FREE WILL 11

Is There Free Will in Light of God’s
Omnipotence & Omniscience?

his is the second shiur addressing how Judaism understands the nature of free
will. The first class analyzed the importance and dynamics of man properly
exercising free will. This class discusses whether man truly has free will in light
of God’s omniscience and omnipotence, and Divine Providence. It also discusses
astrology and qualifications to the principles of free will.

This class addresses the following questions:

~ Inlight of God’s omniscience, omnipotence and Divine Providence do we
truly have free will?

~  Can astrology affect someone’s free will?

~  What events and what kinds of individuals are excluded from the normal
principles of free will?

Class outline
Section I.  Free Will and God’s Omnipotence

Part A. Free Will and God’s Control
Part B. Free Will and God’s Omniscience

Section II. Qualifications to the Principles of Free Will

Part A. Astrology and Limitations of Free Will
Part B. Unique Events and Individuals
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SECTION I. FREE WILL AND GOD’S OMNIPOTENCE

PART A. FREE WILL AND GOD’S CONTROL

1. Talmud Bavli (Babylonian Talmud), Chullin 7b — Heavenly decrees and human action.

Rabbi Chaninah said: A person does not even
bang their finger below (in this world) without it
being decreed above as is written: (Tehillim/Psalms
37:23) “From God are the steps of man ...”

Then Yosef (Joseph) said to his brothers, “Come
close to me.” When they had done so, he said,
“I am your brother Yosef, the one you sold into
Egypt! And now, do not be distressed and do
not be angry with yourselves for selling me
here, because it was to save lives that God sent
me ahead of you. For two years now there has
been famine in the land, and for the next five
years there will not be plowing and reaping. But
God sent me ahead of you to preserve for you a
remnant in the land and to save your lives for a
great deliverance. So then, it was not you who
sent me here, but God. He made me father to
Pharaoh, lord of his entire household and ruler of
all Egypt.”

Anyone who strikes a man and kills him shall
surely be put to death. However, if he did not do
it intentionally, but God brought it to his hand,
he is to flee to a place that I will designate.

4. Rashi, ibid. — God applies exact justice.

What case is this verse referring to? There were
two men, one of whom had previously killed

a person accidentally, and the second had
murdered. Both incidents lacked witnesses [and
therefore justice was not achieved] by capital
punishment or exile.

God arranged that these two men would meet at
an inn. The murderer was sitting on the bottom
of a ladder. The man who had previously killed
unintentionally climbed up the ladder and
accidentally fell on the murderer and killed him.
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2. Bereishit (Genesis) 45:4-8 — God directs and controls history.
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3. Shemot (Exodus) 21:12-13 — The Torah mandates a system of Divine accountability.
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There were witnesses who testified [in court] that
he killed unintentionally resulting in his exile.
[We see that justice was achieved:] The man who
initially killed unintentionally was sentenced to
exile and the murderer was killed.
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Ramchal (Rabbi Moshe Chaim Luzzatto) Derech Hashem (The Way of God) Vol. II: 8:1, p.
165-166. Translation by Rabbi Aryeh Kaplan, Feldheim — Man’s free will operates within the

boundaries of Divine Providence.

God willed, however, that man should have free
will to act as he desires, and that man’s deeds
should be recompensed on the basis of a fair
system of judgment and reward. To the extent
that we can express this, we must say that God
subjugated His providence to man’ actions,
subjecting man to good or evil only as his deeds
warrant.

The truth, however, is that God is not subjugated
to any rule whatsoever. He has no need for
anything else, nor is he affected by anything.
When God desires to impose His superiority, He
can therefore act and direct things as He wills,
with absolutely no hindrance. There is absolutely
nothing that He must necessarily do.

The fact that God directs the world with strict
justice is therefore merely the result of His own
self-imposed subjugation to His system. When
His wisdom decrees it best to override this rule
of law, on the other hand, He can impose His
superiority and sole authority and suspend this
rule. In this manner, He can overlook any sin or

rectify any wrong through His omnipotent power.
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PART B. FREE WILL AND GOD’S OMNISCIENCE
How can an individual experience free will if God foresees the future?

1. Yigdal Liturgy, Siddur — God has complete foreknowledge.

He knows and anticipates all our hidden things.
He sees the end of something at its beginning.
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2. Maimonides (Rambam), Hilchot Teshuvah (Laws of Repentance) 5:5 — This question does not
seem comprehensible.

Know that the answer to this question is longer
than the earth and wider than the seas ... A
human being is not able to understand this issue
completely, just as he is unable to perceive the
true nature of God.

D TN T PIND TOIN 1 IORY WY VT
P92 5 3t 93T oD 101 oI YW Ny PNy LD
RT3 NN NI WD DTN 1D PRY oW

3 Purpose of Man in the World



FREE WILL 11

All is foreseen, yet free will is given ...

free will.

The Tanna [of the Mishnah above in Pirkei Avot]
and the Rambam both teach the following truths:
that God foresees the future and that man has
free will.

In retrospect the author should have stated, “Free
will is given and all is foreseen.” This would

have taught that man is entrusted with free

will and yet nothing is hidden [from God] thus
enabling the existence of a system of reward and
punishment, which is the foundation of the entire
Torah ...

But there is no purpose to state first: “All is
foreseen.” The only reason to state first that [God]
is omniscient is because we already know that
free choice has been given.

Rather, certainly the intention of the Tanna is
to underscore the fact that even though God
foresees the future, this does not contradict the

3. Pirkei Avot (Ethics of the Fathers) 3:15 — Nevertheless, free will is viewed as an implicit ability.
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4. Tosefot Yom Yov, ibid. — Even though God foresees the future, this does not undermine man’s
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fact that man possesses free will, since [God] has
entrusted man with this capability.

5. Rabbi Chaim Friedlander, Sifsei Chaim, Emunah and Hashgachah, Vol. I, p. 329 — We cannot
comprehend God’s omniscience.

We cannot comprehend God’s omniscience
since His knowledge is not like ours; it is on an
entirely different level. Man knows the past and
the present, but no man can know in advance
something unforeseen which will happen in
the future. God, however, knows the future as
well: “All is foreseen,” and His knowledge is on
a completely different level, which we cannot
understand or fathom — He and His knowledge
are One.
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6. 1Ibid., p. 321 — Despite God’s prior awareness of one’s decisions, man maintains the complete
ability to exercise choice.

At the moment a person chooses, God forbid, to
do an evil act, God is already fully aware of that
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decision. And at the time that a person decides to
perform a good deed, God also knows in advance
that he has made that decision. However, the
actual decision-making process of evaluating
good and bad alternatives remains the free choice
of man.
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SECTION II. QUALIFICATIONS TO THE
PRINCIPLES OF FREE WILL

PART A. ASTROLOGY AND LIMITATIONS OF FREE WILL

1. Talmud Bavli, Shabbat 156a — Astrology can limit the range of choice.

One who is born under the influence of Md’adim
will be either a blood-letter or a marauder;
alternatively a shochet or a mohel.

Raba said, “I was born under the influence of
Ma’adim [and I am none of the above.]”

Abaye replied, “[As a judge] you sometimes apply
capital punishment.”
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2. Rabbi Shlomo Wolbe, Alei Shur, Vol. II. p. 38 — How can astrology affect one’s character?

The basic idea of free will is how a person will
actualize his attributes. The Talmud (Shabbat
156a) explains the influence of the stars and
mazalot at the time of birth on the attributes of a
person. For example, “One who is born under the
influence of Ma’adim will be either a blood-letter
or a marauder; alternatively a shochet or a mohel.”

Attributes are impossible to uproot. Someone with
a cool temperament cannot change himself to have
a warm temperament. Accordingly, the attribute
of “one who spills blood” cannot be uprooted,
however it depends upon how the individual will
use this attribute. Rav Ashi listed four options: He
could become a doctor, a thief who might murder,
a shochet or mohel; all of them “spill blood” but

to become a mohel is a great mitzvah. A shochet
does not fulfill a positive mitzvah since there is

no obligation to eat meat; however, when people
want to eat meat it becomes a mitzvah to schecht.
A doctor saves lives by spilling blood. Only a thief
uses this attribute for evil purposes.
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PART B. UNIQUE EVENTS AND INDIVIDUALS
1. Siddur, Shacharit — A war is determined by God alone.
For God alone produces mighty deeds, makes S, T My M 5o 175 800
new things, is the Master of wars ... e e s
2. Mishlei (Proverbs) 21:1 — A national leader’s decisions are directed by God.
The heart of the king is controlled by God. Rtk it

3. Malbim, ibid. - God controls a king’s decisions since they have far-reaching ramifications.
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to many people. Therefore, his heart is in God’s
hand, and all matters affecting the nation are in
Gods control.

4. Talmud Bavli, Bava Kamma 28b — Someone who does not have control over his actions is not
responsible for them.

[A person whose actions are due to] 0D NIDMT DN
circumstances beyond his control is not held

responsible by the Torah [e.g. someone who is

mentally incompetent].

5. Shemot 7:3 — An individual can lose his ability to have free will, e.g. Pharaoh.
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the land of Egypt.

6. Rashi, ibid. - Why did Pharaoh lose his free will?
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no intention among the idol worshipping nations to
improve their behavior, it is better that his heart be
hardened in order to increase My [miraculous] signs
and have [Israel] recognize my strength ...

Nevertheless, during the first five plagues [God did
not harden Pharaoh’ heart] for it is not stated, “And
God hardened Pharaoh’s heart,” rather Pharaoh’s
heart became hardened [because of his own
actions].
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7. Rambam, Hilchot Teshuvah 6:3 — Another reason why Pharaoh lost his free will — he lost the

ability to repent.

It is possible that a person may sin greatly or
repeatedly, with full intention [and without
remorse]| to the point that he is prevented from
repenting. He is not permitted to change his
evil ways in order that he should die and be lost
because of the actions he has done ... Therefore
it is written in the Torah, “And I will harden
Pharaoh’s heart.”
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8. Ramban (Nachmanides), Shemot 7:3 — Why should Pharaoh be punished after losing his free

will?

There is a question many ask: If God hardened
Pharaoh’s heart, what then was his transgression
[since he had no choice]? There are two answers:
First, Pharaoh, in his wickedness, did terrible
things to the Jews unjustifiably, so it was necessary
[for God] to prevent him from becoming
remorseful and then changing his behavior ...
Secondly, only the second half of the [ten] plagues
were brought upon Egypt due to Pharaoh’s
transgressions, as the Torah states, “And Pharaoh’s
heart was hardened,” and “Pharaoh hardened his
heart.” He did not want to send the Jews out of
Egypt for the glory of God, but when the plagues
increased and he was worn out from withstanding
them, his heart softened and he decided to send
them out because of the severity of the plagues
themselves, but not in order to do the will of
God. Therefore, God hardened his heart in order
to strengthen Pharaoh’ resolve [not to send out
the Jews] so that His Name would be declared
[throughout the world]...
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