficient enough to live 

without God and to admire itself for doing so. 

 Times have changed but human society hasn’t.  On almost every continent are cities with 

towers that reach to heaven (Gen. 11:4).  Through globalization we are rapidly creating a world 

unified in its quest for a secure, just, and prosperous society; a society that thinks much of itself 

but little of God.  Again, God is a threat because He envisions a community that is secure, just, 

and prosperous in Him.  His kingdom is not of this world (John 18:36).  When even a seed of 

that kingdom falls on this earth, the world gathers itself like a giant hand to slap it down.  When 



Egypt felt its way of life was threatened by the growing Hebrew culture in its midst, Pharaoh 

decreed the slaughter of all male babies (Ex. 1:22).  In the world, “might is right,” and the use of 

force is a matter of course.   

 

Satan’s Will 

 

 Satan means “opposer.”  Devil means “slanderer.”  These names show two of satan’s 

core motives: to oppose and slander God.  But satan has a big problem.  He is a created being, 

and God is God—uncreated, all-powerful, indestructible.  While the devil isn’t smart enough to 

see how pointless it is to attack God, he isn’t dumb enough to try a full-frontal assault.  But satan 

(so he thinks) has found God’s Achilles heel: His love for His creations.  Satan’s strategy has 

been to attack created beings who have aligned themselves with God and His purposes.  

Scripture shows the devil and his angels 1) fighting other angels; 2) attacking the saints (Dan. 

10:13; Rev.12:7; 2 Cor. 12:7; Eph. 6:12; Rev. 12:17).  Like a terrorist, satan hopes to bring God 

to His knees by causing those who are His to suffer. 

 In discussing man’s will and the world’s will we have already seen the devil’s 

handiwork.  At the fall, our enemy succeeded in suffusing us with his oppositional nature.  That 

means when each of us goes “our own way” we are actually going satan’s way and behaving as 

he would.  The devil tells us we need to be “original” and “independent.”  We need to think for 

ourselves instead of listening to God.  This is how he makes us his drones. 

 Our willfulness adds a certain efficiency to satan’s operation.  Being creatures like us, the 

devil and his angels can’t be everywhere at the same time like God can.  But they can rely on 

people to make choices against God and to hurt each other just like they would.  In effect, our 

enemy has a globe full of accomplices that help him attack God through the creations He loves. 

 When the world gathers itself like a giant hand to smack down any seed of God’s 

kingdom, the devil is pulling the puppet-strings.  Revelation illustrates this.  In John’s vision, the 

world (pictured as a beast) is in the image of satan, the dragon (Rev. 12:3, 13:1-2).  The beast 

serves and worships the dragon and causes all the people of the earth to do the same (Rev. 13:4).  

  

God’s Will 

 

 God’s will was prefigured when He made man and woman in His image and said, “Be 

fruitful and increase in number; fill the earth and subdue it” (Gen. 1:27, 28).  God wants His 

image to increase and fill creation.  The invisible God purposed to make Himself known through 

creation, and especially humanity.   

 The fall interrupted the realization of God’s vision.  Why didn’t He stop it?  After the 

fall, God’s image in man was marred and distorted.  Genesis 3:21 says, “The LORD God made 

garments of skin for Adam and his wife and clothed them.”  Animals had to die in order for 

Adam and Eve to have garments of skin.  This implies that the Lord Himself made the first 

sacrifice for sin.  The skins of God’s sacrifice covered Adam and Eve and His ruined image in 

them.  God’s immediate response to the fall not only foreshadowed the way He would save and 

redeem humanity; it intimated why He didn’t stop the fall in the first place, why He doesn’t stop 

evil today, and how He exercises control over all things. 

 



The Twisted Webs We Weave 
 

 The wills of man, the world, satan, and God have criss-crossed and interwoven to form 

the tapestry of history.  Consider the story of Joseph.  His selfish, jealous brothers faked his 

death and sold him into slavery (Gen. 37:11, 26-28).  Then, Joseph refused to satisfy the sexual 

lust of Potiphar’s wife.  So she accused him of rape, and he was thrown in jail (Gen. 39:7, 10, 

17-20).  In a turn of fortune, Pharaoh took notice of Joseph because he could interpret dreams 

(Gen. 41:12, 13).  Pharaoh brought Joseph out of prison to interpret two of his dreams, which 

predicted a coming famine (Gen. 41:28-32).  Joseph gave Pharaoh wise counsel about how Egypt 

could survive the famine (Gen. 41:33-37).  Since Joseph could further Egypt’s security and self-

sufficiency, he was promoted to Pharaoh’s right hand (Gen. 41:41).  Because of this, God’s 

covenant family—Israel and his sons—were saved and didn’t die of hunger.  The Egyptians and 

other non-Hebrews were also spared the ravages of famine.   

 The selfish jealousy of Joseph’s brothers shows us man’s will—everyone doing what is 

right in his own eyes and looking out for number one.  So does Potiphar’s wife.  She is first led 

by her own lust then falsely accuses Joseph to save face.  Pharaoh’s use of Joseph to secure, 

prosper, and create good PR for his kingdom certainly smacks of the world’s will.  Lurking 

behind these scenes of fallen humanity is satan.  He continually inspires envy, slander, murder, 

and other means of attacking God’s creatures.  God’s will is manifest in that He saved His 

chosen people and the world (Egypt) from death.  This was largely accomplished through 

Joseph’s suffering and rise to power.  Around Joseph, God was able to turn all the events of that 

time like a giant wheel on its axel, so that circumstances moved to His desired end.  Without 

Joseph (or one like him) the great salvation of that time would’ve had no traction or forward 

motion. 

 It is no trouble to imagine disentangling the wills of man, the world, satan, and God 

throughout the whole biblical record (and beyond).  This being unnecessary, we will instead 

trace these four wills to their fulfillment and climax. 

 



Crossroads 
 

 It isn’t difficult to find the terminus of each of the four wills we have been following 

because they all lead to the same end.  The picture below is a crude illustration of 

this:

 
 

The arrows show the wills of man, the world, satan, and God moving toward their end.  Their 

intersection forms a cross.  At the cross of Jesus Christ each of these wills was fully 

accomplished and expressed. 

 



Man’s will 

 

 Man’s will peppers the record of Christ’s crucifixion.  Judas was greedy and sold Jesus 

out for 30 pieces of silver (Matt. 26:14-16).  Scripture says the chief priests had Jesus arrested 

and tried because they envied Him (Mark 15:10).  Pilate didn’t want to be bothered with a 

religious controversy.  He didn’t believe Jesus was guilty.  But he was afraid the people would 

riot if he didn’t have Jesus executed.  He tried to get out of the whole mess by sending Jesus to 

Herod.  Jesus was a novelty to Herod.  He hoped Jesus would entertain him.  When Jesus refused 

to speak, Herod petulantly sent Him back to Pilate.  Sending Jesus to Herod didn’t solve Pilate’s 

problem.  But it did flatter Herod and earn Pilate big political points.  The two became friends 

over the trial and murder of Jesus (Luke 23:12).   

The disciples weren’t much better.  When Jesus was arrested, they scattered to save their 

own skins (John 16:32).  Peter denied he knew Jesus after boasting about his undying 

commitment (Mark 14:71-72).  Each player in the scene of Jesus’s death did as he wanted.  The 

actions of some led directly to Jesus’s death.  Others just failed to stop it or indirectly 

contributed.  Jesus died because individuals did what was right in their own eyes and looked to 

their own interests. 

 

The world’s will 

 

 Pilate, Herod, and the chief priests played dual roles in Christ’s death.  We have 

considered them as individuals whose fallen motives led to the cross.  But they were also cogs in 

the wheel of government.  Individually, they had different reasons for killing Jesus.  Together, 

they formed the power structures of the world.  Jesus was destabilizing those structures.  He was 

shaking the illusion of self-sufficiency and security they provided.  Pilate didn’t want to 

condemn an innocent man.  He didn’t want to be the puppet of religious fanatics.  Neither did he 

want to be suspected of being against Caesar.  This is the jugular the chief priests went for: “If 

you let this man go, you are no friend of Caesar.  Anyone who claims to be a king opposes 

Caesar” (John 19:12).   

 Caesar was the figurehead of the earth’s most powerful empire and was seen as a deity.  

He was the tower built to heaven.  To be against Caesar was to be against the edifice of self-

assurance contrived by humanity. Caesar was the hand raised and ready to slap down any threat 

to this house of cards. The chief priests invoked all this power against Pilate and gave him a 

choice: Be the hammer or the nail. 

 Pilate’s choice is a matter of history.  He stood aside and let the wheel of government roll 

right over Jesus.  He allowed the mob of the world to stamp out the one voice pleading with 

people to run from the tower before it fell: “Come out of her, my people, so that you will not 

share in her sins, so that you will not receive any of her plagues; for her sins are piled up to 

heaven” (Rev. 18:4, 5).  Humanity has piled up strength, ingenuity, grandeur, and sufficiency as 

a tower and defense. God sees it as sin.  When the disciples ogled at the beautiful stones and 

architecture of Herod’s temple, Jesus said, “Not one stone here will be left on another; every one 

will be thrown down” (Mark 13:1, 2).  Jesus died because He dared to believe in something 

greater than culture, civic duty, and the state.  He died because He refused to be a cog in the 

wheel or another brick in the wall. 

 



Satan’s will 

 

 Satan has spent the whole of human history haunted by the words of a prophecy, words 

which probably echo in his mind at this very moment: “And I will put enmity between you and 

the woman, and between your offspring and hers; he will crush your head, and you will strike his 

heel” (Gen. 3:15).  God said this after the serpent succeeded in tempting Adam and Eve to eat 

from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil.  With his forked tongue, our enemy caused the 

downfall of humanity.  But like a cop at a frat-house, the Lord’s word killed the victory party. 

 Seed is another word for offspring.  The words of God ringing in his ears, the devil has 

been driven to find this human child, this seed who would crush his head.  Once the seed was 

found, the serpent planned to do more than strike at his heel; he planned a preemptive strike on 

the head.  Then all would see what would become of God’s prediction. 

 As we have said, satan carries on this assault through fallen man and the world.  The 

persecution of the seed is behind much of the drama in the Bible: Cain killing Abel, Ishmael 

mocking Isaac, Joseph being sold into slavery, Pharaoh mistreating the Hebrews, Saul attacking 

David….  These were all distant relatives to the seed and bore a family resemblance, so to speak.  

But none of them was THE seed satan feared.  Like Herod, who planned to murder babies until 

he found the newborn King, satan planned to devour anyone that even looked like the seed.  

Maybe sometime, he would get the right one.  And then, every knee would bow to him. 

 Our enemy eventually found the promised seed—Christ (Gal. 3:16).  He used Judas to 

betray Jesus so the chief priests could arrest Him.  He groomed the chief priests to think they 

were in God’s place (Isaiah 14:13-14).  God in the flesh was blasphemy against them (not to 

mention the devil); this could not be tolerated.  Pilate was cynical and ineffectual, Herod entitled 

and flippant.  Along with the chief priests, they were part of the socio-political puppet show—

actors moved by the diabolical hands reaching into them from under the stage. 

 In a way, this was all business as usual for the devil—attack God through His creations.  

But here was the firstborn over all creation (Col. 1:15).  How could God have been so stupid as 

to become human?  With God in such a weak form, satan felt sure he could carry off what he had 

never dared—a full-frontal assault on God Himself.  The enemy saw that his patience had been 

rewarded.  He had waited, and God finally made a disastrous mistake.  Jesus died because He 

was THE seed, the human offspring slated to destroy the devil and all his works (1 John 3:8).  At 

the cross, satan succeeded in reversing the prophecy.  He struck the head, not just the heel, and 

God was dead. 

 

God’s Will 

 

 In the garden of Gethsemane, tears and bloody sweat dripped from Jesus’s face.  He was 

praying hard, asking if there was any way out of the cross: “My Father, if it is possible, may this 

cup be taken from me.  Yet not as I will, but as you will” (Matt. 26:39).  God’s answer was a 

band of Roman soldiers sent to arrest Him.  Jesus’s “day in court” was more travesty than trial, 

more lynching than litigation.  Under enormous public pressure and the threats of the chief 

priests, Pilate condemned Jesus to death.  The man from Nazareth was beaten by a gang of 

guards until His face was unrecognizable (Isaiah 52:14).  What was left of Him was nailed to a 

cross and hung like bait for wild animals. 

 Jesus wasn’t surprised by His Father’s answer.  He had been telling His disciples that He 

must “suffer many things at the hands of the elders, chief priests and teachers of the law” (Matt. 



16:21).  God showed Him what He would endure through words written in the Old Testament 

hundreds of years before; words like those in Isaiah: “Yet it was the LORD’s will to crush him 

and cause him to suffer…the LORD makes his life an offering for sin” (Isaiah 53:10).  Jesus 

knew what the plan was.  He Himself gave satan permission to enter Judas knowing Judas would 

betray Him (John 13:27).  Going forward was His choice as much as the Father’s (John 10:17-

18). 

 After Adam and Eve fell, God offered the first sacrifice for sin and clothed them with 

animal skins.  Jesus knew from this that He would be the last sacrifice and would eternally cover 

God’s damaged image in people.  He also knew He would crush the serpent’s head and fulfill the 

ancient prophecy about God’s enemy.   

 But before the fall or the serpent, before anything was created, self-sacrifice was in the 

heart of God.  It wasn’t in God’s heart because of sin or the problems from which we needed 

rescuing.  Self-sacrifice was in God’s heart because that is who He is.  God is love, and there is 

no greater love than laying down your life (1 John 4:16; John 15:13).  Jesus died to show us who 

God is—not in relationship to our failures or needs but to show us God in and of Himself.  Love, 

of course, deals with the human condition because of its self-giving nature—it saves from death, 

forgives, helps the poor, frees from demons, reconciles, and heals.  Jesus died to care for our 

every need, concern, or weakness.  The cross was, above all, the will of God, who loves us more 

than Himself. 

 

The cross is the premier example of God’s control.  What does it teach us? 
 

God is in control but isn’t controlling.  Think about the fact that God did nothing to resist the 

wills of man, the world, and the devil.  He let each of these actors fully live out their natures.  

That is, He let fallen man be as fallen as he wanted.  He let the world be as worldly as it was.  He 

let satan be as satanic as possible.  And Jesus submitted to all of it.  God in the flesh allowed his 

enemies to trample and kill and spit hatefully on Him.  He did this so He could be as fully loving 

as He is.  God is so in control He doesn’t have to control everyone and everything like pieces on 

a chessboard.  God lets everyone do as they want; He allows them to express their natures 

without tether.  Yet His loving response subjects every other plan, course, or desire.  It is like the 

ace in cards.  No matter what other cards are played, the ace is high.  It wins because it is the ace.  

It is impossible for the ace to lose because of what it is.  This explains Jesus’s comments in 

Matthew: “You have heard that it was said, ‘Eye for eye, and tooth for tooth.’  But I tell you, do 

not resist an evil person.  If anyone slaps you on the right cheek, turn to them the other cheek 

also” (Matt. 5:38, 39).   

 

The cross is the axle.  Recall Joseph.  We saw that he suffered many things and was raised to 

Pharaoh’s right hand.  Joseph was the axle around which God turned circumstances of that time.  

Because of Joseph, God moved things to the end He wanted.  Expand this idea to all of time—all 

events rolling toward God’s end, rotating around one giant axle.  Christ is that axle.  His death 

and resurrection anchor past, present, and future to one central point.  As if by vast spokes, the 

cross connects to everything and steers every event to God’s purpose.   

The death and resurrection of Christ drove all of God’s actions in the Old Testament.  

This is why God didn’t need to intervene at the fall.  The events of Genesis 3 were never beyond 

the control of the cross.  The serpent coaxed humans into his independent, oppositional ways.  

But God saw man’s contrary will absorbed and subjected in Christ who said, “Not what I want 



but what You want.”  He saw the serpent’s head struck by the fists, whips, and hammers that 

would kill His Son.  Death was the verdict He leveled against Adam and his kind (Gen. 2:17).  

But He already saw the last enemy—death—abolished in Christ, the resurrection and the life (1 

Cor. 15:26; John 11:25).  “For as in Adam all die, so also in Christ all will be made alive” (1 

Cor. 15:22).   

This is the reason God clothed Adam and Eve with the skins of an animal He sacrificed.  

This is why Adam and Eve didn’t immediately die.  This is why He predicted the woman’s 

offspring would strike the serpent’s head.  These were shadows cast by the death and 

resurrection of Jesus, the Lamb slaughtered before the foundation of the world (Rev. 13:8). 

God doesn’t need to stop evil today for the same reasons He didn’t prevent the fall.  

Nothing reported on the evening news is outside the control of the cross.  This is why Paul is 

confident that everything works together for good (Rom. 8:28).  Every act, motive, or desire, 

whether godly or fallen, finds its fullness and terminus at the cross.  And around Christ crucified 

God turns everything to His purpose: Love triumphs, evil is destroyed, sinfulness is redeemed, 

death dies. 

 

God’s permissive will IS His perfect will.  Christians distinguish between God’s perfect will and 

His permissive will.  God’s perfect will is plan A, God’s first choice.  God’s perfect will is also 

what He directly does or causes.   

 God’s permissive will is what God allows whether or not He agrees with it.  That is, He 

chooses not to act or intervene.  We’ve seen examples of God’s permissive will in that He didn’t 

stop the fall and hasn’t stopped every evil act throughout history.   

 The cross shows that there is no division between God’s perfect and permissive wills.  

God has one will only: the death and resurrection of Jesus.  Scripture says, “Though He was 

delivered up according to God’s determined plan and foreknowledge, you used lawless people to 

nail Him to a cross and kill Him.  God raised Him up, ending the pains of death, because it was 

not possible for Him to be held by it” (Acts 2:23).  Here we see the wedding of what God 

purposed (His perfect will) and what God allowed (His permissive will).  God determined that 

the death and resurrection of His Son would happen, and He allowed lawless people to nail Jesus 

to a cross.   

 Said another way, God’s perfect will was to permit man, the world, and satan to do what 

they wanted.  His permissive will accomplished His perfect will.  His perfect will was to 

demonstrate His great love by permitting the assassination of His Son.  As Romans says, “But 

God proves His own love for us in that while we were still sinners, Christ died for us!” (Rom. 

5:8).  In the death and resurrection of Christ, God’s perfect and permissive wills come to fullness 

and lose distinction from one another.  This one will rules all. 

 

The Four Wills of the Cross in Scripture: 

David and Bathsheba 
 

Cover Up King 

 

 We've considered how Joseph pictures God's control of all things through the cross.  

What other pictures exist in scripture?  David's life contains two such examples. 

 Who can forget the story of David and Bathsheba?  Taking in the view from his palace 

roof one day, David chances to see Bathsheba bathing (2 Sam. 11:1-2).  He asks around and 



finds out who she is.  David also learns Bathsheba is married.  He sends for her anyway, sleeps 

with her, and gets her pregnant (2 Sam. 11:3-4).   

 It wouldn't do for Israel's king to knock up another man's wife.  Tabloid gossip is the last 

thing a king needs—especially a king like David who publicly promoted the Lord.  Think of the 

time he danced in his skivvies as the ark was carried to Jerusalem.  Acts of public worship like 

this made David a spiritual as well as political leader.  A scandal would damage more than 

David's reputation.  It would discredit the true God and cause many to lose faith. 

 Like any leader worth his salt, David cooked up a cover-up.  Bathsheba's husband, Uriah, 

was out fighting with Israel's army.  David gave him a special pass to come home, fed him a nice 

meal, gave him a lavish gift, and encouraged him to spend the night with his wife (2 Sam. 11:6-

8). 

  David was counting on Uriah sleeping with his wife to cover up his pregnancy.  In the 

days before DNA paternity tests, this was a slam dunk solution.  But Uriah refused.  Unlike 

David, Uriah wasn't seeking to please himself.  He stayed the night with the palace servants (2 

Sam. 11:9). 

 Stunned (and convicted?), David asked Uriah why he didn't visit his wife.  Uriah said, 

"The ark, Israel, and Judah are dwelling in tents, and my master Joab and his soldiers are 

camping in the open field. How can I enter my house to eat and drink and sleep with my wife? 

As surely as you live and by your life, I will not do this!” (2 Sam. 11:10-11).   

 Not a quitter, David asked Uriah to stay one more night.  He invited Uriah to dinner, got 

him drunk, and sent him home.  But Uriah stayed with the palace servants again (2 Sam. 11-12-

13).   

 

Ordering a Hit on the Hittite 

 

 Uriah showed unwavering dedication to the Lord, his military service, and God's people.  

His sense of service and denial of self had to be a floodlit, neon sign from God to David.  But 

David was too consumed with himself, his reputation, and his libido to notice signs.  As he 

plotted his next move, there was no God in his mind or heart.   

 David sent a note to the battle lines instructing his commander, Joab, to put Uriah where 

fighting was fiercest.  The soldiers were then to fall back and abandon Uriah to the enemy.  The 

message between the lines?  Make sure Uriah is killed and that it looks like he died in battle.  

Once David's wishes were followed, Joab sent him a message about the battle.  Almost as an 

afterthought or post-script, the note ends, "Uriah the Hittite also died" (2 Sam. 11:14-17).   

 The depth of David's treachery and wickedness is hard to swallow.  The Hittites were one 

of the original inhabitants of the land of Israel.  The Lord allowed Israel to drive them out 

because of their sinfulness (Deuteronomy 7:1).  Yet Uriah the Hittite behaved more godly than 

the Israelite king after God's own heart (Acts 13:22).   

 David forced a woman to commit adultery with him.  Then he tried manipulating 

circumstances to cover it up.  When that failed, he put a hit out on the husband whose 

faithfulness to his wife was rivaled only by his faithfulness to God and king.  After such 

faithfulness, Uriah was nothing but a footnote to David’s political machine.  

 What can we say about David's behavior except that his flesh operated without restraint?  

Being king he also had the channels of political power at his disposal.  He used worldly power 

and raised the hand of government to slap down the one who could expose his sin.  The silent 



partner in this tragedy, of course, is satan.  He used David's lust, vanity, and disregard for human 

life to accomplish his goals of attacking God and destroying God's work. 

 At this point in the story, we can already see the wills of man, the world, and satan 

snaking toward their common end.  But we haven’t seen God’s will yet or the place these wills 

collide.  So the story continues… 

 

The Firstborn and the Firstborn from the Dead 

 

 After Uriah’s murder, Bathsheba became David’s wife and bore him a son (2 Sam. 11:26-

27).  It should have been a happy time.  But as Hamlet remarked, “Foul deeds will rise, though 

all the earth o'erwhelm them, to men's eyes.”  The Lord sent Nathan the prophet to confront 

David for murdering Uriah and taking his wife.  David broke and repented. The Lord forgave 

him but doled out consequences: 1) Uriah died by David’s sword so the sword would come 

against David the rest of his reign; 2) Someone would sexually take David’s wives (as he took 

Uriah’s).  Then Nathan delivered the crowning judgment: “The LORD has taken away your sin; 

you will not die.  However, because you treated the LORD with such contempt in this matter, the 

son born to you will die” (2 Sam. 11:26-12:15).  

 David and Bathsheba’s firstborn did nothing to deserve death.  All of David’s willful 

blackness came down on this one.  He was punished for another’s sin.  In this son we find the 

figure of God’s Son, the One God crushed for our wrongdoing when He had done nothing wrong 

(Isaiah 53:5).  In the Son, God made Himself as helpless as a baby.  He allowed Himself to be 

completely overcome. 

 But just as Christ was raised from the dead, new life came from the death of David and 

Bathsheba’s son.  God gave them another son.  Bathsheba named him Solomon, “peaceful.”  

Solomon was firstborn from the dead (Col. 1:18).  Scripture says, “The LORD loved him, and 

He sent a message through Nathan the prophet, who named him Jedidiah.”  Jedidiah means, 

“Beloved of Yah” (2 Sam. 12:24-25).   

 God promised to covenant with Solomon and to establish his throne forever (2 Sam. 

7:12-16).  Nathan, in fact, spoke this promise to David *years* before the catastrophe with 

Bathsheba.  Solomon was the promised son, the prince of peace, the King of kings, the beloved 

son in whom God delighted (Isaiah 9, Matthew 4).  All of these things evoke the risen Christ. 

 Solomon was also the one God chose to build His temple.  Christ promised to raise the 

temple of His body after three days (John 2:19-21).  As temple-builder, Solomon prefigured 

Christ, the temple-raiser. 

 

Micromanagers Need Not Apply 

 

 We traced the wills of man, the world, and the devil in David and Bathsheba’s story.  

David’s sons show us God’s will.  God promised David a son to inherit his throne forever.  God 

accomplished this through the death of David’s firstborn and Solomon.  When David’s firstborn 

died, God terminated David’s sin and its fruit.  Solomon was birthed out of the firstborn’s death.  

Solomon also had peace on every side; in him the sword departed from David’s house (1 Chron. 

22:9; 1 Kings 5:4).  In Solomon, the judgments spoken over David were reversed. 

 Earlier, we saw how Joseph was the axle around which God turned events toward His 

ends.  Consider how David and Bathsheba’s story follows the same pattern: God did not stop 

satan from tempting David.  God didn’t pick David up like a chess piece to keep him from 



chasing Bathsheba’s skirt.  No angel came to warn Uriah or save him from a political 

assassination.  God let it all happen. He let the wills of the man, the world, and the devil run their 

course to the same place that His will was leading: the death of David’s firstborn.  The death of 

David’s firstborn was the axle.   Around the firstborn, God turned everything toward His ends.  

David’s sin, his abuse of power, satan’s spiritual attack—all of it came under God’s control 

through the death of David’s firstborn.  Out from the death of the firstborn came Solomon: the 

fulfillment of God’s promise, His chosen and anointed king.   

 Like Joseph, David’s sons image the cross.  David and Bathsheba’s story shows us that 

the cross is the locus of God’s control.  Nothing is beyond that control.  It is so absolute God has 

no need to micromanage everything. 
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The Four Wills of the Cross in Scripture: 

David’s Census 
 

 First Chronicles 21:1 says, “Satan stood up against Israel and incited David to count the 

people of Israel.”  Joab, David’s military commander, found this request offensive.  God agreed 

(1 Chron. 21:6-7).  

 Why did God take issue with David’s census?  The account isn’t clear.  Perhaps David 

violated the trust expressed in his Psalm: “Now I know the LORD gives victory to His anointed; 

[…]  Some take pride in chariots, and others in horses, but we take pride in the name of Yahweh 

our God” (Psalm 20:6-7).  It may be that David began looking to the strength of his military 

instead of the strength of the Lord. 

 Whatever the reason, David felt uneasy about his decision (2 Sam. 24:10).  He confessed 

and asked forgiveness: “I have sinned greatly because I have done this thing.  Now, please take 

away your servant’s guilt….” (1 Chron. 21:8). 

 The Lord answered through Gad the seer.  He gave David three choices: 1) Three years 

of famine; 2) Three months of Israel’s enemies devastating them; 3) Three days of “the sword of 

the LORD—a plague on the land” (2 Chron. 21:11-12).  David chose option three—“Please let 

me fall into the LORD’s hands because His mercies are very great” (2 Chron. 21:13). 

 The angel of the Lord cut down 70,000 men by plague.  When the angel came to 

Jerusalem, God couldn’t bear any more.  As the angel crested a nearby mountain, God stopped 

him at the threshing floor of Ornan the Jebusite (2 Chron. 21:15). 

 What was so special about Ornan’s threshing floor?  Second Chronicles 3:1 gives another 

name for the place where God’s judgment stopped: Mount Moriah.  Generations earlier, on this 

same mountain, Abraham raised a knife overhead.  He meant to plunge it into his son, Isaac, 

sacrificing him to the Lord.  God stopped Abraham just as He stopped the angel in David’s day.  

Then Abraham saw a ram caught in a thicket by its horns.  He offered the ram to the Lord (Gen. 

22:1-14).   

 Here, on Mount Moriah, God provided His own sacrifice.  Abraham’s sacrifice was 

potent to the heart of God.  Perhaps it was still effective for Abraham’s descendents and David 

their king.  Once again, God called for a sacrifice on Mount Moriah.  Gad the seer told David to 

build an altar on the threshing floor of Ornan (1 Chron. 21:18). 

 David paid Ornan for the threshing floor in gold.  He built an altar there and made 

offerings to the Lord.   The Lord answered with fire from heaven and commanded the angel to 

sheath his sword (1 Chron. 21:25-27).   

Offerings were typically made in Gibeon, where the tabernacle of Moses was kept.  Since 

the Lord met him on Mount Moriah, David continued to make offerings there instead of at 

Moses’s tabernacle (1 Chron. 21:28). 

 

The House of the Lord God 

 

 David made a pronouncement on Ornan’s threshing floor: “This is the house of 

the LORD God, and this is the altar of burnt offering for Israel” (1 Chron. 22:1).  Solomon, 

David’s son, built the first temple to Yahweh on this very site (2 Chron. 3:1).   

 The temple wasn’t only the house of God.  It was the house of the sacrifice God 

provided.  He provided it for Abraham who didn’t withhold his only son, Isaac.  He provided it 



for David, who believed in God’s mercy and chose His three day judgment.  Now it was the 

house of Israel’s altar.  In this place, God provided sacrifice for Israel and for all nations:  
 

When Your people…pray and plead with You for mercy in this temple, may You hear in heaven 

and forgive the sin of Your people Israel. […]  Even for the foreigner who is not of Your people 

Israel but has come from a distant land…may You hear in heaven, Your dwelling place, and do 

according to all the foreigner asks You for.  Then all the people on earth will know Your name (1 

Kings 8:33-43). 

 

Without the sacrifice, God couldn’t dwell in a house among men.  Because of its altar, the temple 

was the place of reconciliation between God and man.   

 

Converging at the Altar 

 

 When we step back from the story of David’s census, what do we notice?  As with 

Bathsheba, God didn’t restrain David’s flesh.  David lapsed into anxiety.  Instead of releasing his 

fear to the Lord, David hoped to find safety in numbers of soldiers.  He used his worldly 

authority to assure his kingdom’s security and self-sufficiency.   

First Chronicles 21:1 is blatant about satan’s involvement.  God’s enemy incited David to 

sin; he incited the political action needed to accomplish the census.  Scripture is also blatant that 

God did nothing to stop satan.  Second Samuel 24:1 says, “The LORD’s anger burned against 

Israel again, and He stirred up David against them to say: ‘Go, count the people of Israel and 

Judah.’”  Putting this verse together with First Chronicles 21:1 makes it clear that God gave 

satan free reign; He allowed satan to attack David and the sheep of Israel.  Ultimately, the devil 

aimed to derail God’s whole human project. 

 Here we see the wills of man, the world, and the devil approaching their intersection.  

That intersection occurs at the altar God commanded on Mount Moriah.  The altar is also the 

place God’s will was leading all along.  The Lord’s heart desired a place where He could be 

reconciled to people through the sacrifice He would provide.  At the altar God absorbed the wills 

of man, the world, and the devil into His own.  David’s sin, his misappropriation of worldly 

power, satan’s  malice…these all converged with God’s sacrifice and accomplished His purpose: 

establishing His temple. 

 

Altar of the Cross 

 

 It should be clear that the altar on Ornan’s threshing floor is a figure of the cross.  Three 

days are associated with this altar and the cross alike.  David chose the three day judgment 

because He believed the Lord would be merciful.  Mercy certainly triumphed over judgment at 

the cross (James 2:13).   

John the Baptist drew every Old Testament altar into the person of Christ when he called 

Him the Lamb of God.  This includes the altar at Ornan’s threshing floor.  Every altar that 

temporarily dealt with sin led up to the altar that eternally dealt with sin: “Every priest stands day 

after day ministering and offering the same sacrifices time after time, which can never take away 

sins.  But this man, after offering one sacrifice for sins forever, sat down at the right hand of 

God” (Heb. 10:11-12).   

There is a change of covenant prefigured in Ornan’s threshing floor.  We said David 

stopped offering sacrifices at the tabernacle of Moses in Gibeon.  Ornan’s threshing floor 

became the new site of sacrifice.  This shows an end of the ineffective sacrifices made under the 



law of Moses (as just described by the book of Hebrews).  In place of sacrifices that can never 

take away sin, Jesus died once and took away sins forever.  The altar at Ornan’s threshing floor 

prefigures this once-for-all sacrifice and the new covenant in Jesus’s blood (Luke 22:20). 

 The altar on Ornan’s threshing floor threshed the events of that time. It separated the 

grain of God’s purpose while fleshly, worldly, and satanic chaff blew away in the wind.  This 

foreshadowed the threshing of the cross.  God annihilated the flesh, the world, and the devil (Gal. 

5:24, 6:14; Heb. 2:14).  Jesus rose from the dead and everything opposed to Him remained in the 

grave. 

 But as we have been saying, Jesus exercised all this divine power by becoming weak.  

The animals David offered were helpless—roadkill run over by the procession of events around 

the census.  Jesus also laid down His life and let man, the world, and the devil run roughshod 

over Him.   

 

Rising into a Holy Temple 

 

 Corruption, dishonor, and weakness apparently triumphed at Ornan’s threshing floor.  

Yet here God chose to raise a new temple for Himself.  This is the very picture of resurrection 

Paul gives: “sown in corruption, raised in incorruption; sown in dishonor, raised in glory; sown 

in weakness, raised in power; sown a natural body, raised a spiritual body” (1 Cor. 15:42-44).  

Paul says we were raised with Christ and are being built into a holy temple in which God lives 

by His Spirit (Eph. 2:5-6, 19-22).   At the cross, God turned corruption, dishonor, and weakness 

toward His purpose of raising a temple for His indwelling.   

 David’s census underscores what we have been saying: God overcame all that was fallen 

and satanic by being overcome; He controlled everything by giving up control.  To the human 

mind, this is nonsense.  In what world can someone accomplish a goal by giving up that goal?  

But “God’s foolishness is wiser than human wisdom, and God’s weakness is stronger than 

human strength” (1 Cor. 1:25).   
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The Four Wills of the Cross in Scripture: 

Sampson 
 

 Sampson is one of the more colorful characters in scripture.  His explosive strength was 

rivaled only by his weakness for women.  Case in point: Sampson’s name is rarely mentioned on 

its own.  More often, we talk of Sampson and Delilah. 

Sampson was a Nazirite.  Nazirites took a vow of special consecration to the Lord.  This 

vow involved abstaining from alcohol and not trimming one’s hair (Num. 6:1-21).  Sampson’s 

physical strength was rooted in this consecration. 

The Philistines were Israel’s worst enemy in Sampson’s day.  Sampson plagued them.  

He killed 1,000 Philistine soldiers with a jawbone he found lying in the sand.  Another time, the 

Philistines learned Sampson was sleeping with a prostitute in Gaza.  They waited to ambush him 

at the city gate.  Sampson simply picked up the entire gate and carried it into the hills (Judges 

15:14-17, 16:1-3).  As usual, the Philistines were overpowered.  This wasn’t news.  His 

weakness for women, however, was new intelligence they would put to good use. 

 

Public Enemy Number One 

 

 Sampson was public enemy number one.  How could he be defeated?  His physical power 

made the use of force a laughable option.  When they found out Sampson was into a woman 

named Delilah, they decided to exploit the fact.  They asked Delilah to find the source of 

Sampson’s strength so they could neutralize it.  Eleven-hundred pieces of silver from each 

Philistine leader convinced Delilah to sell out her boyfriend (Judges 16:4-5). 

 At first, Sampson wouldn’t cave; he kept his strength a secret.  Then Delilah played the 

“You don’t really love me” card.  The man who leveled 1,000 soldiers with a jaw-bone couldn’t 

survive the scorn of one woman.  He confessed: “My hair has never been cut because I am a 

Nazirite to God from birth.  If I am shaved, my strength will leave me, and I will become weak 

and like any other man” (Judges 16:17).   

 As Sampson slept on her lap one night, Delilah cut his braids.  The Lord left Sampson; he 

was helpless when the Philistines swarmed into the room.  They tied him up and—just for good 

measure—gouged out his eyes.  Blind and broken, he was forced to grind grain in a Philistine 

dungeon (Judges 16:19-21).   

 

Bringing Down the House 

 

 Above ground, the Philistines threw a party to their god, Dagon, in his temple; they 

worshiped him for handing over their enemy.  When the party was raging and everyone was 

drunk, they called for entertainment.  They brought Sampson out of the dungeon to be their 

performing monkey (Judges 16:21-25).  He did not disappoint.  The Philistines had already taken 

everything from him.  Why not his dignity?   

After pleasing the crowd, Sampson asked to lean his wrung-out carcass against the pillars 

of the temple.  He asked the Lord to strengthen him one last time.  Then he shoved the pillars 

with everything he had.  Sampson’s last wish? “Let me die with the Philistines.”  

Sampson brought down the house, literally.  All the Philistine leaders and partygoers 

were pancaked between the temple’s floor and ceiling.  Scripture says, “the dead he killed at his 

death were more than those he had killed in his life” (Judges 16:26-30).    



 

Flattened Like Philistines 

 

 It isn’t hard to see the wills of man, the world, and the devil in Sampson’s story.  

Sampson’s libido would be legendary if it wasn’t fact.  Delilah is proof positive that “the love of 

money is a root of all kinds of evil” (1 Tim. 6:10).  Sampson and Delilah were a double-feature 

of flesh getting fresh. 

 Sampson threatened the Philistines’ security and offended their national pride.  They 

couldn’t tolerate that.  Collectively, they brought their fist down on Sampson and smashed him.  

The world hates those that aren’t its own, whatever facades it uses to hide this fact (1 John 3:13, 

4:4-5). 

 Satan directed this drama from the wings and shadows of the human theater.  We have 

discussed his script: Use human frailty against God and His people.  Find the weak points and 

attack mercilessly.  Steal, kill, and destroy (John 10:10). 

 God watched Sampson’s story play out.  He let Sampson and Delilah use each other.  He 

let the Philistines overwhelm His servant.  He let satan have the director’s chair.  Like water on a 

hill, all the events in Sampson’s story ran to the moment his arms stretched between the pillars of 

Dagon’s temple.  Then came the course correction.  The temple fell.  The wills of man, the 

world, and the devil were flattened like Philistines.  Sampson’s suffering and death redirected 

everything toward the intention of God. 

 

The Submission of God 

 

 Like Sampson, Jesus stretched out His arms to die—on the cross.  During His earthly 

ministry, Jesus confronted sin, challenged socio-political structures, and cast out countless 

devils.  But this was just hand-to-hand combat.  When He died, Jesus brought down the entire 

edifice of sin and worldliness where the devil was enshrined.  The destruction of Dagon’s temple 

through Sampson’s death pictures this. Sampson and Jesus accomplished more in death than in 

life.  

 Sampson’s story again shows us the depth of God’s submission to the wills of man, the 

world, and the devil.  God consented to the course each of those wills took and allowed His 

chosen servant (Sampson/Jesus) to be trampled.  God’s submission, in turn, brought every other 

will under His submission.  The Lord let torturers pound thorns onto His head knowing they also 

crowned Him. 
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Hold on a Minute… 
 

 Let’s take a minute to think about the way God’s control has been presented.  For some, 

the perspective offered may be upside down and backwards.  We see God as holding the reigns.  

He is a God of order.  Not even a sparrow falls without His consent (Matt. 10:29).  Aren’t we 

painting God as too yielding, too passive? 

 These pages agree that God controls all things absolutely.  The question isn’t whether 

God controls everything but *how* He exercises that control.  By what mechanism does God 

move everything to His chosen end? 

 Answers to this question vary.  Some believe everything is more or less predetermined.  

God leaves nothing to chance or to choice.  He causes each person to act as He has planned for 

them to act.  People can make choices in a sense but it is impossible for them to do other than 

what God has decided. 

 At the other extreme are people who see God as “the great clock maker.”  That is, God 

designed the universe, wound it up, and lets it tick away in a mechanical fashion.  God interferes 

very little; He lets the gears mesh and the wheels turn.  People can do whatever they choose.  

The grand design imposes certain limits on choice—we can’t fly unaided, for instance.  But 

within the constraints of the physical universe we can browse myriad options. 

 Most of us fall in the “temperate zone” between these poles.  But even in the temperate 

zone we see God as more directive than not.  If surveyed, most wouldn’t say God achieves His 

will primarily by yielding; we wouldn’t say He gives up what He wants to get what He wants.  

The view we are considering suggests exactly that.  As explained before, God’s 

permissive will achieves His perfect will.  This perspective embraces predetermination *and* 

freedom of choice; it takes these poles and unites them in a cross: 

 

 

 

  

 

 



Joining these poles into a cross places this understanding of God’s control firmly in the 

“temperate zone.”  God exercises maximum control while creatures maintain autonomy. 

 But are we saying God doesn’t act?  Doesn’t scripture contain numerous instances of God 

acting, even controlling circumstances, to achieve His ends?  Yes, of course God acts.  The 

question is *to what end*?  Does God act in a coercive way?  Is His motive to manipulate us 

through circumstances?  To answer this, let’s consider God’s actions in two familiar narratives. 

      

 

Four Wills of the Cross in Scripture: 

Jonah 
 

 Jonah was a prophet and aquathlete
1
.  That is, he ran and swam away from God.  God 

wanted Jonah to deliver a message to Ninevah, Assyria’s capital: REPENT!    Assyria was one of 

Israel’s most terrifying enemies.  Jonah didn’t want them to repent.  If they did, God would 

forgive them.  Jonah wanted God to annihilate them.  So he ran and jumped on a ship headed the 

opposite direction. 

 The Lord sent a storm.  Giant waves played catch with the ship.  The storm was so bad 

every sailor mouth prayed to his god.  Ever defiant, Jonah slept in the ship’s hull as it boomed 

like a bass drum.  The crew woke him.  (This may have involved a more customary use of their 

sailor mouths).  They told him to beg his God for their lives.  Jonah explained he wasn’t exactly 

on speaking terms with his God; he was running away.  The crew freaked.  Jonah (cue eye 

rolling) told them to throw him overboard, and the storm would stop.  Instead, they tried to row 

to shore.  But the wind roared as hard as they rowed.  Out of options, they asked forgiveness and 

threw Jonah over the side.  The churning, pacing, angry sea calmed; the balled up waves relaxed 

and lay flat.  As the scene ends, the holy script reads, “Now the LORD had appointed a huge 

fish to swallow Jonah, and Jonah was in the fish three days and three nights” (Jonah 1:17). 

 

Say “Uncle!” 

 

 Jonah was selfish and prejudiced against Assyria.  A prime example of man’s will, Jonah 

did what was right in his eyes instead of obeying God.  He also put Israel’s security and survival 

ahead of the Lord’s direction.  This demonstrates the world’s will.  Satan desired to attack God's 

plan of saving people.  He didn't want God's word to reach Nineveh through Jonah.  He played 

on Jonah's prejudice and self-preservation and motivated Jonah to oppose God.   

 But what about God?  God sent a storm to get his prophet back on track.  When Jonah 

was thrown overboard, the Lord sent a fish to swallow him.  God seems anything but yielding in 

this story.  He seems more like the guy that twists your arm until you say, “Uncle!”  But before 

saying, “Uncle!” to such a conclusion we need to let Jonah’s fish take us deeper. 

 

A Whale of a Tale 

 

 Jesus gave a mini-sermon on Jonah once.  Here’s what He said: “For as Jonah was in the 

belly of the huge fish three days and three nights, so the Son of Man will be in the heart of the 

earth three days and three nights” ( Matt. 12:40).  Jonah’s fish-tale was a figure of the cross. 

                                                 
1
 Aquathletes compete in aquathlons, a sport which combines running and swimming. 



 Like the other stories we've surveyed, the events in Jonah all move toward the cross (as 

foreshadowed by the fish).  God didn't stop satan from attacking His plan of redemption for 

Ninevah; He let the devil stir the coals of bigotry in Jonah's heart.  God didn't confront Jonah's 

worldly concern for Israel's survival.  When Jonah got on a ship going away from Ninevah God 

didn't stand in his way.  So far, this sounds like the other biblical narratives we've studied: God 

yields more than directs; He permits more than prescribes.   

 But then God sent the storm.  He had told Jonah to preach to Nineveh.  Did God send the 

storm to strongarm Jonah into preaching?  Perhaps.  Still, the text doesn't say the Lord caused a 

storm to get Jonah to do what He wanted.  It merely says He caused a storm (Jonah 1:4).   

 So what was God's aim in sending the storm?  Since the fish was a picture of the cross, 

we need to reframe how we understand the storm.  God wasn't forcing Jonah to do what He 

wanted.  He was orchestrating the cross in type.  In other words, God acted to bring about the 

cross in Jonah's circumstances, not to twist his arm.  As in the other examples we've considered, 

God's will was also leading to the cross.   

 When Jonah told the sailors to throw him overboard, he was still resisting God's will.  He 

figured death was the only way to get out of preaching to Nineveh.  God didn't stop the sailors 

from throwing Jonah over the side.  In fact, this ties in with Acts 2:23, which we've already 

considered: “Though He was delivered up according to God’s determined plan and 

foreknowledge, you used lawless people to nail Him to a cross and kill Him."  God planned and 

foreknew that the cross would happen to Jonah in the form of the fish; He allowed pagan sailors 

to hand Jonah over to this purpose.   

 For his part, Jonah was willing to be thrown overboard.  As a man, he was still trying to 

get out of preaching to Nineveh.  But as an unwitting picture of Jesus, he revealed the God who 

yields and gives up His life for our wickedness.  Viewed this way, God achieved His will by 

yielding to man, the world, and satan. 

 Of course, through the yielding of the fish-cross, God brought things back in order.  

Man's will came under God's; Jonah preached to the Ninevites.  By preaching, Jonah was no 

longer acting in the worldly interest of Israel's security.  Satan's will was frustrated because the 

word of God came to Nineveh; the Ninevites repented and received God's mercy.  God 

demonstrated His great compassion to Nineveh and fulfilled His desire to save the city. 
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Four Wills of the Cross in Scripture: 

Pharaoh 
 

Few events in scripture are as cinematic as the exodus.  (Cecil B. DeMille knows just 

how cinematic because of his film, The Ten Commandments).  God appeared as a pillar of fiery 

clouds; He led His people out of Egypt where they were slaves.  Pharaoh and his armies tore 

after Israel, chariot wheels screaming through the sand like buzz saw blades. 

Israel hit a dead-end at the Red Sea.  God pushed the waters back as Moses held his staff 

out over the sea, wind whipping all around him.  Dry ground appeared.  Israel walked over the 

dry ground.  Pharaoh and his lot rushed furiously after Israel.  Moses let his staff drop.  The sea 

roared back into place.  Watery fists pummeled Egypt’s military, crushing them against the sea 

bed.    

Talk about special effects and breathtaking cinematography.  The exodus was a full-on, 

Imax, blockbuster event.  What led up to it?  This is what we’ll consider in relation to the four 

wills of the cross. 

 

For Crying out Loud 

 

The Israelites had been slaves in Egypt for generations.  When the Lord called Moses to 

free His people, He said,  
 

“I have observed the misery of My people in Egypt, and have heard them crying out because of 

their oppressors, and I know about their sufferings.  I have come down to rescue them from the 

power of the Egyptians and to bring them from that land to a good and spacious land, a land 

flowing with milk and honey” (Exodus 3:7-8).  

  

But there was a problem. Pharaoh wasn’t just going to let Israel waltz out of Egypt.  Who 

would make bricks and build pyramids for the glory of Egypt?  Certainly not Pharaoh.  He 

wanted free labor not freed labor.  The Lord put it to Moses this way: “I know that the king of 

Egypt will not allow you to go, unless he is forced by a strong hand.  I will stretch out My hand 

and strike Egypt with all My miracles that I will perform in it.  After that, he will let you go” 

(Exodus 4:19-20).   

 

The (Hard) Heart of the Matter 

 

At the heart of this showdown between God and Pharaoh was, well, Pharaoh’s heart. God 

did the miracles as promised.  But Pharaoh was unyielding (Ex. 7:14).  When God’s word 

through Moses came with frogs, gnats, hail, or darkness (to name a few) many Egyptians were 

convinced (Ex. 8:2, 16; 9:18; 10:21).  Even some of Pharaoh’s officials responded to the Lord’s 

warnings (Ex. 9:20).  Many Egyptians left with Israel during the exodus (Ex. 12:38).   

But Pharaoh wasn’t having it.  Between chapters seven and fourteen in Exodus, we are 

told 17 times that Pharaoh’s heart was hardened.  Here, it is easy to go to Romans 9:18—“So 

then, He shows mercy to those He wants to, and He hardens those He wants to harden.”  Isn’t 

this proof positive that God forces people into His will?  Perhaps. But before we decide we need 

to get down to the (hard) heart of the matter. 

 

   



The Cold, Hard Facts 

  

 In The Bondage of the Will, Martin Luther points out the obvious: Pharaoh, like every 

other person, was fallen.  This is so obvious it shouldn’t be profound.  But our insensitivity to 

our own state makes it revelatory.  Luther goes further: When we hear of God hardening 

Pharaoh’s heart, we imagine God forcing a good man to do evil against his will.  But this was not 

the case with Pharaoh.  Pharaoh was a fallen man.  It was his will to sin.  His nature, like every 

other person’s, was inclined to sin
2
. When God hardened Pharaoh’s heart, He did nothing 

against Pharaoh’s will.  Said another way, God hardened Pharaoh’s heart by yielding to its 

stubbornness.  Scripture bears this out.  Eight times the Lord hardened Pharaoh’s heart (Ex. 7:3; 

9:12; 10:1, 20, 27; 11:10; 14:4, 8).  Six times scripture merely states that Pharaoh’s heart was 

hardened (Ex. 7:13, 14, 22; 8:19; 9:7, 35).  Three times Pharaoh hardened his own heart (Ex. 

8:15, 32; 9:34).   

 The agreement between God and Pharaoh is succinctly seen in Exodus 9:34 through 

10:1— 
 

When Pharaoh saw that the rain, hail, and thunder had ceased, he sinned again and hardened his 

heart, he and his officials.  So Pharaoh’s heart hardened, and he did not let the Israelites go, as the 

LORD had said through Moses.  Then the LORD said to Moses, “Go to Pharaoh, for I have 

hardened his heart and the hearts of his officials so that I may do these miraculous signs of Mine 

among them….” 

 

One instance of Pharaoh’s heart hardening, two explanations: Pharaoh hardened his own heart, 

and the Lord hardened his heart.  There was no disagreement between the two.  The Lord did not 

override Pharaoh’s will or force him to do anything.  Those are the cold, hard facts.       

 

Playing Chicken 

 

From this perspective, let’s consider the four wills of the cross.  As we have said, 

Pharaoh’s nature inclined him to sin and harden his heart against God.  This unholy 

independence is the hallmark of man’s will.   

Pharaoh, along with his officials and magicians, show us the world’s will.  Pharaoh’s first 

reaction to Moses and Aaron was, “Who is Yahweh that I should obey Him by letting Israel go?” 

(Ex. 5:2).  Israel was free labor.  As they built pyramids they built Egypt’s global rep.  Like the 

tower of Babel, the pyramids made a name for Egypt.  Letting Israel go was an economic hit as 

well.  Their loss threatened Egypt’s cash flow.  Bowing to the will of measly slaves also made 

Pharaoh look weak.  Other nations might think Egypt was getting soft.  None of these things 

served Egypt’s security or prosperity. 

Side-winding like the Nile through the whole drama was that “ancient serpent, who is 

called the Devil and Satan” (Rev. 12:9).  Egypt’s circles of power were satan’s coils; he would 

wrap around Israel and squeeze the life out of them. 

We just read about God’s will.  God wanted to free His people from misery, suffering, 

and servitude.  More than that, He wanted a peculiar people (as 1 Peter 2:9 reads in the King 

James); a people He could join to Himself (Ex. 19:4-6). 

The plagues failed.  Pharaoh was happy to play chicken with the God of the universe.  

But the Lord had an ace up His sleeve, a “strong” hand that could not fail. 
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Passover 

 

 God said to Moses, “Tell the whole community of Israel that on the tenth day of this 

month they must each select an animal of the flock according to their fathers’ households, one 

animal per household. […]  You are to keep it until the fourteenth day of this month; then the 

whole assembly of the community of Israel will slaughter the animals at twilight” (Ex. 12:3, 6).   

 The Israelites were to apply the animals’ blood to the lintel and doorposts of their homes.  

That night God commanded them to remain in their blood-marked homes.  Why?  “I will pass 

through the land of Egypt on that night and strike every firstborn male in the land of Egypt….  

The blood on the houses where you are staying will be a distinguishing mark for you; when I see 

the blood, I will pass over you” (Ex. 12:12-13).   

 Saved from death by the blood, God’s people remained indoors, eating the flesh of the 

animal who died for them.  The animal, traditionally a lamb, was the firstborn of the household 

in God’s eyes.  The lamb died in place of the firstborn, as the firstborn.  But in homes not 

marked by blood, where lamb wasn’t eaten, firstborn sons died (Ex. 12:29).  Wailing filled Egypt 

and, it seemed, the entire world.  Death was everywhere. 

 

Exodus 

   

 With the boot of death on his neck, Pharaoh relented: “He summoned Moses and Aaron 

during the night and said, “Get up, leave my people, both you and the Israelites, and go, worship 

Yahweh as you have asked” (Ex. 12:31).  Israel escaped Egypt—the land of death—by the death 

of the lamb and the firstborn. 

 At Passover, the wills of man, the world, satan, and God reached their ends and collided.  

Pharaoh hardened his heart as much as he wanted.  Egypt put its corporate interests ahead of 

everything and everyone, including God.  Satan (through Egypt) made God’s people suffer by 

increased oppression and workloads (Ex. 5:6-9).  Passover funneled the wills of man, the world, 

and satan toward God’s end—setting His people free. 

 

Our Passover 

 

On the surface, Passover appears to involve two deaths: the lamb and the firstborn sons of 

Egypt.  Spiritually, the lamb and the firstborn are two aspects of the same death.  Paul says, 

“Christ our Passover has been sacrificed” (1 Cor. 5:7).  Christ is the Lamb of God (John 1:29, 

36).  We are marked by the blood of our Lamb (1 John 1:7).  His death destroyed death (Heb. 

2:14).  In Christ, judgment passes over us.     

Christ also died as the firstborn.  That is, He died as Adam, the firstborn of humanity.  

Christ’s death on the cross became the death of Adam and everyone descended from Adam 

(Rom. 6:6; 1 Cor. 15:22, 47; 2 Cor. 5:14).  For this reason, Jesus is called the last Adam (1 Cor. 

15:45).  Christ is at once the end of Adam’s sinful race and the exodus of those saved from death 

by His blood. 

The Passover lamb and firstborn sons each picture the God who, in Christ, yielded 

Himself to the wills of man, the world, and the devil.  One of the more celebrated passages in 

scripture says, “Like a lamb led to the slaughter and like a sheep silent before her shearers, He 

did not open His mouth” (Isaiah 53:7).  Hear the utter lack of resistance in these words.  Jesus 



could’ve called legions of angels to His aid (Matt. 26:53).  Instead, He let others lead Him to the 

slaughter of the cross. 

Think of the firstborn sons of Egypt.  They had done nothing to the Lord, per se.  They 

were innocents who died because of Pharaoh’s arrogance.  In them we see the blameless Son of 

God who became sin for our hard-hearted race (2 Cor. 5:21; 1 Peter 1:19). 

Lambs and children are apt pictures of Christ.  He mounted no defense—militarily, 

legally, or otherwise.  He didn’t manipulate public opinion to save Himself.  Jesus carried 

Himself with a pointed lack of sophistication.  He simply let Himself be victimized.   

 

Victim Victor 

 

Christ’s victimization was victory.  The weakness of lambs and children dying crippled 

Pharaoh.  A world power dropped to its knees before those unable to protect themselves.  The 

cross was no different.  Jesus described it as the hour when darkness had power (Luke 22:53).  

But God publicly disgraced those powers through the cross (Col. 2:15).  The prince of this world 

(satan) was cast out.  The world ended (Gal. 6:14).  All things became new (2 Cor. 5:17; Rev. 

21:5).   

 

 

 

 



  
 

 

 

 

God’s will 

Free Israel 

from 

slavery and 

join them 

to Himself. 

satan’s will 

Cause 

God’s 

people to 

suffer 

through 

oppression 

and forced 

labor.   

Man’s will 

Pharaoh hardening his 

heart. 

 

The world’s will 

Egypt putting its interests 

ahead of God 

 



Accepting Applications 
Conclusions 

And Your Point Is? 

The Upshot 

So What? 

 

  These pages view God’s control of all things from the vantage point of the cross.  This is 

not a new perspective but a fresh look from a familiar point of view.  Where does this leave us, 

and what have we learned? 

 

Knowing God 

 

 Knowing how God exercises control helps us know God.  Knowing Him is eternal life 

(John 17:3).  The goal of these pages is to increase our intimacy with the Lord.  Truly knowing 

the Lord makes His likeness within more clear.  Seeing Christ transforms us into His image (2 

Cor. 3:18).  Spiritual ignorance alienates us from the life of God and leads to sin (1 Cor. 15:34; 

Eph. 4:18).  Sin is another way of saying we are in the image of this world and the god of this 

world (Rom. 12:2; 2 Cor. 4:4).             

 As we’ve seen, God doesn’t achieve His will or control things through domination or 

force.  He achieves His will by giving up His will, by giving up Himself.  The yielding of the 

cross is the greatest power in the universe.  How can the yielding of Christ re-seed our motives, 

change our perspective, and inform our choices?  

 We’ve heard Jesus tell us not to resist evildoers.  “On the contrary, if anyone slaps you on 

your right cheek, turn the other to him also” (Matt. 5:39).  Certainly, there is some hyperbole in 

this statement.  But it doesn’t change the point Jesus is making: Don’t repay evil with evil.  

Don’t trade insults.  Love your enemies. Be willing to yield (Rom. 12:17; 1 Peter 2:23; Matt. 

5:44; Jas 3:17). 

 Knowing Christ moves us to submit to each other, not control each other (Eph. 5:21).  

This is not a matter of acting on information.  It is not a matter of deciding to act like Jesus.  This 

is a work of the Spirit in our hearts.  The fallen nature functions by keeping others under its 

thumb.  Sin moves us to coerce people through intimidation, guilt trips, you name it.  As the 

beast in Revelation 13 shows, we will even enforce our demands through bloodshed.  We cannot 

cure this nature through education.  Information will not change a beast to a lamb. We need a 

new nature, a new heart—one we receive through union with Christ (Ezek. 36:26-27).  This 

heart—Christ’s heart—is patient and kind; it does not envy, boast, or exalt itself; it isn’t 

improper or selfish; it isn’t easily provoked and doesn’t hold grudges.  Christ’s heart within puts 

up with and endures whatever comes its way (1 Cor. 13:4-7).   

 

Working All Things Together 

 

 Romans 8:28 says, “But we know that God works all things together for good to those 

loving God, to those being called according to His purpose.”  This verse must be understood, 

first and foremost, by the cross.  The cross is the primary way God works all things together for 

the good of those who love Him and are called according to His purpose.   

 The examples we’ve considered show how the cross redirected every fallen and satanic 

purpose toward the purpose of God.  It isn’t just that God brought something good out of these 



broken situations in scripture.  God’s redemptive power is so great that fallen and satanic forces 

become creative partners in God’s will.  The son and heir to David’s throne—Solomon—arose 

from David’s adultery with Bathsheba and the murder of her husband.  God chose to build His 

temple where David offered sacrifice to atone for the sin of ordering a census.  Samson’s 

dalliance with Delilah and enslavement by the Philistines led to him destroying Dagon’s temple; 

he killed more Philistines in death than in life.  Nineveh received a life-saving message from the 

prophet Jonah after he rose again from the belly of a fish—a fish he ended up in because he ran 

from the Lord.  Last but not least, God’s people were released from slavery because He yielded 

(in the lamb and firstborn) to unyielding Pharaoh. 

 This isn’t to say God requires human failings or satanic activity to achieve His will.  

Shadows don’t make the sun shine.  It would be less painful for everyone—especially God—if 

everything went His way.  But Jesus prefers messy freedom to coerced perfection.   It was 

possible for God’s plan to proceed without satan tempting Eve, without the fall, and without the 

tragic progression of events we call history.  But that’s not how it happened.  We can’t go back.  

Thankfully, we have a God who took both ends of our crooked, meandering, knotted up timeline 

and pulled it straight. 

Note that the examples we considered were not run-of-the-mill moments in sacred 

history.  Choosing David’s heir, selecting the temple site, defeating intractable enemies, saving a 

nation, and setting God’s people free—these were pivotal moments when God’s work moved 

forward in the earth.  God could’ve waited for purer souls and more pristine conditions before 

advancing His kingdom but He didn’t.  God chose instances where satan had the upper hand and 

human virtue utterly failed. God isn’t afraid of or limited by sin.  He has chosen to be who He is 

and work through us as we are. 

  

 

Life out of Death 

 

 Why would God work this way?  First off, if God can transform human wreckage and 

satanic venom into salvation, no one can boast.  If people were flawless and satan never took the 

gloves off, we’d all get a cut of the glory.  As it is, we can only boast in the Lord (1 Cor. 1:30-

31). 

 Be that as it may, God isn’t a glory hog.  Accolades don’t motivate Him (though He 

deserves them).  Earlier, we said that yielding to the wills of man, the world, and the devil 

allowed God to be as fully loving as He is.  There probably isn’t a better answer than this when 

asking why God works this way.  God is love.  To make lemonade from the lemons of this fallen 

world is OK.  To embrace the worst moments of fallen history for sacred purpose is altogether 

OTHER.  It demonstrates a scope of love and forgiveness that is undeniably divine. 

We believe in a God who brings life out of death, not a hand-wringing micro-manager; 

not a god who controls everything so events “go the way they should.”  The cross was not just an 

event two thousand years ago.  As God worked then, so He works now in our lives.  Christ was 

sown in corruption, dishonor, and weakness but raised in everlasting honor and power (1 Cor. 

15:42-45).  Because we are in Christ, what is true of Him is true of us.  The Holy Spirit makes 

the death and resurrection of Christ our daily reality.  He exerts the power of the cross in our 

souls.  Corruption, dishonor, and weakness seed incorruption, honor, and power because of the 

cross.  We can have full confidence that God works all things together for good.  Even when we 

fail miserably there is opportunity.  Because of the cross, everything is infused with 



transformative potential.  Nothing is beyond redemption.  Hope and possibility are the law of the 

land. 

  Trusting that God brings life out of death is a grace-filled perspective.  Such a view 

makes us sure-footed as we traverse the game trails of this world.  The ups and downs, 

switchbacks, washed out places, and pot holes will trip us up.  But we cannot fall beyond 

recovery because Jesus died and rose again.  As Micah 7:8 says, “Do not gloat over me, my 

enemy! Though I have fallen, I will rise.”   

 

A Rock Not a Rope 

 

Daniel chapter two pictures the kingdom of God as a rock that grows and fills the whole 

earth (Dan. 2:35, 44-45).  The Psalmist says, “He brought me up from a desolate pit, out of the 

muddy clay, and set my feet on a rock, making my steps secure” (Psalm 40:2).  We shouldn’t 

imagine a rock in the midst of a pit where one misstep in any direction will plunge us back into 

the pit.  That wouldn’t make anyone’s steps secure, as the psalmist says.  We should imagine a 

rock like Daniel’s, one that fills the whole earth and catches us—however far and hard we fall. 

Christ’s death and resurrection is a rock like Daniel’s that fills the earth.  A God we can 

count on so completely inspires faith.  A micro-managing god instills apprehension.  What if we 

step out of line?  What if we miss His will?  What if we sin?  We can expect to be whacked back 

in line.  We can expect to be forced.  We can expect His displeasure.  Such a god sets our feet on 

a tightrope, not a rock.  There is no safety net below.  Everything depends on our flawless 

performance.  How is that good news?  How is that message different from any other? 

 

The Lower Seat 

 

Philippians chapter two wonderfully distills God’s nature and Christian thought: 
 

Make your own attitude that of Christ Jesus, who, existing in the form of God, did not consider 

equality with God as something to hold onto.  Instead He emptied Himself by assuming the form 

of a slave, taking on the likeness of men.  And when He had come as a man in His external 

form,
 
He humbled Himself by becoming obedient to the point of death—even to death on a cross.  

For this reason God highly exalted Him…. (Php. 2:5-9). 

 

Christ is our template.  He doesn’t hold onto divine form or equality.  His divine right and power 

is poured into becoming human, weak, even slavish.  He yields divine and even human dignity to 

die on the cross.  Jesus obeys when by rights He could command.  He bows to everyone when all 

should bow to Him.  Jesus Christ is the paragon of paradox.  He is the same yesterday, today, 

and forever—whether in history or in us (Heb. 13:8). 

 Philippians tells us to make our attitude that of Christ.  More literally, this verse tells us 

to “have this mind in you, which was also in Christ Jesus.”  Again, we are not being given 

information so that we can act on it.  Scripture isn’t telling us to screw up our wills and adjust 

our attitudes.  It is telling us to live by the mind of Christ in us.  “This mind” emptied Himself 

and took the lower seat when He belonged at the head of the table (Luke 14:10-11). 

 

“So if I, your Lord and Teacher, have washed your feet, you also ought to wash one another’s 

feet.  For I have given you an example that you also should do just as I have done for you.  I 

assure you: A slave is not greater than his master,
 
and a messenger is not greater than the one 

who sent him.  If you know these things, you are blessed if you do them” (John 13:14-17). 


