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INTRODUCTION

FROM MY FIRST EXPOSURE to what is called the “open” view of
God, I have wanted to help “set the record straight” concerning this
new way of looking at God. I have wanted to do all I can to uphold
the true character of our glorious God and the true faith we cherish
as Christians in the face of this diminished view of both God and
our faith. For the glory of God and for the good of Christian peo-
ple, the open view needs to be seen for what it is and evaluated care-
tully by biblically-minded Christians. I am confident that when this
evaluation has been done, followers of the true and living God will
see the openness deity as an imposter and not the true God he is
claimed to be.

The treatment of the open view in these pages is anything but
exhaustive. Yet it provides a sufficient overview of and interaction
with the position that readers will understand this movement’s basic
features along with some of its most serious problems. My longer
and more sustained interaction with open theism is available in
another Crossway publication, God’s Lesser Glory: The Diminished God
of Open Theism.

I'write this book very much aware that significant portions of the
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evangelical movement are willing to validate the legitimacy of open
theism. Major evangelical publishers and educational institutions
have the view that open theism ought to be considered an “evangel-
ical option” even if it is never widely accepted. I differ with this
assessment. My own view is that open theism is both wrong and
damaging to faith in ways that cannot rightly be tolerated in the evan-
gelical church. Our day certainly is not known for its strong back-
bone or sharp boundary lines. To the contrary, we live in a era that
likes to be defined more by what we hold in common in the center
of our faith than by doctrines that distinguish us. On many issues
where we differ, I also would strongly urge toleration and ongoing
discussion. Open theism has deviated too far, however. This view of
God is too small. The openness understanding of God belittles his
glory and perfection, and its vision of faith leads to despair. We sim-
ply cannot stand by idly and allow the advocates of the openness view
to influence the next generation of evangelicals unchallenged.

I wish to offer my thanks to the administration of The Southern
Baptist Theological Seminary where I have the privilege to teach.
Faculty writing projects are encouraged and supported, and I am
grateful to serve in an institution where such work is valued. And I
praise God for Crossway Books. In a day when some of our most
respected Christian publishers are advancing various theological
positions that represent distressing departures from our common
faith, Crossway has shown a willingness and a desire to take a stand
and support “the faith once for all given to the saints.” My own fam-
ily has, once again, prayed much for me throughout the writing pro-
cess. Phone calls to my mom and dad, or to my sister, nearly always
included their encouraging words and expressions of prayer for my

writing. Only in heaven will we know just how much these words
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of encouragement and prayers effected. But I am grateful. And to my
wife, Jodi, and to Bethany and Rachel, I wish to give my deepest
thanks. Jodi has again borne with me under the pressures of long
hours and late nights. Her support has never wavered. And my pre-
cious daughters’ love for this dad means the world to me. I especially
wish to thank Rachel for allowing me to tell some of her story in the
pages of this book.

May God be pleased to advance the glory of his name and to but-
tress the faith and hope of his people. And to the extent that the cri-
tique offered here will assist in greater understanding of the true God
and greater confidence in him, I will be the first to give God all the
praise. For to him alone belongs all the glory, both now and forever-

more. Amen.






OPEN THEISM AND
THE CHRISTIAN FAITH

SETTING THE STAGE

Consider the following “Christianly” advice:

“God is a God of love, and as such, he respects you and your
desires. He’s not one to ‘force” his way on another. So then, God isn’t
interested in planning out your future for you and giving you no say
in what you do in your life! No, in fact, much of the future hasn’t
been planned yet, and God is waiting on you to make your decisions
and choose your course of action so that he knows how best to make
his own plans. Of course he wants you to consult him in the process,
though what you decide will be your choice, not his. What God
wants is for you and him to work together in charting out the course
of your life. And you can be sure that he will do everything in his
power to help you have the best life that you can.”

Or consider this counsel:

“When tragedy intrudes into your life, please don’t think that
God had anything to do with it! God doesn’t want pain and sufter-
ing to occur, and when it does, he feels as badly about it as those do

who are suffering. And don’t think that, somehow; this tragedy must
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fulfill some ultimately good purpose. It well may not! Evil happens
all the time that God doesn’t want, and often it serves no good pur-
pose at all. But when tragedy does occur, we can trust God to be with
us and help us rebuild what was lost. After all, one thing we know for
sure, and that is that God is love. So, although he simply can’t keep
a whole lot of evil things from happening, he will be with us when
they do happen.”

Or again:

“God took a huge risk in creating a world with moral creatures
who could use their freedom to go against what he desired and
wanted to occur. All through history we see evidence of people (and
fallen angels) using their God-given freedom to bring about horrific
evil and causing untold pain and misery. Of course while God could
not have known in advance what free creatures would do, surely he
never has wanted that to happen! He is love, and he doesn’t want his
creatures to suffer. But one thing we can know for sure is that God
will win in the end! So don’t worry, because God will make sure that
what he wants most badly to happen will be fulfilled. You can trust
him with all your heart!”

These statements are all consistent with a relatively new move-
ment within our evangelical churches called “open theism.” This
movement takes its name from the fact that its adherents view much
of the future as “open” rather than closed, even to God. Much of the
future, that is, is yet undecided, and hence it is unknown to God.
God knows all that can be known, open theists assure us. But future
free choices and actions, because they haven’t happened yet, do not
exist, and so God (even God) cannot know them. God cannot know
what does not exist, they claim, and since the future does not now

exist, God cannot now know it. More specifically, he cannot know;,
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in advance, that large portion of the future which will come about as
free creatures choose and do as they please. Accordingly, God learns
moment-by-moment what we do, when we do it, and his plans must
constantly be adjusted to what actually happens, insofar as this is dif-

ferent than what he anticipated.

WHY DO OPEN THEISTS BELIEVE
WHAT THEY DO?

So, what can be said for the open view? That is, why would
Christian people be attracted to this understanding of God? Let me
suggest three main reasons that open theists would offer. First, those
who hold an openness perspective believe that a relationship with
God 1s much more vital and “real” when the God with whom we
interact does not (and cannot) know in advance what we will do.
After all, if God doesn’t know what you’re going to say or do or
decide until you actually act, then he must wait and learn from you
what you have chosen. Upon learning that, God can then interact
with you on what you have decided, and your relationship can then
resemble much more what we normally think of as a “real personal
relationship.” Granted, we all acknowledge that God knows much
more than we do, says the open theist; after all, he knows the past
and present perfectly. But if he knows the future perfectly also, then
this turns our interaction with him into a sham. If God knows all of
the future definitely and perfectly, then he knows (and always has
known) every word that you will ever speak, every choice that you
will ever make, and every action that you will ever perform. So what
would God’s response be to your choices and actions, if he knew
them all in advance? God could never be truly surprised or delighted

or grieved, or relate with you in “real ways,” for he would always
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have to respond, “Yes, I knew you would say that,” or, “Yes, I knew
you would do that.” No real relationship would be possible, open
theists argue, if God knows all of our free choices and actions before
we do them.

Second, when suffering and aftliction come into our lives, open
theists believe that their view of God is greatly comforting.
Moreover, they think that their solution to the “problem of evil” is
more satistying than anything offered by a more traditional view of
God. The open theist says you should always understand that God
did not plan for suffering to come into your life. And he surely is not
using it in your life to accomplish some hidden purpose. Rather, says
the open theist, all evil comes about through the wrongful use of the
free will that God has given his moral creatures. As Greg Boyd (a
leading advocate of open theism) asserts, “The open view, I submit,
allows us to say consistently in unequivocal terms that the ultimate
source for all evil is found in the will of free agents rather than in
God.” So there really is no “hidden agenda” behind suftering; God
is not “secretly” bringing about your aftliction. How do we know
this? Because God is love and he simply wouldn’t wish suftering on
anyone. Often he doesn’t even know just what affliction is coming
or how severe it will be. And the fact remains, he doesn’t want or will
suftering to occur.

A natural question, then, is this: If God created the world, did he
know that this unwanted suffering would be a part of the creation
that he would make? And if so, what justifies God in creating a world
containing the kinds of horrific suffering we experience? According
to the open view, God did know that suftering would be a possibility
in the world he created, but he did not know that it would actually
occur. How is this? Well, simply, when God decided what kind of
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creation he would bring into existence, he chose for there to be “free”
creatures. True freedom means, however, that while God wants peo-
ple to use their freedom for good, he cannot give them the capacity
for freedom and also control how they use it. This would be a con-
tradiction, the openness proponent argues. So, in giving freedom,
God accepts the possibility that people might use this good gift of
freedom to bring about evil. Instead of using it to love, they might
use it in hateful, hurtful, spiteful ways. God, then, knew unwanted
evil was a possibility, but he just didn’t know (until it happened)
whether evil, in fact, would come about.

So how is God justified in creating a world he knew might con-
tain evil? As long as he knew that the good that could come from
freedom could have been accomplished only by giving the freedom
itself with the possibility of it being used for evil, God is justified,
say the open theists. In other words, the bare possibility of human
freedom being used for good (which God expected would happen)
provided justification for God to create a world in which he knew
that evil might also come (as people used their freedom, wrongly, to
do evil).

How is this a more satisfying answer to the “problem of evil” than
the traditional answers of Christian theologians? Open theists argue
that if (as traditionally believed) God knew the complete future of the
world before he created it, that is, if he knew every atrocity, every
rape, every brutal murder, every malicious insult, every genocide,
then it is unimaginable that he would have created this world. Surely,
the evil of this world is not what God wanted, and God bemoans all
specific instances of evil that occur. But the bottom line is this
(according to open theists): God simply could not have known in

advance that evil would occur, and would occur to the extent that it
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has occurred, and he never wills such evil to happen. Therefore, they
teel that God is vindicated from charges that he bears responsibility,
as Creator, for the evil in the world.

Third and last, open theists claim that their view better accounts
for Scripture’s own teaching about God. That is, although the open
view has not been advocated by any portion or branch of the
Orthodox, Roman Catholic, or Protestant church throughout his-
tory, the bold claim of open theists is that their view is, in fact, more
biblical. We will interact with some of these biblical claims as we
move through this book, but it might help here to give you justa cou-
ple of examples? of where open theists base their claim.

Consider Jeremiah 19:5. In this verse God denounces Israel’s evil
and idolatry in performing such wickedness which, he says, “I did not
command or decree, nor did it come into my mind” (emphasis added).
It appears from this statement (see also, Jer. 7:31 and 32:35) that God
is ignorant of the actions Israel will do, such that when they do it, only
then does this knowledge of their activity “enter” God’s mind. Surely
this shows, says the open theist, that God has not known in advance
just what actions Israel actually will do, even if he has always known
what they possibly might do. As Greg Boyd comments, if God actu-
ally knew exactly what Israel would do, yet he tells us here that their
very actions had not entered his mind, this amounts to a clear “con-
tradiction”!? Far better, he says, to take the meaning of the passage at
face value and acknowledge that God learns what these free and sin-
ful Israelites do only when they actually do it. Then, but not before,
does this knowledge “enter” God’s mind.

Or consider the account of Jonah being sent to Nineveh to pro-
claim its impending judgment. After the reluctant prophet finally

goes to Nineveh and preaches God’s message, the Ninevites repent
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and plead for mercy. And then we read, “When God saw what they
did, how they turned from their evil way, God relented of the dis-
aster that he had said he would do to them, and he did not do it”
(Jonah 3:10). Surely this indicates, says the open theist, that God
planned one thing (namely, judgment) based on the sin and wicked-
ness of Nineveh, but then when he learned that they had repented,
God himself “repented” and changed his mind about what he had
planned to do. How could God thus change his mind, asks the open
theist, if he had already known exactly what the Ninevites would do?
Does this change of mind not indicate that God does not know the
entire future?

Open theism proposes, then, that it presents the nature of our
relationship with God in more realistic ways than does traditional
theology, that it provides a better answer to the existence of evil in our
world, and that it is being more faithful to what the Bible actually
teaches. If this is the case, why should we be concerned? Isn’t open
theism at least a possible correct understanding of what Scripture
teaches, and shouldn’t we accept this as a legitimate view, even if we
don’t agree fully with it? Why be concerned with what open theists

are advocating?

WHY SHOULD WE BE CONCERNED?

Throughout this book we will examine a number of issues that raise
deep concerns. But allow me to suggest two overarching concerns
about open theism that should raise significant questions in the
minds of Christians. First, the very greatness, goodness, and glory of God
are undermined by the open view of God. While the open view tries to

understand God as more “relational” and “really involved” in human
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affairs, the way it does so is by portraying God as less than he truly is.
Of the open view we cannot help but say, “Their God is too small!”

Think about it. Here we have a God who has to wait, in so many,
many cases, to see what we will do before he can decide his own
course of action. While this is a very natural way to think of human
choice and action, does this rightly apply to the God of the Bible?
The true and living God of the Bible proclaims, “I am God, and
there is no other; I am God, and there is none like me, declaring the
end from the beginning and from ancient times things not yet done,
saying, ‘My counsel shall stand, and I will accomplish all my pur-
pose™ (Isa. 46:9b-10). Surely such a majestic God stands high and
exalted and far above the proposed God of the open view. The
Bible’s abundant prophecies, most of which involve innumerable
future free human choices and actions, should be enough by them-
selves to indicate that the true God does not have to wait to see what
we do before he makes up his mind. If God doesn’t know what we
will do before we do it, how could Christ, for example, warn Peter
that before the rooster crowed, Peter would deny him three times
(John 13:38)? Was this a good guess on Jesus’ part? Hardly! Recall
that just a few verses earlier in John 13 Jesus had told the disciples
that he would begin telling them things before they take place so that
when they occur, “you may believe that I am he” (John 13:19). God
knows in advance what we will do, and he can, when he wishes,
declare it to us as evidence of his very deity. The open view brings
God down, pure and simple. It tries to give more significance to
human choice and action at the expense of the very greatness and
glory of God. The God of open theism is too small, simply because
he is less than the majestic, fully knowing, altogether wise God of
the Bible.
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One more example may help us see how the open view under-
mines the true portrayal of God in Scripture. In open theism, because
God often makes his plans not knowing exactly how things will work
out (after all, he can’t predict exactly what his moral creatures will do
in light of the actions he performs), it may be the case that God actu-
ally looks back on his own past actions and concludes that what he did
was not best. A striking example of this is found in John Sanders’s
The God Who Risks, in which Sanders discusses the account of the
flood (Genesis 6-8). Because of the rainbow and God’s pledge never
to flood the earth again, Sanders suggests that here God reconsiders
whether he actually should have brought the flood, and its painful
judgment, on the world in the first place. Sanders writes, “It may be
the case that although human evil caused God great pain, the destruc-
tion of what he had made caused him even greater suffering.
Although his judgment was righteous, God decides to try different
courses of action in the future.” In other words, we are left with the
very uneasy and deeply distressing notion that even God (as is often
true for us humans) may look back on his own past actions and say,
“While this was just, it may not have been best!” Such a view of God
calls into question God’s very wisdom and the flawless goodness of
both his character and actions. Can we count on God to do, always
and only, what is best? If the open view is true, the answer must be
no. Again, it should be apparent to Bible-believing Christians that the
open view of God diminishes God’s full integrity, wisdom, greatness,
goodness, and glory. Their God is just too small.

Second, the strength, well-being, faith, hope, and confidence of Christian
people in and through their God are undermined by the open view. To see
just how devastating to true Christian faith the open view is, consider

for a moment one of the most cherished passages and promises in all
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the Bible: “Trust in the LORD with all your heart, and do not lean on
your own understanding. In all your ways acknowledge him, and he
will make straight your paths” (Prov. 3:5-6). What happens to these
admonitions and assurances if the God of open theism is considered
to be the true God? For one thing, the extent to which we can place
our full trust in God, simply put, is demolished. Yes, the God of open
theism will always want our best, but since he may not in fact know
what is best, it becomes impossible to give him our unreserved and
unquestioning trust. What if we trust him in his leading, for exam-
ple, but begin experiencing hardships? What are we to conclude? Can
we say with confidence, “These hardships are all part of the plan God
has for me by which his good purposes will be accomplished”? If the
God in whom we trust is the openness God, the answer must be a
resounding no. Instead, when hardships come, the natural and
unavoidable question of our anxious soul will be, “Did God antici-
pate these hardships when he gave me the direction that I have fol-
lowed? Is it possible that the path I'm on is not really for my best,
even though God might have thought it was earlier? And might it not
be better to follow a different course than the one God directed me
to take?” Just how are we to trust in the Lord with all of our hearts when
we have doubts about God’s ability to lead and direct in the best way?

Further, just how will we be inspired to acknowledge God and his
wisdom and purposes in all of our ways, or have confidence that the
paths he puts us on are “straight”? Whatever “straight paths” means
in Proverbs 3:6, surely it indicates that the path you take will fulfill
what God knows is best for your life. As we all know, the “straight”
paths of God may have many twists and turns unanticipated by us.
But from God’s perspective, these paths are nonetheless “straight”

because they actually fulfill exactly what God knows is best. Consider
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Joseph, despised by his brothers, sold into Egypt, falsely accused by
Potiphar’s wife, thrown into prison—yet all that occurred, we are
told, was part of God’s plan (Gen. 50:20). Because Joseph is so sure
of God’s leading in all that happened in his life, he can say to his
brothers, “It was not you who sent me here, but God”! (Gen. 45:8).
But if; as open theism claims, God doesn’t know what will happen
in much of the future, and if God may find out that things have not
gone as he intended, then it simply cannot be the case that God can
rightly promise us that as we acknowledge him in all we do, he will
ensure that our paths are “straight.” But be clear on this: God—the
true and living God of the Bible—does in fact make this astonishing,
faith-inspiring, confidence-building, human-humbling promise! He
does tell his children to trust him unreservedly, because he knows all
that will occur and he promises to oversee everything in our lives as
we keep our hope fixed exclusively on him! Our paths, as God’s chil-
dren, will be “straight,” according to God’s perfect and unassailable
plan, as we place our faith and hope in him. But, sadly, nothing of the
sort can be true with respect to the God of open theism. Again the

assessment must be: their God is too small.

WHERE TO GO FROM HERE

The purpose of this book is to help thoughtful Christian people
comprehend more clearly what happens to our understandings of
God and of the Christian life if we accept the open view of God.
Clearly, the proponents of open theism are commending their view
as both biblical and enhancing of our understanding of how we
should live as Christians. But it is my deep conviction, and the con-
viction of many other evangelicals, that the open view distorts the

Christian portrayal of God and his relations with his people so much
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that open theism must not be viewed as “just another” legitimate
Christian understanding. In other words, this issue is not like our
differences over questions of the nature of the millennium and the
timing of the return of Christ, or of whether all of the charismatic
gifts have continued to this day or not, or of whether we should
advocate believer’s baptism or bring the infant children of believers
to the baptismal font. No, the open view of God represents a depar-
ture from the church’s uniform understanding of Scripture and a
distortion of the biblical portrayal of God. To allow this as a legiti-
mate view is essentially to allow the worship of a different God than
the God of the Bible.

For some readers, this may sound like an overstatement, but I am
convinced it is not. Recall that the true God challenged the false gods
of the pagan nations surrounding Israel to “prove” their supposed
deity, and the test he gave them was this: “Tell us what is to come
hereafter, that we may know that you are gods” (Isa. 41:23a). Because
these pagan gods had not predicted what was taking place, and
because they were unable to tell what was coming afterwards, God’s
own judgment of them is telling: “Behold, they are all a delusion;
their works are nothing; their metal images are empty wind” (Isa.
41:29). Furthermore, God’s indictment of those false gods and those
who worship them is striking: “Behold, you [gods] are nothing, and
your work is less than nothing; an abomination is he who chooses
you” (Isa. 41:24).

Is it too harsh, then, to say that the open view of God is unac-
ceptable as a legitimate evangelical option? I do not think so, when it
is clear that the one criterion by which God rejected the pretender
deities of Isaiah’s day is the same criterion by which the “God” of

open theism may be tested and found wanting. The true God knows
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the future, can predict it accurately, and can state exactly what will
take place, including innumerable future free human actions and
events. And when things happen just as God said, we know that he
is God. Because the “God” of open theism does not know most of
the future of humankind, because he cannot declare what his crea-
tures will or will not do, and because Scripture places this as a test for
true deity, it is clear that the God of open theism is not the God of
the Bible. Both the belittling of God and the harm done to Christian
people through this view of God demand that we understand better
just why we must say no to the openness proposal. As is evident in
so many ways, affecting so many areas of life and theology, their God
is just too small!

The chapters that follow will try to show more clearly in certain
areas of our common faith and the Christian life just where the open
view of God falters. Along the way, we will surely notice legitimate
concerns that openness proponents raise that must be addressed. But
the pattern that will clearly emerge is this: if Christians work from
the understanding and theology that the open view of God proposes,
we end up with biblical, theological, and practical problems of such
a magnitude that the view itself must be called into question in its
entirety. Here, then, is a brief overview of the areas we will cover and
what we hope to see in these chapters.

Chapter 2 begins where we should begin, with a consideration of
what Scripture teaches about God and his knowledge of the future.
I will attempt to show that the open view is deeply flawed in its
attempts to account for Scripture’s own teaching about both God and
his foreknowledge. Because this is a large topic, and because I have
written at length on it elsewhere,® I propose here to offer some

responses to key openness arguments, followed by selective medita-
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tions on other biblical passages and teachings, all with the goal of
establishing the clarity and forcefulness with which Scripture teaches
God’s exhaustive and definite knowledge of the future.

Chapter 3 will dive right into one of the areas that open theists
argue commends their view to the Christian community, namely, the
problem of suftering and evil. Even though openness advocates claim
that the open view deals much better with problems of suffering and
affliction than does any traditional understanding, we will see that
this simply is not the case.

Chapter 4 takes up the practice of prayer in the Christian life.
Here, too, openness proponents claim that praying to a God who
faces an open future makes prayer real and vital. We will examine this
claim and notice some of the problems the Christian is left with if he
moves in an openness direction.

Chapter 5 will ask what sort of hope we can rightly have in the
God of open theism. While the true God wants his people to hope
in him alone, both for life now and for eternity, the God of open the-
ism undermines such hope and robs Christian people of the confi-
dence to know that God’s purposes will not fail and his plans will
not falter.

Having read this digest of the problems attendant on the open
view, the reader will, I hope, be in a better position to behold the
greater glory and majesty of the true and living God. I hope the reader
will also see, quite clearly, that the God of open theism is just too
small to be the God of the Bible.
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OPEN THEISM AND
GOD’'S FOREKNOWLEDGE

BIBLICAL SUPPORT OFFERED FOR THE
OPEN VIEW OF GOD’S FOREKNOWLEDGE

Does Scripture teach that God does not know the future exhaus-
tively? In particular, what about the future decisions and actions that
we human beings make all the time—such as what I might choose to
say next or what you might choose to do with another person tomor-
row or where someone else might choose to travel next summer? Is
it true that God cannot know what these will be until we do them?
Open theists not only believe that this must be the case in order for
our human decisions and actions to be truly free, they also claim that
this is just what the Bible leads us to conclude.

For proponents of the open view, there are a number of indica-
tions in the Bible that God learns from what happens. Some passages,
they say, indicate that God grows in knowledge as he observes what
people do, when they do it. For example, there is the incident when
God tested Abraham, asking him to ofter up his only son, Isaac.
When Isaac was bound and Abraham was about to plunge the knife
into him, the angel of the Lord stopped Abraham and said, “Do not
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lay your hand on the boy or do anything to him, for now I know that
you fear God, seeing you have not withheld your son, your only son,
from me” (Gen. 22:12). Clearly, says the open theist, this shows that
God learned something about Abraham from this very test. As John
Sanders’s observes, “God needs to know if Abraham is the sort of
person on whom God can count for collaboration toward the fulfill-
ment of the divine project. Will he be faithful? Or must God find
someone else through whom to achieve his purpose?”!

Other passages, say the open theists, indicate that God some-
times realizes that events have unfolded differently than he expected
they would. For example, in 1 Samuel 15 we hear God twice say that
he “regretted” making Saul king (1 Sam. 15:11, 35). What possible
sense does it make, ask the open theists, to say that God regrets how
Saul acted as king if; as the traditional view holds, he knew all along
exactly what Saul would do as king? In other words, can God really
regret some action of his that he has known for all eternity would
work out exactly as it did? Commenting on this passage, Greg Boyd

says:

We must wonder how the Lord could truly experience regret for
making Saul king if he was absolutely certain that Saul would act
the way he did. Could God genuinely confess, “I regret that I made
Saul king” if he could in the same breath also proclaim, “I was cer-
tain of what Saul would do when I made him king”? I do not see
how. . .. Common sense tells us that we can only regret a decision
we made if the decision resulted in an outcome other than what we

expected or hoped for when the decision was made.?

It seems clear, therefore, to advocates of the open view that God had

certain hopes and expectations about Saul that didn’t turn out as God
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had planned and thought they would. When Saul proved to be a dis-
obedient king, God realized that his hopes for Saul simply were not
true. And having learned this about Saul, God then regretted mak-
ing Saul king. God learned something he had not known previously:
just what sort of king Saul really turned out to be.

A second example comes from the account of the flood. You'll
recall that after the water subsided and God called Noah, his family,
and the animals to come out of the ark, God put a rainbow in the sky
as a sign of his promise that “the waters shall never again become a
flood to destroy all flesh” (Gen. 9:15). As we have seen, although he
is not certain of this, John Sanders wonders whether this promise
might not indicate that God had reassessed his previous decision to
kill all living things on the earth. God may have looked back on his
own past actions and concluded that while what he did was just, per-

haps this simply was not the best thing to do. Sanders comments:

God makes a covenant with his creation that never again will vir-
tually everything be annihilated. The sign of the rainbow that God
gives is a reminder to himself that he will never again tread this path
([Gen] 9:14-16). It may be the case that although human evil
caused God great pain, the destruction of what he had made caused
him even greater suffering. Although his judgment was righteous,

God decides to try different courses of action in the future.

So, whether God looks back at the things humans do that turn out
differently than he expected (e.g., the unexpected disobedient actions
of Saul), or whether he looks back at his own actions and reassesses
whether what he did was best (e.g., both making Saul king and flood-
ing the entire earth), it seems clear to advocates of open theism that

God learns from what happens. Part of what indicates this in
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Scripture are times when God regrets what he has done and

reassesses or changes his mind.

EVALUATING THE BIBLICAL CASE FOR THE
OPEN VIEW OF GOD’S FOREKNOWLEDGE

Should these and other such passages be interpreted as open theists
interpret them? Should we rightly conclude that the Bible indicates
that God’s knowledge of the future is limited, and that he actually
learns some of what happens only when free persons make their
choices and carry out what they have freely chosen? Evaluation of
this way of understanding the Bible involves two lines of response.
First, we should look carefully at the passages used in support of the
open view and see if they really indicate that, as history unfolds and
people make their free choices, God truly learns what he did not
know before. Second, we should ask whether the Bible in fact teaches
that God knows what open theists say he cannot know, namely,
future free human actions and choices. That is, does Scripture any-
where teach that God knows (in advance) what free persons will
choose to do?

Both of these lines of response are quite involved, and here we
can look at only a small portion of the Bible’s teaching.* Perhaps the
clearest way to proceed would be, first, to respond at least to the
three passages cited above that are used to support the open view. In
the process, I will cite other passages used by openness advocates and
give a brief response. Second, I will ofter some brief meditations on
some other passages that both teach and illustrate God’s knowledge
of future free decisions and actions of people. I hope the reader will
see from this study that the openness insistence that Scripture

teaches that God learns as people freely do what they choose is not

28



Open Theism and God’s Foreknowledge

at all clear from Scripture itself, and that, furthermore, other pas-
sages clearly indicate that God in fact does know amazing detail
about the future, including what free persons will choose and do in
both the near and distant future. In the end, Scripture does not teach
what open theists claim, and the church should not be led to think
that it does. Well, now to our brief review: first, looking at passages
used to support the open view; and then, a selective look at some
other passages indicating that God in fact knows what open theists
deny of him.

Evaluating Passages Used to Support the Open View

First, let’s consider again the Abraham story, with its statement, “for
now I know that you fear God” (Gen. 22:12). Since the open theist
wants us to take the passage at face value, I suggest we do that and
notice what it says God supposedly learned at this moment. The
angel doesn’t say that God now knows that Abraham would be obe-
dient to God’s command, or that Abraham would actually raise his
knife with the intent of killing his son. No, he says, “for now I know
that you fear God.” I cannot help but ask, Doesn’t God have good rea-
son to know already that Abraham feared him?

Surely God knows the heart of every person (1 Chron. 28:9 and
1 Sam. 16:7), and God also knows all of Abraham’s track-record of
obedience. This point is especially significant when we notice in the
New Testament how often Abraham is cited as such a strong man
of faith. In Romans 4 Paul extols Abraham’s faith in God concern-
ing the promised son, even after it became physically impossible for
either Sarah or Abraham to become a parent (see especially Rom.
4:18-22). And Hebrews 11 honors Abraham both for leaving his
country to follow God (Heb. 11:8-10) and for offering up Isaac
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(Heb. 11:17-19; cf. James 2:21-23). This last point is interesting,
because Hebrews 11:19 specifically upholds Abraham’s faith that
God would bring Isaac back from the dead. Now, isn’t it clear that
God knew of Abraham’s life of faith, and that even as Abraham
ascended Mt. Moriah to offer Isaac, God knew Abraham’s heart of
trust in God, believing even that God would raise Isaac after he had
killed him? So can it be that at the moment that the angel stops
Abraham, God really learns only now that Abraham fears him? Much
more likely is the notion that when we read “for now I know that
you fear God,” it means that God, at this very moment, sees afresh and
witnesses the extraordinary act of faith Abraham expresses, and in this
sense, God knows (again, and forcefully) what he has known long
before, namely, that Abraham fears God.

Perhaps it is something like an occasion when a very caring and
loving husband expresses again to his wife his deep love for her.
Suppose he comes home from work and surprises her with plans for
a get-away weekend. In this moment of excitement and closeness, he
might tenderly ask her, “Honey, do you know, deep in your heart,
right now;, that I love you?” And she might say, “After what you’ve just
done, I really know;, right now, how much you love me.” Would it be
right to conclude from this brief exchange that only now, at this
moment but not before, she learned what she did not know before
about her husband’s love for her? Clearly, no. Rather, the present
experience brought a fresh witnessing and reaffirmation of her hus-
band’s love, so that now she knows afresh his love. At least this much
should be clear: in light of the whole of the Bible’s teaching, we
should not accept the open theist interpretation of Genesis 22:12 that
insists on aftirming that God learned at this moment what he did not

know previously, namely, that Abraham feared him.
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Consider also how similar the statement of Genesis 22:12 is to
another passage just a few chapters earlier. In Genesis 18, the Lord
appears to Abraham as three men come to visit him (see Gen. 18:1-
2). After a while, God decides to tell Abraham about the destruction
he plans to bring upon Sodom and Gomorrah. Notice carefully the
language used in this account, and how relevant it is to this debate
with open theism. We read, “Then the LORD said, ‘Because the out-
cry against Sodom and Gomorrah is great and their sin is very grave,
Twill go down to see whether they have done altogether according to the
outcry that has come to me. And if not, I will know” (vv. 20-21, empha-
sis added). Open theists insist that language about God learning from
what happens ought to be taken “literally” or in a “straightforward”
manner.’> Well, consider what we would end up with from this pas-
sage if we follow this openness approach. First, we would have to deny
that God is omnipresent (i.e., everywhere present), because God says
that he has to “go down to see” if what he has heard is true. This indi-
cates, on a “straightforward” reading, that until God gets to Sodom,
he cannot know whether the reports he has heard are correct.
Second, we would have to deny that God knows everything about the past,
for he has to confirm whether the Sodomites have done these horri-
ble things. Evidently, then, God does not know whether what he has
heard about their past actions is true, so he doesn’t know the past per-
tectly. Third, we would have to deny that God knows everything about the
present. Because he has to go down to see, God doesn’t know right
now whether the reports are true.

But here is the problem: all evangelical and orthodox Christians,
even open theists, affirm that the God of the Bible 1) is omnipresent,
2) possesses perfect and exhaustive knowledge of the past, and 3) pos-

sesses perfect and exhaustive knowledge of the present. We all believe
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this because of the abundance of biblical teaching on all three of these
points. So, is it not clear that we should interpret Genesis 18:20-21
as indicating something other than, literally, that God has to go to
Sodom to know if what he has heard is true? Perhaps we should
interpret this passage in a way similar to how we would interpret a
father’s statement to his little boy while playing hide-and-seek: “Well,
let’s look around the corner and see if your sister might be hiding
there, and then we’ll know.” The father says this knowing all the
while that she in fact is there. And if it is clear that we should not take
Genesis 18:20-21 at face value, should we not consider also that the
same kind of language is being employed four chapters later in
Genesis 22:12? Clearly the case for the openness interpretation sim-
ply cannot be made from a text like this.

Second, what about God regretting that he had made Saul king
(1 Sam. 15:11, 35)? Does this regret indicate that God thought one
thing would happen (that Saul would be a good king), but now learns
what he didn’t know before, that something else has happened (that
Saul turned out to be disobedient)? To answer this, consider how
amazing it is that sandwiched between the two statements of God’s
regret over Saul is one of the strongest and clearest biblical affirma-
tions that God does not regret things that happen (even using the same
word in Hebrew for “regret” that is used in verses 11 and 35!): “And
also the Glory of Israel will not lie or have regret, for he is not a man,
that he should have regret” (1 Sam. 15:29). Do verses 11 and 35 con-
tradict verse 29? How can God “regret” that he “made Saul king” (vv.
11, 35) and yet be a God who “will not lie or have regret” (v. 29)?

Two features of 1 Samuel 15:29 deserve brief mention. First,
notice how the author links together the ideas of “will not lie” and

“[will not] have regret.” Since it is true that God never lies (2 Tim.
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2:13; Titus 1:2; Heb. 6:18), and since these ideas are connected in
1 Samuel 15:29, is not “God never lies and never regrets” the most nat-
ural way to understand this passage? Second, notice that God is said
to be unlike mere humans, who do regret. Clearly, sometimes we
humans do things that we regret, but other times we don’t. But isn’t
this exactly what open theists say God is like—God sometimes
regrets what he has done (e.g., making Saul king, or flooding the
world), but other times he doesn’t regret what he has done (e.g., giv-
ing his Son to die for sin)? But if both humans and God act in this
way, then how can this passage say that “[God] is not a man, that he
should have regret”? Surely, the answer is that this cannot be the cor-
rect understanding of God, or of this passage. This passage teaches
that, unlike humans who sometimes regret and sometimes don’t
regret, God never regrets.

So how does verse 29 fit with verses 11 and 35? Here’s my sug-
gestion: On the one hand, God never learns new information and is
never surprised by things that happen, and so he can never (v. 29)
regret (in a strong sense) things that happen due to (supposedly)
learning that what he anticipated did not happen. On the other
hand, as things unfold that he previously knew would come to pass,
he can still be deeply dismayed and grieved over the sin that he now
witnesses, and in this way he can “regret” (vv. 11 and 35, in a weak
sense) that these things are happening. Amazingly, in the very same
passage the author wants us to know two things about God. First,
we are to know that in fact, just as God cannot ever lie, so God’s
knowledge is fixed and he cannot ever find out something that will
cause him to second-guess, to question, or to regret what he has
done. He is God, not man, and as God, he is above any “regret” in

this strong sense (v. 29). But second, just because God does not ever
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question what is happening (since he knew it all previously), we
should not conclude that he doesn’t care about the sin that unfolds.
He does! He is deeply dismayed at what Saul does as he witnesses
the unfolding of what he previously knew would occur. And as God
observes Saul’s sin, he bemoans the disobedience and harm that
Saul’s actions reflect. So, he “regrets” (in a weak sense) Saul’s king-
ship, even though he knew and planned all along what is actually
transpiring.

It seems clear, then, that the author of this chapter of Scripture
intends for us to see both of these truths about God. How wrong we
would be if we took only one of them and denied the other, but how
glorious is our understanding of God when we see the balance
intended. Openness interpreters miss this balance, and in so doing,
they diminish the greatness of this “Glory of Israel.” The true God
is not surprised by what occurs, but he cares deeply about the sin that
unfolds. His ways are stable and his knowledge is perfect, but his
concern for human actions is deeply genuine as well. What a glori-
ous God, seen aright.

Third, how shall we understand the suggestion that God may
have reconsidered his decision to bring a flood upon the whole
world, concluding that this may not have been the best route to take
(i.e., Sanders’s interpretation of Gen. 9:12-16%7? I see no other way
to take this than as a suggestion that God in hindsight judged that he
had made an enormous mistake. Granted, Sanders makes clear he
believes that God was righteous in this judgment. Fine, but was he
wise? Consider the magnitude of this mistake, if in fact God thought
it so to be. The whole world, save a tew people and animals, was delib-
erately killed by God in this action. Issues in human affairs could
hardly get weightier than this. To think that God looked back and
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thought to himself, “This was too severe and I am not entirely sure
that I should have done it,” is nothing short of staggering! What con-
fidence can we have in a God who must second-guess his own
actions? What does this tell us about the wisdom of God’s own plans?
If God is not sure that what he does is best, can we be sure that he
really knows what he is doing?

The simple fact is that a God who can only speculate regarding
what much of the future holds, at times second-guesses his own
plans, can get things wrong, and may even repent of his own past
conduct is a God unworthy of devotion, trust, adoration, and praise.
The openness interpretations of the passages they claim support their
own view propose a God that just is too small to be the true and liv-
ing God of the Bible. And besides, Scripture’s abundant and clear
teachings uphold an exalted view of the God who knows and declares
“the end from the beginning” (Isa. 46:10), and to this biblical support

we now give brief attention.

Biblical Support for God’s Comprehensive and

Definite Foreknowledge

Does Scripture teach that God knows the future completely as it will
be, and that this includes his advance knowledge of what free persons
will choose and do? The answer is yes! To see this, I will first present
a sketch of the “big picture” about God, portrayed by Isaiah the
prophet, especially in Isaiah 40-48. Here, we see the God who makes
his own claim to deity on the basis that he knows, and tells, exactly
what the future will be. Second, I will offer a short series of “medi-
tations” on selected passages that show, clearly, that God knows
exactly what open theists deny of him—that is, he knows in very spe-

cific instances and specific detail just what free persons will choose
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to do and carry out. Both the “big picture” and these individual med-
itations will demonstrate that God—the true and living God of the
Bible—knows the future comprehensively and perfectly. We have
good reason to put our hope and trust in this God, for nothing takes

him by surprise. Behold, then, the greatness of our God!

ISAIAH’S “BIG PICTURE” OF GOD

We begin with Isaiah’s vision of God’s exhaustive foreknowledge.
Have you heard of the old television show, “To Tell the Truth”? By
asking questions of three different people, all portraying themselves
as “Mr. Smith,” the panelists would try to determine who was the real
“Mr. Smith.” Well, a similar question was faced in Isaiah’s day: Who
is the real God? And how shall we know that he is in fact God? In
Isaiah 4048, no fewer than nine separate sections’ ofter essentially
the same argument, repeated in different ways but clearly for the
same overall purpose: the true and living God, unlike imposter gods,
can be known to be the true God because he alone can foretell exactly
what the future will be. Someone might ask, How do you know God
is God? Answer: The true God knows and declares the future.
Consider only two of these nine sections. In Isaiah 41:21-29, God
challenges the false gods, the idols of the nations surrounding Israel,
to prove that they are gods. And what is the test he puts forth? God
declares, “Let them bring them [these imposter gods], and tell us what
is to happen. Téll us the former things, what they are, that we may consider
their outcome; or declare to us the things to come. ‘Téll us what is to come here-
after, that we may know that you are gods” (Isa. 41:22-23a, emphasis
added). Here we have the test, designed by God himself, for knowing
whether or not you’ve got the true God. The true God has told things

in the past that have come true so that we can “consider their out-
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come” and realize his deity. And the true God tells things now that will
happen in the future, so that when they come about, “we may know”
that he is God. Here, and in eight other sections in these chapters,
God puts his own deity on the line and to the test. He says over and
again, “You know that I am God because I, unlike the false gods, know
and declare the future.” How presumptuous and wrong, then, for
some system of theology to come along and deny of God the very
basis by which he asserts his own deity! Open theists run the risk of
being charged, along with these false worshipers in Isaiah’s day, of
choosing a view of “god” that is an abomination in God’s sight. Hear
the sobering words of Isaiah 41:24 regarding the false gods who can-
not declare the future, and those who worship them: “Behold, you
[the false gods] are nothing, and your work is less than nothing; an
abomination is he who chooses you.”

A second passage from these chapters in Isaiah comes at Isaiah
46:8-11. Here, God says:

Remember this and stand firm,

recall it to mind, you transgressors,

remember the former things of old;
for I am God, and there is no other;

I am God, and there is none like me,
declaring the end from the beginning

and from ancient times things not yet done,
saying, “My counsel shall stand,

and I will accomplish all my purpose,”
calling a bird of prey from the east,

the man of my counsel from a far country.
I have spoken, and I will bring it to pass;

I have purposed, and I will do it.

37



THEIR GOD IS TOO SMALL

Notice just two things. First, God connects his own deity with his
claim to declare “the end from the beginning.” The lead-up to this
claim is remarkable: “I am God, and there is no other; I am God, and
there is none like me.” And who, pray tell, is this one-and-only God?
None other than the One who declares all things that will be (i.e., the
end from the beginning). So does it matter to God whether we think
of him as the One who knows all the past, present, and future? Surely
his claim to exclusive deity attached to his knowledge of all things
from one end of history to the other shows just how much, in fact,
it matters to him. He alone is God. He wants us to know this. And
how we know it is by his demonstration of his knowledge of what
will come to pass. We dare not deny of God what he ofters as the basis
for his claim (here again!) to exclusive deity.

Second, this passage indicates one future reality that clearly, indis-
putably, involves a host of future free choices and actions. For God
says, “calling a bird of prey from the east, the man of my counsel
from a far country” (46:11), speaking no doubt of the future kingly
reign of Cyrus, named and foretold at the end of chapter 44 and
beginning of chapter 45, who would be born and named nearly two
hundred years after this prediction was made! And don’t minimize
just how much knowledge of the future this indicates. For God to
know that Cyrus would be born, would be given this name, would
be raised to be king, reign as a great king, conquer as king, and accom-
plish the specific things God says that he “anointed” (45:1) Cyrus to
do, would require of God unimaginable foreknowledge of the host
of free human actions associated with the successful rise and exploits
of this specific person. The general claim of deity, that the true God
knows “the end from the beginning” (Isa. 46:10), is here illustrated

in one utterly remarkable prediction of the coming of “the man of my
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counsel.” This is a man whose future God knows and who will
accomplish God’s will perfectly (Isa. 46:11). God is God; there is no
other. And the true God knows the future exhaustively, and he pre-
dicts what he wishes in order to demonstrate and prove that his claim
to exclusive deity is true.

Having seen this sketch from Isaiah of the “big picture” of God,
let us now consider a selection of passages that ofter specific teach-

ing and illustration of God’s knowledge of the future.

MEDITATION ON EXODUS 3:19-20

After appearing to Moses in the burning bush, but prior to the ten
plagues and his delivering Israel through the Red Sea, the Lord
speaks to Moses and says, “But I know that the king of Egypt will not
let you go unless compelled by a mighty hand. So I will stretch out
my hand and strike Egypt with all the wonders that I will do in it;
after that he will let you go” (Ex. 3:19-20). This passage, interpreted
most naturally and clearly, indicates that God certainly knows that the
king of Egypt will not permit the children of Israel to go except under
compulsion, and that God also knows that after he brings the plagues
upon Egypt, the king will then let them go. That is, this is a declara-
tion of God’s knowledge of Pharaoh’s future decisions, first to resist
letting them go, then later, under compulsion, to let them go.

How do open theists, denying God’s foreknowledge, attempt to
account for such a passage? Essentially, they argue that predictions
like this are probably “conditional.”® That is, while these predictions
look as though they state what God will do or what will happen, in
actuality, whether the predictions are fulfilled (as stated) or not
depends on certain unstated conditions. So, in this case, if Pharaoh

remains stubborn and never lets the people go, or if he gives in right
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away—if one of these conditions were to arise—then God’s stated
predictions would not be fulfilled (for God had said that Pharaoh
would at first resist but would then let the people go). But this is not
a problem (say the open theists), because we are to understand that
these predictions were made with these unstated conditions attached
to them.

As a matter of principle, open theists are not wrong to appeal to
such “conditional” predictions. Nearly all interpreters of Jonah, for
example, agree that when Jonah predicted “Yet forty days, and
Nineveh shall be overthrown!” (Jonah 3:4), we understand that an
implied but unstated condition attached to this prediction: “unless
you repent,” this will happen. The people did repent, and God did
not bring the predicted judgment. And nearly all agree that, even as
Jonah knew, it was God’s intent all along to show mercy to the
Ninevites, knowing that the stated prediction of judgment would
elicit their repentance so that God could then display his originally
intended mercy.

But the question here in Exodus 3 is whether God’s prediction
to Moses should rightly be understood as a conditional prediction. I
do not believe this text can be accounted for by appeal to “conditional
prophecy” (for reasons I will give below). I believe, rather, that this
text shows that God can know and can announce in advance just
exactly what one of his free creatures will do in the future. If so, there
are two options in regard to the openness proposal: 1) admit that the
Bible teaches truth that conflicts fundamentally with open theism, or
2) continue to hold the openness model but say that in this case God
worked in Pharaoh to override his freedom, so that Pharaoh did what
God caused him (apart from his free will) to do. Neither option is

desirable for open theists, so this leads us to consider the proposed
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solution that some open theists have offered to account for this text,
namely that it is a conditional prophecy. What of this?
In a recent public e-mail, open theist Chelsea DeArmond ofters

this possible explanation of Exodus 3:19-20:

Why not interpret this prophecy just like classical theists interpret
God’s prophesied destruction of the Ninevites due to their great
wickedness against Israel—in other words, as a conditional
prophecy? Like the Ninevites, Pharaoh could have responded to
the first plague with prayer, fasting, and repentance, rather than
hardening his heart. We would not therefore conclude that God
was “wrong” about Pharaoh, just as we do not therefore conclude
that God was “wrong” about the Ninevites when he did not destroy

them as he prophesied he would.’

Consider, however, these reasons for thinking that Exodus 3:19-
20 1is a clear and unambiguous prediction of what God knows Pharaoh
will do, both before and after God brings the plagues upon Egypt,
and not a conditional prophecy which may or may not have been ful-
filled as God had said.

1. Argument from God’s hardening of Pharaoh’s heart to prevent him
from letting Israel go. In Exodus 4:21 God says that he will harden
Pharaoh’s heart so that he will not let the people go. If, however, Pharaoh
had decided to let them go, then it would show that God had failed
to accomplish what he said he would do (i.e., God would not have
succeeded in hardening Pharaoh’s heart). The stakes for God are
raised, in other words, when he says not only that Pharaoh will not
let the people go (3:19), but also that he will harden Pharaoh’s heart so
that he will not let them go (4:21). Add to this (as the narrative

unfolds) that after Pharaoh hardens his own heart several times, God
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then hardens Pharaoh’s heart (cf. 9:12; 10:1, 20; 11:10) precisely so
that he would not, as of yet, let the people go. This makes the ear-
lier prediction of 3:19 sound less like a conditional prophecy, in
which case Pharaoh could have actually decided to let them go (con-
trary to the stated words of both 3:19 and 4:21), and more like a cer-
tain prediction (3:19) that God ensures will be carried out (4:21).
Granted, in itself; this argument will not carry the day, but it does
raise a clear red flag of sorts, that the “conditional prophecy” pro-
posal is at least very strained.

2. Argument from the centrality of the Passover, occurring as a part of the
tenth (last) plague. Exodus 4:23 records God’s continued words to
Moses that he should tell Pharaoh, “Behold, I will kill your son, your
firstborn.” This adds a more specific prediction of what God says he
will do, which makes a conditional-prophecy interpretation even less
likely. After all, consider this. Just what is God predicting in 4:23?
Isn’t this a prediction about the last plague, when the Lord passes
over the houses of the obedient Israelites who have sprinkled blood
on their door posts but brings death to all the houses of the land of
Egypt? Now consider just how important this “Passover” is in bibli-
cal theology. Consider how much it matters to God that he be shown
as the One who “passed over” the houses with the blood but brought
death to all those not covered by the blood. Do you think God cares
whether or not he is able to demonstrate this saving act by passing
over the Israelite homes? Is it possible that, following DeArmond’s
logic, “Pharaoh could have [again] responded . . . with prayer, fast-
ing, and repentance, rather than hardening his heart,” so that the last
plague (instituting the Passover) would not have occurred? How
likely is it that this prediction in 4:23 is merely conditional, in light
of how much rests on God completing all the plagues, particularly the

42



Open Theism and God’s Foreknowledge

tenth and last plague? Therefore, when God says in Exodus 3:19-20
that the king will let Israel go only after he stretches out his hand,
does not God have in mind the Passover, and does this not preclude
the possibility that Pharaoh would repent after the first (or even the
ninth!) plague? Surely, the best and only contextually satisfying inter-
pretation of 3:19-20 is that God predicted what he certainly knew
Pharaoh would do, planning to deliver Israel only at the end of the
tull ten plagues.

3. Argument from the plagues as the means by which God declares that
he alone is Lord. Consider again the prediction of Exodus 3:20, that
God will stretch out his hand, and only after that will Pharaoh let
Israel go. Now read Exodus 7:3-5, where God repeats (as he does
several times) that he will harden Pharaoh’s heart, multiply his
signs, and only then will Israel be delivered. Now, of course, if
Pharaoh had repented after the first sign (a possibility if this were a
conditional prophecy), God would not have done what he said he
would do, namely, he would not have multiplied his signs to com-
pel Pharaoh to let the people go. Does it matter whether 3:19-20;
7:3-5; and the other predictive passages state what God knows will
occur, or whether they are conditional prophecies that might not
occur? In light of 7:5, the answer is, “Yes, it matters!” Here, God
says, “The Egyptians shall know that I am the LORD, when I stretch
out my hand against Egypt and bring out the people of Israel from
among them.” This is the immediate prelude to the beginning of the
ten signs (plagues) that start in 7:14. The point is clear: God mani-
fests his rightful deity (“I am the LORD”) on the basis of his multi-
plying these signs, only after which Israel is delivered. Now, given
that this great purpose (demonstrating that “I am the LORD”) is
accomplished through (and only through) these plagues, how likely
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is it that God’s prediction back in 3:20 is conditional (i.e., that
Pharaoh might repent and let the Israelites go without God’s “mir-
acles” being manifested)? Again, the only contextually satisfying
interpretation is that the prediction of 3:19-20 relates to things that
God will do to manifest that he alone is God.

4. Argument from the fulfillment of these predictions, “as the LORD had
said.” Notice the use of the crucial phrases, “as the LORD had said,”
and, “just as the LORD had spoken through Moses” (7:13; 8:15, 19;
9:12, 35) throughout the plague narrative. Exodus 7:13 (after the first
sign) says, “Still Pharaoh’s heart was hardened, and he would not lis-
ten to them, as the LORD had said.” Exodus 9:35 (after the seventh sign)
says, “The heart of Pharaoh was hardened, and he did not let the peo-
ple of Israel go, just as the LORD had spoken through Moses.” Since
Scripture itself indicates by these phrases that it is very important to
demonstrate that these events unfold just as God said they would, how
likely is it that the predictions that God had made might or might not
have been fulfilled? If God intended his prophecies (like the ones
stated in Exodus 3:19-20) to be conditional, do you think God would
then call attention to the fact that they were happening just as he had
said? This makes no sense, and I submit that to suggest otherwise is to
pull out of the narrative exactly what God intentionally built into it,
that God is God precisely (in part) because he declares what will come,
and that when it comes to pass, Scripture calls to our attention to the
fact that it has been accomplished just as God said it would. To under-
stand this as conditional prophecy, then, is to undermine the very
stated basis by which God himself proves his deity.

5. Argument from supplementary predictions, equally remarkable, equally
non-conditional. The predictions of Exodus 3:19-20 do not stand

alone. God predicts other things in this narrative, also utterly

44



Open Theism and God’s Foreknowledge

remarkable, that also come about just as he said they would.
Consider, for example, the very next verses: Exodus 3:21-22 records
God’s promise that he will grant the people favor in the eyes of the
Egyptians so that when they leave, they will ask and be given gifts of
gold and silver, and so will “plunder the Egyptians” (3:22).
Incredible! Here, God predicts not just what one man (Pharaoh)
will do, but what a whole nation of free persons will do. Are we to
suppose that Israel should take this as a conditional prophecy?
Absolutely nothing in the narrative would suggest that Israel (or we)
are meant to understand this promise as conditional (unlike the
Jonah example, where we do have compelling reason in the narra-
tive itself to see it as a conditional prophecy).!® And think how stag-
gering this prediction is! Imagine how you would feel if you were
an Egyptian going through plague after plague, while you noticed
that the Israelites were being exempt from every one of them! How
maddening! In fact, even before the plagues began, when the
Egyptians placed on the Israelites an even greater burden (Exodus
5), we read that the Israelites said to Moses, “you have made us stink
in the sight of Pharaoh and his servants, and have put a sword in
their hand to kill us” (5:21). Even before the plagues, Israel was
despised by Egypt. Then come nine plagues, and Egypt is nearly
devastated. Yet we read in Exodus 11:1-3 and 12:35-36 that the
Israelites (these slaves in Egypt) asked the Egyptians for their trea-
sures and the Egyptians complied! And the only reason for this is
given in the text: “The LORD had given the people favor in the sight
of the Egyptians, so that they let them have what they asked. Thus
they plundered the Egyptians” (12:36). Consider again these two
passages: Exodus 3:21-22 (the prediction that Israel would be given
favor and plunder the Egyptians) and Exodus 12:35-36 (the out-
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come, in which Israel was given favor, received the treasures of the
Egyptians when they asked for them, and so plundered the
Egyptians). Is it reasonable to think that the prediction in Exodus
3:21-22 was conditional? I find absolutely no reason to think so and
massive reason to conclude that God predicted exactly what he knew
a whole nation of free persons would do.

The proposal that the prediction of God to Moses in Exodus
3:19-20 was conditional, while initially intriguing as a general idea, is
simply lacking merit as one considers this prediction in context.
Rather, there is compelling biblical reason to see this as a prediction
1) of what God knew would occur, and 2) of things that involved the

future choices and actions of a free agent. Therefore, this text conflicts at a
fundamental level with the openness proposal; and it displays, con-
trary to open theism, God’s knowledge of these future human
choices and actions as evidence for his very deity as the one and only
true God.

MEDITATION ON PSALM 139

What great comfort Psalm 139 gives to God’s people as it extols God’s
intimate acquaintance with all our ways. Consider first the amazing
claim of verse 4: “Even before a word is on my tongue, behold, O
LORD, you know it altogether.” How can one do justice to this text
from the perspective that God does not know the future? When
Psalm 139:4 declares that God knows the words we speak before we
open our mouths, can this be reduced to God’s informed guesses as to
what we will say? If so, it simply is not true to say that God knows our
words in advance. We all say surprising things, surprising sometimes
even to ourselves. No amount of past and present knowledge of indi-

viduals could predict with complete accuracy the words they will

46



Open Theism and God’s Foreknowledge

speak next. But Psalm 139:4 declares that God knows in advance all the
words we speak.

Furthermore, this declaration that God knows our every word
before we utter it is merely an example of the general principle, stated
in verses 1-5, that God knows and oversees every aspect of our lives.
The God who knows when we sit and rise (v. 2), who understands our
every thought (v. 2), who searches out our paths (v. 3), who hems us
in behind and before (v. 5), is the God who also knows all our words
before any is uttered. Meticulous providential oversight is depicted in
ways that inspire in God’s people great confidence thatall of their lives
are under his supervision. While we marvel that God knows precisely
and exactly every word before we speak, this is just one example of
how meticulous is God’s care and oversight of our lives.

Verse 16 of this psalm provides another glimpse into the extent of
God’s meticulous oversight of his creatures: “Your eyes saw my
unformed substance; in your book were written, every one of them,
the days that were formed for me, when as yet there were none of
them.” Clearly this passage indicates that God “forms” or “ordains”
the days of our lives before we even exist. But how can this be? How
can God form all our days when (according to open theism) God does
not know any of the multitude of the future contingencies and future
free actions of ourselves and of other people that may relate to our
lives? The fact is that without foreknowledge of a contingent future,
God could not even know that we would be (e.g., God could not know
what individuals might be miscarried or die in childbirth), much less
know the days that would occupy our lives, and much less again ordain
them all from the outset. Clearly we are intended to be comforted
with the assurance that God knows all that will happen to us.

Consider this feature a bit further. For God to know all the days
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of our lives when as yet there were none of them (v. 16), God must
know about and be in command of all the contingencies and future free
will choices that will happen in regard to our lives. To ordain the days
of our lives is both to know about and to have regulative power over the
host of innumerable variables that go into making the substance of
each and every one of those days. Consider just one day. Take today,
for example. Think about the multitude of variables that affect your
life this day. You are living, but could you have died? Might you have
been involved in a car accident? Did you get your exercise in, so that
your good health will persist? How might your diet and level of stress
aftect your life, well-being, and longevity? How many other people
made free decisions today that had potential impact on your life and
well-being? Consider all of this and much, much more just for one single day.
The fact is that God cannot be subject to and limited by the free
choices of people over which he has no prior knowledge or regula-
tive control and still be able to know and ordain all the days of our
life.!! The fact is, then, that Psalm 139:16 confronts us with a reality
that simply cannot be accounted for in open theism. God knows our
future days, all of them, from before there was one of them. No won-
der the psalmist marvels and places unfailing confidence in this gen-

uinely omniscient God.

MEDITATION ON DANIEL 11

The book of Daniel, with its series of highly specific and detailed pre-
dictive dreams, spanning the breadth of many centuries and involv-
ing the rise and fall of many nations, offers enormous data in support
of God’s exhaustive knowledge of all that will take place in the
future. One cannot dismiss the predictions of chapters 2, 4, 5, 7, 8,

9,10 and 11 by saying that God controls merely a minimal select por-
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tion of the features of the future, sufficient to ensure that these pre-
dictions come true. A reasonable consideration of the details as well
as the breadth involved renders such an accounting simplistic.
Especially when one factors in the staggering number of future free
will decisions that would have to line up just right for these events to
come true, these chapters provide overwhelming evidence for God’s
comprehensive knowledge of and control over the future. In the lim-
ited space that can be devoted to Daniel’s predictions, I will try to
summarize what is involved predictively for just some of the detailed
prophecies of one of these chapters.

Daniel 11 contains, by itself, an amazing array of instances in
which God predicts, and hence foreknows, many future events and
many future free creaturely actions. For example, Daniel, prophesy-
ing in the first year of Cyrus, king of Persia (ca. 539 B.C.), predicts
three kings to come after Cyrus, followed by a fourth (v. 2). This
fourth king, likely a reference to the coming Alexander the Great
(reigned ca. 336-323), died young, and his sons were murdered.
Daniel predicts this, along with the fact that his kingdom would be
divided into four parts (v. 4). Amazingly, as history unfolds,
Alexander’s four generals vie for control and split the kingdom into
the four regions of Egypt (south), Syria (north), Asia Minor, and
Greece proper. The general of the south (Egypt), Ptolemy I, began
the line of the Ptolemies, while Syria’s king, Seleucus I, began the
line of the Seleucids. Daniel 11:5-35 then describes predictively
roughly 155 years of warfare between the Seleucids and Ptolemies,
with special focus given to the despicable reign of Antiochus IV
Epiphanes (vv. 21-35), an unrightful heir to the throne. All these
events, the people who fulfill them, and many more details than here

described, are predicted with amazing accuracy by Daniel.

49



THEIR GOD IS TOO SMALL

Furthermore, it must not be missed that most, perhaps all, of the
items prophesied required for their fulfillment enormous numbers
of future free human choices and actions. God knew that three
kings, then a fourth, would come to power. He knew the kingdom
would be divided and that the four parts of it would be ruled by kings
other than that fourth king’s descendents. He knew of the battles that
would take place between two of these powers, and of the ultimate
victory of one. He knew of the devastation that would come to Israel
through this last wicked king, and he knew this wicked king would
not be the rightful heir to the throne. Each one of these predictions
involves a multitude of future free human actions for it to occur. It
is no wonder that liberals date this portion of Daniel very late! So
many details, involving future free choices, with such precision—this
is truly overwhelming evidence, in one chapter of the Bible, of the

reality of God’s foreknowledge.!?

MEDITATION ON JOHN 13:19 AND 38

Several places in John we find Jesus appealing to his knowledge of
the future so that others may believe “that I am he.” Consider John
13:19: “I am telling you this now, before it takes place,” Jesus tells his
disciples, “that when it does take place you may believe that I am he”
(cf. 14:29; 16:4). The point is the same as in Isaiah (remember John
12:37-41, where John identifies Jesus with the God of Isaiah’s
vision). Jesus’ knowledge of the future is evidence that he has the
knowledge of God.

In light of Jesus’ claim in John 13:19, consider a few specific
examples in John of Jesus’ foreknowledge. We find Jesus telling Peter
of his three denials before the rooster crows (see John 13:38 with
18:15-27); predicting the kind of death Peter would die (John 21:18-
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19); and predicting that Judas would be the one to betray him (John
6:64, 70-71; ct. Matt. 26:21-25). In all of these cases, Jesus’ predic-
tions require that other humans do precisely what Jesus predicted
they would do. Yet these predictions are not presented as mere
guesses regarding the future. Rather, Jesus knows what other free
agents will in fact choose to do, states what these future actions will
be, and provides his reason for so doing: “that when it does take place
you may believe that I am he.”

Consider more fully Christ’s remarkable prediction in John 13:38
that before the rooster crowed, Peter would deny him three—not one,
or two, or four, or forty, but three—times. Greg Boyd has explained
this remarkable prediction on the basis of Jesus’ perfect knowledge (as
revealed to him by the Father) of Peter’s past conduct and character.!
That is, because God (and so, Jesus) can know exactly what Peter is
like, what he is inclined to do or not do, therefore, Christ was able to
predict that Peter would deny Christ these three times. Is this a rea-
sonable basis for explaining this account? Surely it is true that Jesus
knew Peter’s character, but how could he surmise three denials (i.e.,
precisely this future occurrence) from knowledge of Peter’s character?
Consider: What if Peter had become so frightened, shocked, bewil-
dered, and confused after the first confrontation and denial that he
decided to run oft into the wilderness, thus making the second and
third denials impossible? What if after the first or second denial those
surrounding Peter had grabbed him and taken him before the chief
counsel, where Peter denied Christ repeatedly and incessantly to
avoid the torture he would otherwise receive, by this denying Christ
a multitude of times, not merely three? What if James and John had
gone with Peter to the fire where the denials occurred, but because of

their presence with him, he found himself ashamed either to deny
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Christ or to affirm him, and instead remained silent and then made
some excuse in order to leave as hastily as possible? In the open view,
since Jesus (or the Father) does not know the future free actions of
people, he cannot have known whether any of these possible and rea-
sonable scenarios (or innumerable others) might have occurred. The
proposal that Jesus could accurately predict that Peter would deny him
precisely three times, based on God’s perfect knowledge of Peter’s char-
acter is biblically and logically implausible.

Consider another feature of this case, namely, how many future
free actions were involved in the fulfillment of this prediction.
Clearly all of Peter’s choices to deny Christ were his free choices.
Those who questioned and confronted Peter also did so freely. That
they confronted him three times was their free choice. That all three
questions but no more occurred before the rooster crowed involved
their free choice, for many factors may have led either to their delay-
ing to ask Peter the questions they did until well after sunrise, or to
asking several more questions in rapid succession, thus causing Peter
to make more than three denials before the rooster crowed. That no
harm befell Peter, preventing him from arriving at the fireside,
involved both his and many others’ free choices. That no other dis-
ciples were with Peter who might have strengthened his resolve not
to deny Christ involved many people’s freedom of choice. And on
and on. Clearly, the only full and satisfying explanation of this pre-
diction is that Jesus knew exactly that, how often, and when Peter
would deny him. To deny foreknowledge here is to deny the obvi-
ous basis for this prediction, and is to rob Jesus of the grounding of

his own claim to deity.
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MEDITATION ON JOHN 18:4

Another specific example in which the openness understanding sim-
ply does not fit what we find in Scripture may be noticed in John
18:4." It reads, “Then Jesus, knowing all that would happen to him,
came forward and said to them, “‘Whom do you seek?”” This passage
is relevant to the central openness denial of exhaustive definite fore-
knowledge in at least two ways.

1. Argument from Jesus’ comprehensive claim to know all coming things.
The explicit claim of John (v. 4a) that Jesus knew “all that would hap-
pen to him” is astonishing in itself for its overt and explicit claim of
comprehensive knowledge of these future events. Consider how
many specific actions and events must comprise the “all” that Jesus
is here said to know: the guards, the soldiers, the trials, the accusa-
tions, the questioning, the beatings, the denials, the betrayals, the
release of Barabbas, the thorns, the cross. Just the sheer amount of
factual knowledge about the future claimed in this statement defies
explanation apart from God’s having exhaustive foreknowledge. But
consider, further, how many of these future actions and events
occurred as they did, and occurred as Jesus knew they would, only
by the free-choice decisions of numerous human moral agents.
Every soldier’s strike or false accusation or stated blasphemy or hurt-
ful lie or mocking act of honor or hammer blow was done by some
free will agent or another. According to open theism, God could
know none of those future free will actions. But this text tells us dif-
ferently; this text tells us that Jesus knew “all the things” that were
coming upon him. In other words, this text tells us that Jesus knew
what open theists say he could not know.

2. Argument from Jesus” question to those seeking him. The question

Jesus asked those coming to arrest him (v. 4b) offers important
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insight into how Scripture is rightly to be interpreted as it relates to
open theism. Directly upon telling us that Jesus knew all that was
coming upon him, John records Jesus as then, of all things, asking a
question. How odd, one might think. Don’t you ask questions when
you lack knowledge? Isn’t the purpose of asking a question to gain
knowledge one does not currently possess? Normally, one might
think this is so. But the juxtaposition of the question following
immediately on the heels of John’s claim that Jesus knew “all that
would happen to him,” shows that we would misinterpret the ques-
tion were we to read it as a tacit admission of Jesus’ lack of knowl-
edge (say, for example, that he didn’t know if they were seeking him
alone, or him along with his disciples, or perhaps hoped that they
were after some escaped criminal, or even that he was so distraught
and confused that he did not know what was taking place). But as one
reads on in the passage, it is clear just why Jesus does ask the question.
He wants them to state clearly that they seek “Jesus of Nazareth” so
that he can respond by claiming, “I am he.” Over and over in John,
Jesus has made his claim to deity clear with the use (among other
things) of “I am” applied to himself (John 8:58 being perhaps the
most notable example). In light of the Gospel of John’s regular use
of “I am” in relation to Jesus’ deity, and in light of the reaction of
falling to the ground by those who heard him (18:6), it seems that
Jesus is clearly doing more than simply identifying himself as this
particular person. His assertion of deity is implicit. So, the question,
far from indicating Jesus’ lack of knowledge, is meant to bring forth
his claim of boundless deity. As Ardel Caneday has commented,
while Jesus’ question veiled his deity to his rebellious listeners, his
answer, ironically, revealed his deity.!>

What can we learn from John 18:4 about how best to interpret
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some of the favorite “openness” passages? Simply put, God may have
reasons for speaking to us or approaching us in ways that, in and of
themselves, may seem to indicate that he lacks knowledge. Asking
questions, certainly, may be one expression of such an apparent lim-
itation of God’s knowledge. But here we learn, by interpreting the
question of 18:4b in light of the unambiguous assertion in 18:4a, that
Jesus’ question meant no such lack of knowledge. Instead, it was a
tool to elicit from others what he wanted from them, to advance his
own purposes in fulfilling his prior will. Openness proponents tell
us often that they mean only to take the straightforward meaning of
the Bible seriously. But does not this passage illustrate that a straight-
forward way of interpreting Jesus’ question (i.e., as indicating, by
implication, his limited knowledge) may in fact lead to a false inter-
pretation (i.e., because John tells us explicitly that Jesus knew all
things that would happen to him)? May it not be that God’s intended
meaning is far more complex and indirect than the openness
hermeneutic of “literal,” “straightforward,” or “face-value” readings
of passages would permit? And if so, is it not also clear that to take
the “straightforward” meaning of the text in such cases as the
intended meaning is, in fact, to miss entirely what the intended meaning
actually is? Clearly this would be the case here: if we took Jesus’ ques-
tion in a straightforward fashion as indicating a limitation in his
knowledge, this would not be a mere “alternate” interpretation of this
passage; in fact, it would misinterpret the passage altogether and vio-
late the explicit statement of John in the first half of the verse.
What is helpful about John 18:4 is that the “correction” to a
potential misinterpretation of Jesus’ question (v. 4b) is provided in
the direct and explicit assertion of Christ’s transcendent and com-

prehensive foreknowledge of these future events (v. 4a). This is not
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always the case, however. We do not always find in the very same
verse (or immediate context) the “transcendent” truth that the
alleged straightforward interpretation, indicating some apparent limi-
tation in God’s knowledge, cannot be the truly infended meaning of
the passage. We must rather search the Scriptures as a whole and
seek to interpret Scripture in light of Scripture, while also working
hard at understanding each passage in its own context. When this is
done, the transcendent truth of God’s exhaustive foreknowledge
will lead us to think harder and deeper about specific passages that
appear to conflict. We will ask, Why did God choose to say it this
way, in light of his clear teaching elsewhere that he knows all things?
This is the path to exploring the truly intended meanings of these
texts. The openness interpretive approach, for all its claim to take
Bible passages seriously, commends an approach that actually vio-
lates those passages and diminishes the God of Scripture. John 18:4

helps us see that this is so.

CONCLUSION

Does Scripture teach that God wonders and guesses what free
human persons might do in the future, as open theists say he does?
Does he “get it wrong” sometimes, thinking, for example, that
surely Saul will make a good king, but then regretting his own deci-
sion to make him king? Or, deciding to flood the world, but then
considering that this choice might have been a bit too severe? Do we
live life with a God who second-guesses his own actions, and who
waits to find out if the counsel he has given to others will prove to
be best, or true?

“Absolutely not,” the church has said throughout its history. And

once again, Christian people must arise and say no to this proposal.
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The God of the Bible demonstrates the truthfulness of his own claim
to deity by predicting the future with astonishing and mind-boggling
precision. This foreknowledge of God encompasses both the imme-
diate (the next word oft my tongue) and the remote (what nations
and kings will do centuries in the future). The God of the Bible does
not face the future as we do—wondering what might happen. No,
the true God knows and declares the end from the beginning, and he
challenges anyone to prove him wrong!

Since passages cited in defense of the open view can rightly be
explained differently than openness proponents insist, and since so
much Scripture compels us to bow before the God who knows the
sweep of history in its vast detail, we simply must see that the case
for open theism from Scripture fails. Sadly, this is not the only aspect
of the open view that is troubling. As this misunderstanding of
Scripture and its teaching about God is then applied to life, issues like
prayer and suffering and Christian hope are strained beyond recog-
nition within a truly Christian context. We turn next, then, to look
selectively at some of the ways in which this misguided view of
Scripture leads to deep and troubling distortions for understanding
and living the Christian life. In all of this, our hope and prayer is that
we will see the true glory of God and be compelled to bow before his
majestic greatness, and not be lured by a fashionable human-like
deity that belittles both God and the faith he wishes to elicit in his
people. For the greater glory of God, and the lasting good of God’s

people, then, we continue.
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OPEN THEISM AND SUFFERING

CONTRASTING VISIONS

One of open theism’s most forceful claims is that its view of God and
his relationship with people allows us to account for suffering and
aftliction far better than in traditional views of God. All traditional
views of God have in common the belief that God knows in advance
everything that will happen in the future, and that he knows all of
these future actions and events with exacting detail. Furthermore,
this traditional vision of God and the world affirms that while God
knows all the suffering and evil that will occur in the future, he also
knows that good purposes are ultimately served through this evil—
good purposes that could be realized only with the suffering and
affliction that actually does come to pass. This has never meant for
Christian theologians, through the centuries, that God is morally
responsible for evil or is the “author of sin,”" although he clearly and
certainly creates the world knowing in advance exactly everything
that will happen, including every single atrocity and tragedy.

If any version of the traditional view is true, argues the open the-
ist, then two things follow: 1) the future with its “foreknown” suf-

fering cannot be avoided, since God knows in advance exactly what
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will happen and his knowledge (including his foreknowledge), by
definition, cannot be mistaken; and 2) God intentionally brings it
about that every single horrific instance of suftering that he knows in
advance will occur, does occur. In other words, God is unavoidably
responsible for bringing into existence each and every instance of
evil, since he knew these things would occur in the “future” that he
would bring into existence.

So, argues the openness proponent, if we are to understand the
tuture as truly free, and if we are to absolve God from moral respon-
sibility for creating a world that would include all of the suffering that
it does include, then we must deny that God knows and can know
the future free decisions and actions of his moral creatures. When
suftering occurs, we can rest assured that God neither planned it, nor
did he will it, nor did he know of it in advance, nor does he have some
“secret” purpose behind it. Rather, the God of open theism wishes
that suffering and affliction never did occur, and whenever it does,
he feels badly for it and he is there, in the suffering, to provide
strength and hope to those undergoing pain.

CONTRASTING STORIES

Perhaps it would help to consider two contrasting stories of suffer-
ing, each illustrating how Christian people might face similar kinds
of tragic circumstances when seen, respectively, through the church’s

traditional and the new openness view of God.

An Account of God’s Knowledge and Purposefulness in
Affliction (the Traditional View)

The names of Scott and Janet Willis are known to many Christians

across this country for their faith and hope in God in the midst of an
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unspeakably tragic circumstance. The following portion of their

story is told by Eric Zorn, a writer for the Chicago Tribune:

Reverend Duane [Scott] Willis of the Parkwood Baptist Church in
Chicago’s Mount Greenwood neighborhood always bowed his
head in prayer with his family before they took a journey
together—“asking that God would protect us and give us a great
trip, a good time together and, of course, safety,” he says.

One November morning [November 8, 1994], Duane and
Janet Willis and six of their nine children said such a prayer, then
headed for Milwaukee in their Plymouth Voyager minivan to visit
relatives. Along the interstate, the van ran over a scrap of metal that
had fallen oft a truck ahead of them. The metal punctured the Willis
gas tank and kicked up sparks that ignited a terrible explosion. Five
of the children—aged 6 weeks to 11 years—were instantly con-
sumed by fire. The sixth, 13-year-old Ben, was burned critically.

Janet and Duane Willis were not seriously injured. Looking upon
the scene, Duane told Janet, “This is what God has prepared us for.”
As she followed the charred bodies of her children to the ambulance,
Janet Willis recited from the 34th Psalm, a prayer the Parkwood con-
gregation had been attempting to memorize: “I will bless the Lord at
all times. His praise shall continually be in my mouth.” That Psalm
goes on to observe, “Many are the aftlictions of the righteous.”

From their own hospital beds, the Willises prayed for their son
Ben to recover. When he died the next morning they did not stop
praying, nor did they stop praising God. “God knows all of history
and time from its beginning to its end,” said Duane Willis several

¢

months later. “What happened to us wasn’t an accident. God is
never taken by surprise. God had a purpose for it, probably many
purposes. We don’t understand God’s agenda—as Isaiah says, ‘His
ways are not our ways.” We asked him for safety and it didn’t turn
out that way, but it’s in the way God answers our prayers that we

come to understand what God’s will is.”2
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One of the surviving sons of Scott and Janet Willis has also writ-
ten about what his parents and family have experienced. To fill in a
bit more of the story, here is a portion of this gripping account by
Toby Willis:

My dad opened the press conference [following the accident| by
quoting a psalm from the Bible. “I will bless the Lord at all times;
His praise shall continually be in my mouth” (Ps. 34:1). Why this
psalm? Even in the midst of physical and emotional pain, he knew
from reading the Word of God that he was to trust that God is
good.

Upon finishing his prepared statement, he answered questions
from reporters. They were kind and compassionate. However, as
most intelligent people would do, they politely asked if he could
shed light upon the ancient question, “Why do bad things happen
to good people?”

It is hard enough to publicly praise God in times of pain and
suffering. But is anyone able to reasonably explain the why? Do
matters of faith fall outside the explanations of reason? With cam-
eras rolling, my dad had to face the sincere questions of reality.

My dad had already stated that he knew “God had reasons . . .
and that God was good.” Indeed the Bible tells us that all things
work together for good to those who love God (Rom. 8:28). It also
gives examples of people of the past, showing how God changed
what appeared to be tragedy into good. The best example is the
story of Joseph, recorded in the book of Genesis. In our limited
knowledge of the past and present and our inability to see the
future, we simply do not yet see the finished story. . . .
Understanding how God views us, and the punishment we
deserve, my dad correctly remarked to the reporter that “the ques-
tion should really be changed to, why do good things happen to bad
people?”
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One cannot help but see the confidence in God and his wise and
good character pervading these reports. Scott and Janet Willis had a
confidence in God that led them to rejoice in him, even as their chil-
dren were being taken from them by the Lord. Another report of this

tragedy records Scott saying, regarding his precious children:

We understood that they were given of the Lord, and we understood
they weren’t ours. They were His, and we were stewards of those
children. And so God took them back. He is the Giver and Taker of
life. We must tell you that we hurt and sorrow as you parents would
for your children. The depth of pain is indescribable. The Bible

expresses our feelings that we sorrow, but not as those without hope.*

The themes of God’s knowledge of all that happens, his ultimate
good purposes in the midst of tragedy, the confidence that nothing
takes God by surprise, and the assurance that our lives are in his
hands—these themes exude from the lives and lips of Scott and Janet
Willis. For them, God knows all that occurs, works in all things to
accomplish his good yet mysterious purposes, and can be counted on
to do what is best even when it involves our deep sorrow and pain.
Recall again Scott Willis’s words, “What happened to us wasn’t an
accident. God is never taken by surprise. God had a purpose for it,

probably many purposes.”

An Account of God’s Ignorance and Purposelessness in
Affliction (the Openness View)

In striking contrast to this account stands one oftered by Greg Boyd.
He tells of being approached by an angry young woman after having
preached a sermon on how God directs our paths.> In brief; this

woman (whom he calls ‘Suzanne’) was a committed Christian sin-
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gle with a zeal for missions. She prayed fervently for God to bring to
her a missions-minded young man who shared her burden, in par-
ticular, for Taiwan. In college, she met such a man, spent rich times
of prayer and fellowship together with him over three-and-a-half
years, and after a prolonged period of seeking God’s will—including
a lengthy period of fasting and secking much godly counsel—they
married, fully confident that God had brought them together.
Following college, and two years into their missionary training,
Suzanne learned that her husband was involved in an adulterous rela-
tionship. He repented (or so it appeared), but several months later he
returned to his involvement in this affair, began treating Suzanne
very badly, and eventually divorced her to move in with his lover.
Within weeks of the divorce, Suzanne learned that she was pregnant
(with his child, of course), leaving her, now at the end of this horri-

ble ordeal, emotionally and spiritually empty. Boyd writes,

Understandably, Suzanne could not fathom how the Lord could
respond to her lifelong prayers by setting her up with a man he
knew would do this to her and her child. Some Christian friends
had suggested that perhaps she hadn’t heard God correctly. But if
it wasn’t God’s voice that she and everyone else had heard regard-
ing this marriage, she concluded, then no one could ever be sure
they heard God’s voice.®

Confronted with this agonizing situation, and seeking to help this
hurting and angry woman deal with her pain, loss, and sense of divine

betrayal, Boyd explains the pastoral counsel he oftered to her:

Initially, I tried to help Suzanne understand that this was her ex-

husband’s fault, not God’s, but her reply was more than adequate
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to invalidate my encouragement: If God knew exactly what her hus-
band would do, then he bears all the responsibility for setting her
up the way he did. I could not argue against her point, but I could
offer an alternative way of understanding the situation.

I suggested to her that God felt as much regret over the confir-
mation he had given Suzanne as he did about his decision to make
Saul king of Israel (1 Sam. 15:11, 35; see also Gen. 6:5-6). Not that
it was a bad decision—at the time, her ex-husband was a good man
with a godly character. The prospects that he and Suzanne would
have a happy marriage and fruitful ministry were, at the time, very
good. Indeed, I strongly suspect that he had influenced Suzanne
and her ex-husband toward this college with their marriage in
mind.

Because her ex-husband was a free agent, however, even the
best decisions can have sad results. Over time, and through a
series of choices, Suzanne’s ex-husband had opened himself up
to the enemy’s influence and became involved in an immoral
relationship. Initially, all was not lost, and God and others tried
to restore him, but he chose to resist the prompting of the Spirit,
and consequently his heart grew darker. Suzanne’s ex-husband
had become a very different person from the man God had con-
firmed to Suzanne to be a good candidate for marriage. This, I
assured Suzanne, grieved God’s heart at least as deeply as it
grieved hers.

By framing the ordeal within the context of an open future,
Suzanne was able to understand the tragedy of her life in a new way.
She didn’t have to abandon all confidence in her ability to hear God
and didn’t have to accept that somehow God intended this ordeal
“for her own good.” Her faith in God’s character and her love
toward God were eventually restored and she was finally able to
move on with her life. . . . This isn’t a testimony to his [God’s]
exhaustive definite forcknowledge; it’s a testimony to his unfath-

omable wisdom.”

65



THEIR GOD IS TOO SMALL

As John Sanders explains, while God gives people freedom to be
used for good purposes, he does not intend for it to be used for evil,
and he has no hidden “good purpose” for specific instances of suf-
fering that occur. Sanders would agree with Boyd that we should
reject the notion that somehow God intends suffering in our lives
“for our own good.” God neither knows in advance that affliction
will happen nor wills it to occur. When it does happen, suffering and
pain serves no divine purpose, and we should not “dignify” such suf-
fering and evil by saying that somehow God intends it for good.
Putting this understanding within his larger view of God’s relation-

ship to the world, Sanders explains:

The overarching structures of creation are purposed by God, but
not every single detail that occurs within them. Within general
providence it makes sense to say that God intends an overall pur-
pose for the creation and that God does not specifically intend each
and every action within the creation. Thus God does not have a
specific divine purpose for each and every occurrence of evil. The
“greater good” of establishing the conditions of fellowship between
God and creatures does not mean that gratuitous evil has a point.
Rather, the possibility of gratuitous evil has a point but its actuality
does not. . . . When a two-month-old child contracts a painful,
incurable bone cancer that means suffering and death, it is point-
less evil. The Holocaust is pointless evil. The rape and dismem-
berment of a young girl is pointless evil. The accident that caused
the death of my brother was a tragedy. God does not have a specific

purpose in mind for these occurrences.®

These stories reveal two very different approaches to the ques-
tion of human suffering. In the traditional view of God, God

knows all that will occur, including all suffering, and he creates the

66



Open Theism and Suffering

world knowing both that the suftering will occur and that his good
purposes will be accomplished through it. In the open view, this
simply is not the case. Rather, the God of open theism does not
know, intend, or will good out of any future suftering. Perhaps it
would be helpful to list some of the main beliefs that go into the
open view’s understanding of suffering and pain. According to

open theism:

1. God does not know in advance the future free actions of
his moral creatures.

2. God cannot control the future free actions of his moral
creatures.

3. Tragic events occur over which God has no control
(because of the way he has designed the world to be).

4. When such tragedies occur, God should not be blamed,
because he was not able to prevent them from occurring
(because of the way he has designed the world to be), and
he certainly did not will or cause them to occur.

5. When such tragic events occur, God feels the pain of those
who endure suftering.

6. God is love, and he may be trusted always to do his best to
ofter guidance that is intended to serve the well-being of
others.

7. At times, God realizes that the guidance he gave may have
inadvertently and unexpectedly led to unwanted hardship
and suffering.

8. At times, God may repent of his own past actions, realiz-
ing that his own choices have not worked out well and may

have led to unexpected hardship (e.g., 1 Sam. 15:11).
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9. Suftering is gratuitous and pointless, i.e., suffering has no
positive or redeeming quality to it at all, so that God should
never be seen as intending suffering in order to bring
some good from it.

10. Regardless of whether our suffering was pointless, or
whether God may have contributed inadvertently to our
suffering, God always stands ready to help rebuild our
lives and offers us further grace, strength, direction, and

counsel.

UNDERSTANDING SUFFERING BIBLICALLY

Because Scripture is the only final and fully authoritative source for
Christian faith and practice, the most critical question we can ask
is, Does the open view of suffering reflect accurately what Scripture
teaches? While much more could be said, this brief summary will
be sufficient to show that many of Scripture’s central teachings
regarding suffering simply cannot be accounted for in the open
view, and because of this, Christian faith and hope in God will be
harmed where open theism is followed. Please consider these bib-
lical principles:

1. Suffering is not, in itself, an essential good. On this point, open
theists and traditional theists agree. Scripture is absolutely clear: God
is good and only good! Psalm 5:4 affirms, “For you are not a God who
delights in wickedness; evil may not dwell with you” (cf. Ps. 11:5-7;
92:15); and Psalm 107:1 exhorts, “Oh give thanks to the LORD, for
he is good, for his steadfast love endures forever!” (ct. Ps. 100:5;
106:1; 136:1). Scripture is equally clear that the creation God made
was, like God, good and only good. “And God saw everything that he
had made, and behold, it was very good” (Gen. 1:31). It is also clear
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that in God’s future re-creation that we call heaven, all evil, suffer-
ing, and pain will be done away entirely. Revelation 21:3-4 states,
“And T heard a loud voice from the throne saying, ‘Behold, the
dwelling place of God is with man. He will dwell with them, and
they will be his people, and God himself will be with them as their
God. He will wipe away every tear from their eyes, and death shall
be no more, neither shall there be mourning nor crying nor pain any-
more, for the former things have passed away’” (ct. Rev. 22:1-5). We
must affirm, then, that evil can have no place either in the very nature
of God or in the created order as God created it, or in the heaven God
will re-create. Suffering, then, is not essential to the nature of God
or of creation as made by God.

2. But suffering is often ordained by God, and intentionally used
by God, as an instrumental good. That is, although suffering is not
good in itself, it can and does sometimes serve good purposes, as an
instrument in God’s hand. These good purposes often stand behind
suftering as part of God’s design for people. Clearly, this is a crucial
point where open theists depart from church tradition on the ques-
tion of suffering. Whereas open theists claim that suftering is not
designed by God and has no intended good purpose behind it, ortho-
dox Christians have held over the centuries that in fact God does
design at least some suffering for the express purpose of bringing
about some good through it.

Consider some examples from Scripture where we see God
employing pain and affliction as his instruments for good. First, suf-
fering can sometimes be God’s designed and appointed means of
divine judgment over those who are opposed to him, even bringing
them to death if their hardness of heart continues (¢.g., Num. 16:31-
35, 41-50; Isa. 10:5-19). Second, similarly, God designs some pain to
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function as his tool of discipline to call wayward children back to him
(e.g., Prov. 3:12; Heb. 12:10). As C. S. Lewis has said, pain is God’s
“megaphone” calling to rebellious hearts.” Third, affliction can be
appointed by God for the growth and strengthening of believers’
faith (e.g., Rom. 5:3-5; James 1:2-4). Fourth, affliction can expose
human weakness so that the surpassing strength and glory of God
may be more evident (e.g., 2 Cor. 4:8-12; 12:8-10). Fifth, aftliction
can be given by God so that believers will be better able to minister
to others who, likewise, experience pain and suftering in their lives
(e.g., 2 Cor. 1:3-7). Sixth, suffering is simply a necessary part of one’s
discipleship to Christ, in that following the path Christ walked will
bring with it suffering to prove and test our allegiance to, and hope
in, him alone (e.g., John 15:18-20; Phil. 3:10; 2 Tim. 3:12).

3. In particular, God has promised his children that nothing
befalls their lives that is not ordered and used by him for their ulti-
mate good. Romans 8:28 offers a promise so precious, so comfort-
ing, it is unimaginable that one could deny this and still affirm the
Christian faith: “And we know that for those who love God all things
work together for good, for those who are called according to his pur-
pose.” So when Sanders says, “God does not have a specific purpose
in mind for these [tragic] occurrences,”'’ and when Boyd asserts
regarding the betrayal Suzanne experienced, “She didn’t have to
abandon all confidence in her ability to hear God and didn’t have to
accept that somehow God intended this ordeal ‘for her own good,”"!
this counsel by open theists strips from Christians the very hope and
confidence in God that Scripture intends them to have. Over and
over, throughout the pages of Scripture, whether through the story
of Job or Joseph or David or Daniel or Jesus or Paul or Peter or so

many, many more—throughout the Bible, the message is clear: God
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orchestrates and uses suffering in the lives of his children for the pur-
pose of bringing to them some ultimate (and at times immediate)
good. God does intend good purposes through suffering, and
Christians are robbed of this precious confidence by the open view’s
denial of this cherished truth.

Recently I spoke at a conference in which we thought at some
length about how Christians should understand and face suftering.
During the Q & A time, one sincere Christian woman asked, “I know
that we are supposed to give thanks in everything that comes our way,
but we’re not expected to give thanks for everything, are we?” Well,
the truth is, we are. Scripture commands both—thanks in and thanks

for all that comes into our lives (see 1 Thess. 5:18 and Eph. 5:20,
respectively). And of course this only makes sense. If the suffering
that comes into our lives is pointless, if God has no good intent for
it, and if all that it does is cause harm, then there is no reason to give
thanks in the suffering, and certainly not for the suffering. You can-
not genuinely give thanks in the suffering if you think that there is
simply nothing about this that can possibly be a basis for giving
thanks, that God is not in it (that in fact he feels badly about it and
wishes it weren’t happening), that Satan is chuckling over this, know-
ing that it serves no good purpose and only will bring harm, and that
there is no assurance that the suftering will end any differently than
it began—pointless, meaningless, and void of any and all possible
good purpose. If that is how we think of suffering, we can only
(rightly) despair in it and for it.

But if the promises of God are sure; if God has promised that he
will ensure that all things will work together for good (Rom. 8:28); if
God has promised that “those who seek the LORD lack no good
thing” (Ps. 34:10; cf. Ps. 84:11); and if God wishes us to embrace his
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loving commitment to us as demonstrated when he says, “He who
did not spare his own Son but gave him up for us all, how will he not
also with him graciously give us all things?” (Rom. 8:32); then we
have good reason to give God thanks both in and for all that occurs.
God will not fail; he reigns over the suftering of our lives, and he pur-
poses our good through everything that happens, ensuring that all the
good he intends for us to have, we will have. What hope, what con-
fidence, what peace, what joy, and what strength, all in the midst of
suffering, that God wants his people to have.

4. God is more concerned with our character than with our com-
fort, with our transformation than with the trials necessary to get us
where he wants us to be. Two passages sing this truth with echoes
that sound something like the “Hallelujah Chorus.” James has the
audacity (so it would seem) to say to suffering and persecuted
Christians, “Count it all joy, my brothers, when you meet trials of
various kinds, for you know that the testing of your faith produces
steadfastness. And let steadfastness have its full effect, that you may
be perfect and complete, lacking in nothing” (James 1:2-4). Is it not
clear that the openness understanding of suffering simply cannot
account for this text? Indeed, for followers of the God of open the-
ism, when suffering occurs, we grieve and God grieves with us, but
we have no reason for rejoicing, for God is not in it and intends no
good purpose through it. How can open theism aftirm what is here
commanded by James?

But Christians through the centuries have understood exactly
why James instructs them to “count it all joy” when suffering and tri-
als come. God’s good hand is not absent, but present, in and through
the suffering, so that we can believe and hold onto our confidence

that God will use the suffering we experience for the strengthening
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of our faith. Far from viewing trials as the purposeless byproducts of
living in a world where forces of nature run amok, or where wicked
free creatures have their way in attempting to ruin our lives, rather,
we are instructed to see the wise and good hand of God in all the tri-
als of life, and so we have hope.

Similarly, Paul enjoins us believers to “rejoice in our sufferings,
knowing that suftering produces endurance, and endurance pro-
duces character, and character produces hope, and hope does not put
us to shame, because God’s love has been poured into our hearts
through the Holy Spirit who has been given to us” (Rom. 5:3-5). The
only possible way that believers can rejoice and not despair in the face
of suffering is if the good hand of God is in those very sufferings.
Take away the providential hand of God, take away the good purpose
served by the suftering, take away the character formation, hope, and
holiness that stand behind the suffering, and you take away all rea-
son to rejoice. Only because God intends good through suftering can
Christians live their lives as Scripture commands, and as countless
numbers of Christians have lived over the centuries. Because God
cares most deeply about our conformity to the very character of
Christ as his holy people (see Eph. 1:4 and Rom. 8:29), and because
God has deemed it wise and good to enlist suffering as one of his
tools to bring about this good and perfect goal, we too can rejoice in
our sufferings—not that the sufferings in themselves are good, but
that they have a built-in purpose that is good. Apart from this good
purpose, there is no hope.

5. Accepting the divine purpose for suffering does not require a
passive acquiescence to suftering. Christians who believe that God’s
good purposes are fulfilled through suftering also realize that sufter-

ing in itself is not a good and so deliverance from it may rightly be
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sought. Yet, while rightly seeking deliverance from suffering,
Christians must also be ready to accept and embrace the possibility
that God’s best for us may include our continuing experience of the
very suffering from which we correctly and passionately pray to be
delivered. Paul’s own experience is instructive. You’'ll recall Paul’s

description of his struggle with affliction (2 Cor. 12:7-10):

So to keep me from being too elated by the surpassing greatness of
the revelations [described in 12:1-6], a thorn was given me in the
flesh, a messenger of Satan to harass me, to keep me from being too
elated. Three times I pleaded with the Lord about this, that it
should leave me. But he said to me, “My grace is sufticient for you,
for my power is made perfect in weakness.” Therefore I will boast
all the more gladly of my weaknesses, so that the power of Christ
may rest upon me. For the sake of Christ, then, I am content with
weaknesses, insults, hardships, persecutions, and calamities. For

when I am weak, then I am strong,

The same Paul who admonished believers to “rejoice in our suffer-
ings” (Rom. 5:3) here, amid what must have been agonizing afflic-
tion, seeks God fervently to be released from the suffering he is
undergoing. Is this an inconsistency? Not at all. For Paul knows that
suffering is not a good thing in itself; its only “good” comes in what
we learn through it, or how we grow because of it. So Paul pleads in
prayer three times that God would take the aftliction from him. But
when it becomes clear to him that this thorn in the flesh, sent by
Satan, was actually God’s ordained tool to accomplish in Paul the
work that this alone could do, Paul was able, then and only then, to
accept the suffering as part of God’s good purpose in his life.

Notice, too, the instructive tension between Paul seeing this
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affliction as a messenger from Satan and his praying to the Lord to
remove it. If the thorn were only from Satan, it might seem that open
theists are right to claim that God has nothing to do with evil. But
surely this was not Paul’s perspective at all. Amid his suffering, Paul
did not initially look to God for comfort. On the contrary, he asked
God to remove the affliction, believing that God had full power and
authority over this affliction and could remove it if he wished.
Ultimately, then, while this affliction came directly from Satan to
harm Paul, indirectly and ultimately this affliction was permitted by
the active agency and sovereign ordination of God, who could allow
it to be given, could remove it when and if he wished, and would
ordain that Paul experience it only if it served the good purposes that
he (God), not Satan, had designed it to bring.

Itis only in light of Paul’s confidence that God’s hand, ultimately,
is behind his present experience of affliction that he can generalize
for us what he has learned from his experience: “Therefore I will
boast all the more gladly of my weaknesses, so that the power of
Christ may rest upon me. For the sake of Christ, then, I am content
with weaknesses, insults, hardships, persecutions, and calamities. For
when I am weak, then I am strong” (2 Cor. 12:9b-10). His movement
from this singular “thorn” of affliction to saying that he will boast
gladly of his weaknesses (plural), and be content with weaknesses,
insults, hardships, persecutions, and calamities (all plural), indicates
his view that all such experiences are, similarly, under the oversight
and providential guidance of God. Believers may have the hope that
when they seeck God earnestly and humbly, and when God says no
to their prayers for deliverance, he does so for their good. Such con-
fidence alone can account for the boasting and contentment in weak-

nesses that Paul urges. Never doubt, he would say to us, that God is
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in the affliction, that God is for us, and that his good purposes are
accomplished through what he has willed that we should experience.

One final principle should be observed. Notice that Paul prayed
three times for deliverance from this affliction. Not that “three” is mag-
ical; that’s not the point. Rather, praying three times, instead of only
once, indicates persistence in prayer. But praying three times, instead
of endless prayers for deliverance, indicates Paul’s willingness to
accept “No” as God’s answer to his pleading for relief. Paul prayed
with persistence and perseverance, demonstrating his longing for
God to grant what he sought, but then Paul assessed the reality of his
ongoing affliction and came to see that God would not deliver him
as he had hoped. At this point, Paul’s whole disposition toward that
unwelcome trial changed. Previously, he had viewed it as unwanted
and hurtful. Now, seeing the good hand of God in ordaining that he
have it, the trial became something of a gift from God’s love for him.
Clearly, Paul’s prayer to escape the suftering had now changed to a
longing to embrace that very suftering. And mind you, this was no
mere acceptance of the inevitability of this affliction. Rather, the
“boasting” and “contentment” in this and other afflictions indicate
that Paul now saw his weakness more for the good that it would
accomplish than for the hardship that it continued to bring him.
Such is the wonder of knowing that God’s good hand stands behind,

and not apart from, the suffering that comes into our lives.

OTHER PROBLEMS WITH THE OPENNESS ACCOUNT OF
SUFFERING

For all the celebration of open theism’s ability better to deal with
questions of suffering and affliction, it should be clear that Scripture

stubbornly resists the open view on this issue. Yes, suftering is not in
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itself an essential good. But no, God is not absent from suffering, nor
is suftering pointless. To the contrary, the believer’s only sure hope
and confidence in suffering is that God is very much involved in the
affliction to bring about both what he has ordained by it and what is
good for his child. On Scriptural grounds, then, open theism fails as
a viable explanation for the existence of suftering and pain.

In addition, however, we should consider just what we would be
left with if we were to adopt the open view of suffering. Does the
open view actually absolve God from responsibility for suffering, as
it claims to do? Does the open view give the believer the basis for
more confidence in God? Consider a few problems that open the-
ism faces.

1. It 1s hard to see that the God of open theism is as absent and
removed from the outworking of human suffering and pain as open
theists want us to envision. After all, even if suffering does occur, as
proposed in open theism, by the misuse of creaturely freedom, so
that free moral agents carry out hurtful and harmful actions, we still
must ask, Does God know what is happening? And is he in a posi-
tion where he could do something about it?

It simply won’t do, it seems to me, to say that God is not involved
when evil things happen to people, or that God has no intentions
involved in relation to those evil occurrences. Why? Simply because,
although God (as understood in open theism) does not and cannot
know what free creatures will do with their future free choices, still,
God knows everything past and present.

Consider a murder, for example. While the openness God does
not and cannot know the future free action by which a murder will
take place, he does fully know the character of the would-be mur-

derer. He knows all of his thoughts, plans, meditations, discussions,
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motives, and intentions. And further, he sees perfectly as each situa-
tion (in the present) unfolds. Given this, would not God be in an
ideal position to anticipate the likelihood of the murder occurring?
Would not God observe the plot of the murder unfolding in exact
detail (e.g., the man packing the weapon he plans to use, driving to
the location where he intends to commit the murder, mulling over
his strategy)?

Here is one place where the open view fails profoundly.
Proponents of open theism want us to think that God is uninvolved
in the suffering we experience, he feels as badly about it as we do, and
there certainly is no divine purpose served by the evil. But the fact s,
the open God was actively observing everything leading up to the
point when the evil action or event transpired. He saw the whole
thing develop, anticipated what would come, knew every relevant
detail about it prior to the exact moment when it happened. Yet,
knowing this, he did nothing—and he chose to do nothing. It simply
is not true that God is uninvolved in the suffering we experience.
God is very much involved, specifically allowing what he could eas-
ily prevent. The major difference between orthodox and openness
views comes in answering this question: Is there divine purpose in
the evil that happens? On the openness account, God specifically
permits what he could prevent, knowing that it serves no good pur-
pose. Orthodox accounts of God’s relation to evil insist that, whether
by the advantage given him by his exhaustive definite foreknowledge,
or by his sovereign control over all of history, the God of historic
Christianity specifically permits what he knows will ultimately serve
some greater purpose. Suftering is not pointless, in that God can see
just what purpose 1s served by all the suffering that occurs. God’s

knowledge of the future, because it is exhaustive and perfectly
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formed, grants him a view of history from its end. He can tell what
purposes are fulfilled through suftering, and so believers can have
confidence that God oversees the unfolding of history to ensure that
it fulfills the good he intends in it.

The God of open theism is not absent from suffering, as pro-
posed. Rather, he is very much present with almighty power to step
in, but he chooses not to. Further, his specific permission of all suf-
fering comes with this cost to Christian faith: he permits what he
knows has no purpose and serves no good. How can it be better for
Christian people to trust such a God? In fact, what trust is possible
here? God’s passivity toward suffering, not only allowing it (the
orthodox view) but allowing it while not knowing whether it will be
for our good or for our harm, leads not to hope but to despair, not
to faith but to doubt, not to confidence but to dread. Clearly, this is
neither the God of the Bible nor the God of true and vibrant
Christian faith.

2. Recall the story of Suzanne, as told by Boyd, and consider this
question: How can the God who, by his ignorance of the future, may
lead you unwittingly into unanticipated and harmful suffering—how
can this God now be your source of strength, comfort, and future
leading? Boyd tells us that Suzanne was freed up to trust God, know-
ing that when God led her to marry the husband who proved to be
unfaithful and hurtful, God didn’t know this man would turn out
this way. But surely an openness interpretation of this account will
lead Christian people to turn from God rather than to trust him with
yet more of their lives, with yet another major decision.

I have been in two public forums with Dr. Boyd, discussing these
issues. In both forums (separated by more than a year) I have asked
him the same question: Why should Suzanne think that God will do
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any better with guidance for her life in the future than he has done
in the past? In neither setting was he able to give an answer. The fact
is, the openness God has had several millennia of experience in deal-
ing with human beings and their problems. Suzanne’s experience has
just recently happened, and it would seem that God still is not very
capable of giving good leading, even after all this time. Just how often,
throughout history, would stories like Suzanne’s have occurred?
How often has God looked back at his own well-intentioned advice
and thought to himself, If only I had known . . . . ? And if this is the
case, then what inspires us to place our lives, our confidence, our
hope, our faith, our futures in the hands of this proposed God?

By its appeal to God’s ignorance of the future, the openness solu-
tion to the problem of human suffering demeans and belittles God.
This God becomes a sort of pathetic being, who tries so hard to lead
his sincere children in ways that he hopes will be for their best, but
instead, time and again, must watch helplessly as, in ways unknown
to him, they are led into misery and suffering. We humans face this
limitation when we give counsel to others; we just don’t know for
sure if taking that job or making this move or speaking with that per-
son will turn out best. Now, we are told, God has the same problem.
This can lead to only one conclusion: The God of open theism is just
too small. This is not the God of the Bible, and this is not the God
of Christian confidence, hope, faith, and joy.

3. Oddly and ironically, the God of open theism proves to be very
impersonal, distant, and remote to believers during times of sufter-
ing. As one analyzes the picture of God and suffering portrayed in
open theism, one sees a God who stands aloof—he cannot stop the
suffering from happening, due to his previous purpose to let free

creatures do as they wish with their freedom; and he cannot give
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accurate counsel to those who are undergoing suffering, since he
doesn’t really know what the future holds. Further, he has no divine
purpose served through the suffering and he only wishes that it were
not happening. He sees no good that it will bring but he is helpless
(by his own design) to do anything about it.

So, as believers face suffering with the God of open theism, they
may wonder, Where is God in all of this? The only comfort that can be
given is this: God is not here! He’s not involved in the suffering, he
has not willed it, he does not want it, he wishes it were not happen-
ing, and he won’t do anything about it. For all intents and purposes,
the God of open theism is an absentee deity during times of sufter-
ing, during the times when believers need most to know that God is
with them, for them, and is working out his good and wise purposes
amid the affliction that they endure.

This view of God has more in common with deism than with
vital, vibrant, faith-filled Christianity. In deism, God creates the
world and then lets things run in accordance with its built-in laws.
In open theism, God creates the world with its bestowing of freedom
to moral creatures, and he lets those creatures use their freedom, sel-
dom interfering in what they do lest his plan and purpose to grant
this freedom is shown to be a sham. In effect, the God of open the-
ism watches helplessly as choices are made and actions are per-
formed, often wishing things were diftferent but uninvolved in those
evil actions and unable to bring good out of them. This remote God,
this distant God, this absentee God is not the God of the Bible.

Hear the words of Isaiah 43:1-2, expressing the promise of God’s
presence with his people amid their affliction: “But now thus says the
LORD, he who created you, O Jacob, he who formed you, O Israel:

‘Fear not, for I have redeemed you; I have called you by name, you
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are mine. When you pass through the waters, I will be with you; and
through the rivers, they shall not overwhelm you; when you walk
through fire you shall not be burned, and the flame shall not con-
sume you.”” Please be clear that these words are not meant by God
to ensure the absence of harm to God’s people, for too many other
places in Scripture indicate that God’s people will sufter in their obe-
dience to him (see, for example, the experiences of some of the faith-
ful in Hebrews 11:36-38, who are mocked, flogged, imprisoned,
stoned, and sawn in two precisely because of their faithfulness to God
in a wicked and God-despising world). But Isaiah 43:1-2 does assure
this: God’s presence with his people amid their affliction guarantees
that nothing can befall them that has not been “screened” by the wise,
powerful, and providential hand of God. God is active and involved
in their suffering, and his purposes are being worked out in and
through it. God’s children may have the confidence to know that
God is for them, with them, and working to bring about what is best.
But this is exactly the confidence robbed from Christian people in
the open view of God. The God of the Bible knows all that will occur
and therefore knows the good purposes that our trials and tribula-
tions bring. Because the openness God can know neither of these
things, and stands aloof watching helplessly during our suffering, this
is not the God of Christian confidence nor the God of vibrant faith.

Again, it is so clear, that their God is just too small.

A CONCLUDING STORY

Can anything be clearer from Scripture than this: the God of the
Bible, the true and living God, wants and commands his people to
put their hope entirely in him. Because he alone is infinitely wise,

because he alone knows everything pertaining to our lives and the
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history and future of this world he has made, because he alone pos-
sesses indomitable power, because his ways are good and upright—
for these and many more reasons, God insists that his people put
their hope in him. But can Christian people really trust the God of
open theism?

In January 1993, one moment’s accident in our home resulted in
months of deep anguish for our family and for our younger daugh-
ter in particular. I was at Trinity Evangelical Divinity School teach-
ing an evening class, and my wife, Jodi, was at home with our two
daughters, Bethany and Rachel (9 and 5 years old at the time), fixing
dinner. Macaroni and cheese was on the menu this particular evening
(“little bears,” as Rachel still recalls). While both of our girls have
loved to be near their mom while she worked around the house,
Rachel in particular loved to “help Mommy” in the kitchen. Jodi had
given Rachel some little kitchen assignments that she had finished,
when she decided to “help” with the macaroni on the stove. Just
moments previously, the water had come to a full boil, and Jodi had
poured the box of dry macaroni into the pot. Within these couple
moments, the water had resumed its full boil, when Rachel walked
over to the stove, reached up from her short stature, grabbed the
spoon, and attempted to give the macaroni a good stirring. Because
of her position from below the pot, as Rachel proceeded to stir the
macaroni, the pot shifted abruptly on the stove top, and much of the
boiling macaroni and water sloshed out of the pot and landed directly
on Rachel’s left side—her left wrist and upper arm, her left leg, and
one foot, all received a direct hit of boiling water. Jodi, who had been
around the corner when this happened, heard Rachel scream. With
Bethany’s help, they rinsed the wounds with cool water and Jodi

called emergency.
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They rushed to the only critical care unit open in the remote area
of northern Illinois where we lived, and Rachel was treated for sec-
ond- and third-degree burns. Jodi was instructed to call the hospital,
where Rachel would need to be scheduled for daily “scrubbings” of
the burned areas followed by fresh applications of a medicated cream
and bandages. This began about a two-month process of taking
Rachel for these daily bathings, scrubbings, and wrappings. A nurse
would soak Rachel in an antiseptic bath for about thirty minutes,
then, very gently but firmly, she would take a brush and scrub away
dead flesh and skin from her tender little arm (which got the worst
from the boiling water), and then rewrap the wounded areas with
fresh Silvadene and bandages. I recall times in the car on the way to
these treatments singing hymns with Rachel and Jodi and Bethany.
Rachel’s little heart was so tender to the Lord, and this experience
only served to draw her closer. We would pray, and she would express
her trust in God and pray that the Lord would bring healing to her
body. Throughout this ordeal I talked with her of God’s good and
wise hand that both purposely allowed this to happen and surely
would bring good through it. I witnessed in the life of this precious
five-year-old daughter of mine such courage, strength, and faith as I
have seldom witnessed in my life. Not once while driving to receive
her “treatments”—knowing the pain that awaited her, with the
scrubbing in particular—did Rachel complain. Most days, she was
cheerful, singing, and we prayed much in the car on those trips. At
this young age, with this experience of affliction, Rachel had unques-
tioning confidence in her God.

Now, I ask you, what if the God Rachel knew and prayed to had
been the God of open theism? How would her story have been dif-
ferent? Well, here’s what Rachel would have needed to know from
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the very first instant: “Rachel, God had nothing to do with this tragic
accident of spilled boiling water. Yes, he was watching as you walked
over to the stove and took the spoon in hand. Yes, he could see by
your posture that you would have difficulty reaching high enough to
stir the macaroni without spilling the water. Yes, he saw that the pot
was very full of boiling water and that it wouldn’t take much for it to
tip and slosh a large quantity directly toward you. Yes, he could have
intervened somehow—merely securing the pot in place as you
stirred, so that it wouldn’t shift and spill the water on you, would
have been an ‘easy’ miracle to pull off. But no, he did not intervene
to prevent this accident from happening, although he could have.
And no, he did not allow it to happen because it would serve some
good purpose. No, Rachel, God did not want this to happen, and it
served no good purpose in his mind. In fact, Rachel, from God’s per-
spective, this is just one more example of totally pointless evil about
which he grieves, along with you, amid a multitude of tragic events
he watches daily and wishes he could change. He just let the boiling
water slosh out because in the world he made, lots of things ‘just hap-
pen’ that he wishes didn’t happen and that he cannot control, since
he has agreed basically to keep ‘hands oft.” So, Rachel, know this:
God grieved as he watched your accident unfold and he feels as badly
about it as you do. But you must know that God had absolutely noth-
ing to do with it—laws of nature, in this case, were at work, and God
simply cannot ‘micro-manage’ the world or it makes a mockery of
how he has set things up. And furthermore, do not look for some rea-
son or purpose God had in and through this. There isn’t any. This is
pointless suffering, period. And further yet, Rachel, please know that
this sort of thing, or much worse, could very well happen again (and

again and again) in the future, because God doesn’t exercise any con-
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trol over anything that happens and he certainly cannot know what
sort of horrible and pointless tragadies may befall you. But now;,
Rachel, put your hope, and confidence, and faith, and life, in the
hands of this God!”

The pathetic God of open theism results in a pathetic faith in his
followers, and how we face suffering shows this more clearly than
perhaps any other area of life. The God of the Bible commands our
confidence, but the God of open theism leaves us fearful. The God
of the Bible enlists our faith and hope as we face the future, but the
God of open theism elicits fear and dread in the face of a future
uncertain both to us and to God. The God of the Bible gives us a deep
and profound sense of purpose in all the afflictions, sufferings, trials,
and tribulations that we face, but the God of open theism tells us that
all of our pain is pointless. The God of the Bible purposely allows all
that happens, knowing exactly what he is doing and what purpose the
suftering will accomplish, but the God of open theism strips both
God and us of any and all hope in suffering. The God of the Bible
truly is with us in our sufferings, but the God of open theism watches
from a distance, wishing it were not happening, hoping (but not
knowing) that something good can be rebuilt from the ashes. The
God of the Bible has a track record that is perfect—he never, never
fails. But the God of open theism fails us perhaps more often than
we could possibly know—never meaning to, but failing nonetheless.
The God of the Bible is big, but the God of open theism is just too
small. Is it not clear, then, that the God of the Bible is simply not the
God of open theism?
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OPEN THEISM AND
PRAYER

THE OPENNESS VIEW OF PRAYER

One of the major benefits of the open view, according to its sup-
porters, is that prayer can be understood so much more personally
and credibly.! What do they mean? Simply this: if God knows every-
thing in the future, he always knows in advance anything and every-
thing that we would bring to him in prayer. If so, this seems to make
a mockery of the real personal relationship involved in prayer,
because for anything we would pray, God would always think to him-
self, Yes, I knew you would say that . . . Yes, I knew you would ask for that,
and so on. In other words, prayer could not function in our rela-
tionship with God in a way that actually affects what God thinks or
possibly changes what he might do. If prayer cannot change things,
what’s the point? And if in prayer we say to God only what he has
known from eternity that we would say or ask, then how dynamic
and real can prayer be?

The solution, it seems to open theists, is to deny of God actual
knowledge of what our prayers will be until we bring them to him.

Yes, God knows all things past and present, but he cannot know the
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future free actions and choices of his moral creatures until they per-
form those actions. And these future unknowns, of course, include
our prayers. For the sake of dynamic and real relationship with God,
and to underscore the authenticity of prayer that really matters, say
the open theists, we must move away from any model in which God
knows in advance all that we will ask or think. Greg Boyd describes

his vision of prayer like this:

Because God wants us to be empowered, because he desires us to
communicate with him, and because he wants us to learn depen-
dency on him, he graciously grants us the ability to significantly
aftect him. This is the power of petitionary prayer. God displays his
beautiful sovereignty by deciding not to always unilaterally decide
matters. He enlists our input, not because he needs it, but because
he desires to have an authentic, dynamic relationship with us as
real, empowered persons. Like a loving parent or spouse, he wants

not only to influence us but to be influenced by us.2

Real prayer means, then, that God learns our hearts’ pleas as we pray
them to him, and that God can be affected by what we pray, so that

prayer really makes a difterence.

UNDERSTANDING PRAYER BIBLICALLY

Does the open view of prayer accord with biblical teaching? As we
shall see, it simply does not. This is not to say that open theists are
wrong to affirm that prayer makes a difference. Surely it does! But I
hope it will be clear to readers that the way prayer makes a difference
is not as the open theist advocates. While this overview cannot be
exhaustive, let us consider a few principles of prayer that relate to the

openness proposal.
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1. Perhaps we could start with the Lord’s prayer as recorded in
Matthew 6:9-13. Here, Jesus instructs his disciples, “Pray then like
this:

“Our Father in heaven,
hallowed be your name.
Your kingdom come,
your will be done,
on earth as it is in heaven.
Give us this day our daily bread,
and forgive us our debts,
as we also have forgiven our debtors.
And lead us not into temptation,

but deliver us from evil.”

Notice three things about this model prayer. First, it begins with an
appeal to our Father in heaven, indicating the authority that God has
over his children. Surely, the fatherly care of God is also communi-
cated, but the initial stress is on his exalted position, his sacred name,
and the rightful position of authority that he has over our lives.
Second, this prayer does not assume that God’s mind is yet to be made
up. Jesus does not instruct us to pray, “your will be formed,” but rather,
“your will be done.” God has a will that predates our prayers. There
simply is no suggestion here that somehow our prayers help God
shape his will, or that God is affected by our prayers in the very for-
mation of his purposes. Rather, as we come to the Father in heaven,
we recognize that our only appropriate place is to follow in the will of
God, not to help shape it. So the prayer, “Your kingdom come, your
will be done,” is apt. Third, the daily dependence we should have on
God in prayer is expressed with our daily request for bread. God’s
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absolute authority over us, his fully-formed will that predates us, indi-
cates that our place before him is one of utter dependence. Each and
every day, we acknowledge to God that it is we who need him, and
not he who in any sense needs us. God is the giver; we are the
indebted recipients. We must never approach prayer or think of God
in terms of what we contribute to God (cf. Acts 17:25, where God is
not “served by human hands, as though he needed anything”).

But doesn’t this run counter to the impulse toward prayer
encouraged by open theism? In the openness view, God waits to
receive from us—our ideas, our longings, our desires—before he
forms his will and chooses what is best to do. To see this, contrast
Jesus’ instruction in the Lord’s prayer with this explanation of God’s

relationship with us from John Sanders:

It is God’s desire that we enter into a give-and-take relationship of
love, and this is not accomplished by God’s forcing his blueprint
on us. Rather, God wants us to go through life together with him,
making decisions together. Together we decide the actual course of
my life. God’s will for my life does not reside in a list of specific
activities but in a personal relationship. As lover and friend, God
works with us wherever we go and whatever we do. To a large
extent our future is open and we are to determine what it will be in
dialogue with God.?

I mean no disrespect when I ask, Whom should I believe: Jesus,
or John Sanders? The contrast is that glaring. For Jesus, prayer with
the Father was never a matter of deciding the actual course of his life
together in dialogue with the Father. As he instructed his disciples to
pray, “your will be done,” so he lived his life. Recall that Jesus said,

over and again, things like, “I do nothing on my own authority, but
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speak just as the Father taught me” (John 8:28), and, “I always do the
things that are pleasing to him” (John 8:29). From beginning to end,
Jesus sought to accomplish what his Father had sent him to do. Even
in the garden, facing the biggest test of faith imaginable, Jesus prayed,
“not my will, but yours, be done” (Luke 22:42).

The open view which portrays a kind of human autonomy and self-
importance attaching to what we decide and what we bring to the Lord
in prayer is altogether unfitting to the posture that Scripture enjoins us
to have. We are to come before the exalted Father, not with our great
ideas but with our humble and childlike requests, recognizing that these
petitions are only as good as is their meshing with the already estab-
lished will of God. Prayer is not given us by God to encourage our con-
tribution to God’s decision-making, but rather to enable our following
of God’s perfect and already formed will. “Your will be done” should
echo through all godly, humble Christian praying,

2. The open theist notion that if God knows in advance what our
prayers will be then prayer loses its authenticity, is itself called into
question by Jesus’ further instruction in Matthew 6. Look carefully
at verses 31-33:

Therefore do not be anxious, saying, ‘What shall we eat?” or “What
shall we drink?’ or ‘What shall we wear?’ For the Gentiles seek after
all these things, and your heavenly Father knows that you need
them all. But seek first the kingdom of God and his righteousness,
and all these things will be added to you.

Well, how about that! Before you bring any of your requests to
the Father, says Jesus, “your heavenly Father knows that you need
them all”! For Jesus, acknowledgment of the Father’s prior knowl-

edge of our needs and hearts’ desires does not diminish the mean-
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ingfulness or integrity of prayer; rather, God’s prior knowledge of
such things establishes the basis for Christian hope! It is precisely in
knowing that God has had this problem in mind long before I have,
that I can have hope when I pray. The fact is, I can never tell God
something he doesn’t know and didn’t anticipate. And this fact
inspires confidence, joy, and hope.

I recall a very special answer to prayer that God granted me dur-
ing a summer trip to Israel. Our group had traveled by bus one very
hot July day from Jerusalem to the Negev region, southeast toward
the Dead Sea. That morning, I had read in my devotions the story of
the Israelites wandering in the wilderness, living forty years in rocky,
dry country like the one we were traveling in, and remarkably, I had
noticed in my reading, God kept their shoes from wearing out (Deut.
29:5). As it turned out, we ourselves did a lot of walking that day, and
I was glad that I was wearing the new sturdy boots I brought with me
for just this purpose. On the way home, just before dusk, we stopped
along the road to purchase some sodas. When we were all back in the
bus, heading again toward Jerusalem, I reached for my camera to take
a picture of a stunning red sunset settling over the desert landscape.
I felt all around under my seat where I had put my camera, and it was
gone. My seat was directly across from the bus door, and while every-
one was getting their refreshments, evidently someone had reached
in the bus and taken my camera.

My heart sank. This was my only camera, and one I had saved to
purchase. It had in it a nearly completed roll of film, and I was deeply
disappointed at the thought of losing the camera and those pictures.
Well, at that moment I did what some people might think is ridicu-
lous (in fact, I sort of thought so, too): I began praying that God

would bring my camera back to me.
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Of course, I realized how highly unlikely this would be. After all,
there were probably thirty other people at the rest area where our bus
had stopped, and we were now too far away to turn the bus around
and go back. Whoever took my camera was probably miles away, and
there simply would be no way to find out who took it or where they
might have gone. I began to lose hope . . . and then I noticed the sole
of the boot that crossed my leg. I stared at it in unbelief—here was a
new and perfectly good boot, with strong Vibram soles, and yet this
one day of hiking in the rocky Negev terrain had taken a toll on those
boots. There were scars across the soles, and in places small chunks
of the rubberized material was missing. The rugged rocks had done
quite a number on these boots in one day’s hike. And then the pas-
sage I had read that morning flooded my mind. I opened my Bible
and read these words again in utter amazement: “I have led you forty
years in the wilderness. Your clothes have not worn out on you, and
your sandals have not worn off your feet” (Deut. 29:5, emphasis added).
Forty years! And the same sandals lasted all that hiking and traveling!
I stared at my boots and thought about this text. Wow;, I thought,
What a God!

This renewed my faith. I prayed again fervently that the God who
could keep the children of Tsrael’s sandals from wearing out for forty
years would be the God who would bring my camera back to me.

A few miles up the road, our Arab driver pulled into an Israeli
military compound, thinking that he could at least allow me to report
the camera as missing. No one thought it would do any good, but it
couldn’t hurt. As we approached the main compound building, driv-
ing very slowly past a number of soldiers and trucks, off in the dis-
tance we heard a voice calling out something that none of us could

understand. A few seconds later, we saw the person, far away, who
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was calling and was also running toward the bus. He had his right
hand extended in the air, but at first we couldn’t tell why. As he got
closer, we could hear his words (in Hebrew), “Here it is, here it is!”
he called. And what should he have in his hand, extended into the air,
but my camera! As he approached the bus, the driver opened the
door, and he handed to me the answer to my prayer.

And now I realize that the Father had evidently known of this
tuture incident and my future prayer the morning that he led me to
notice in Deuteronomy 29 (what I might have easily passed over) that
the children of Israel’s shoes did not wear out during their forty-year
wandering. Before you ask, says Jesus, the Father already knows what
you need. What strength to know that God already knows, and he is
several steps ahead of us. He has planned the answer to our prayers
before we pray. What folly to imagine that real prayer requires that
God learn what we want only when we ask it. No, the God of the
Bible knows and anticipates all that we ask. Our prayers do not
inform him, but his answers can reveal, to the contrary, that he had
long before undertaken to bring to us what we just now are bringing
to him in prayer.

3. But doesn’t God change his mind because of our prayers?
Surely, it seems that Moses’ intercession for Israel, for example,
resulted in God changing what he said he would do (Ex. 32:11-14).
So isn’t prayer a means to affect God and redirect his plans?
Consider the words of this passage, which follows the incident of

the golden calf:

But Moses implored the LORD his God and said, “O LORD, why
does your wrath burn hot against your people, whom you have

brought out of the land of Egypt with great power and with a
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mighty hand? Why should the Egyptians say, ‘With evil intent did
he bring them out, to kill them in the mountains and to consume
them from the face of the earth’? Turn from your burning anger
and relent from this disaster against your people. Remember
Abraham, Isaac, and Israel, your servants, to whom you swore by
your own self, and said to them, ‘T will multiply your offspring as
the stars of heaven, and all this land that I have promised I will
give to your offspring, and they shall inherit it forever.”” And the
LORD relented from the disaster that he had spoken of bringing

on his people.

While this is a favorite passage of open theists in their attempt to
show that God can be persuaded by what we think, so much so that
he even changes his mind about what he previously was going to do,
we must ask, Could Moses actually have brought to God some
insight, some perspective, some idea, that literally could have caused
God to change his mind? How could this be? After all, as we look at
what Moses prayed, we must acknowledge that absolutely every-
thing he included in the
known by God. Consider Moses’ three key points: 1) Why should

you (God) destroy the very people you have saved with your mighty

‘argument” of his prayer was already

hand? 2) Why should you act toward Israel in a way that would make
the Egyptians think you are evil? 3) Recall the covenant you made
with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, in which you promised them and
their seed blessing in the promised land forever. On which of these
points would God have responded to Moses and said, “Say, Moses,
good point. I just didn’t understand it that way. Thanks for the
insight—and for the reminder! I can hardly believe that I almost for-

got about the covenant!”? But isn’t it clear that, to understand this
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text in a way in which God literally changes his mind, something
like this must be envisioned?

However, there are at least two crucial reasons for not going in
this direction. First, the openness view proposes a humanizing of
God that demeans his deity while it exalts our self-importance. And
clearly, this is not the God of the Bible. Consider the sobering words
of Isaiah 40:13-18, and may we all fall before God deeply and pro-
foundly humbled:

Who has measured the Spirit of the LORD,
or what man shows him his counsel?
Whom did he consult,
and who made him understand?
Who taught him the path of justice,
and taught him knowledge,
and showed him the way of understanding?
Behold, the nations are like a drop from a bucket,
and are accounted as the dust on the scales;
behold, he takes up the coastlands like fine dust.
Lebanon would not suffice for fuel,
nor are its beasts enough for a burnt offering.
All the nations are as nothing before him,

they are accounted by him as less than nothing and emptiness.

To whom then will you liken God,

or what likeness compare with him?

The God who declares, “my glory I give to no other” (Isa. 42:8),
is the God who goes on record in Isaiah 40 that no one—absolutely
no one—ofters counsel to God. The point of saying that “the nations

are like a drop from a bucket, and are accounted as the dust on the
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scales,” is not that God doesn’t care about the nations; rather, these
words offer a comparison: in comparison to God’s infinite knowl-
edge and wisdom, in comparison to the vast and endless store of
his understanding and the brilliance of his plans, the collective
knowledge of the nations of the world amounts to a mere drop from
a bucket; their collective wisdom is as inconsequential as specks of
dust on the scales. Neither Moses nor you nor I can come to God
in prayer and offer him some thought, some idea, some insight,
some perspective, that could “counsel” him or provide a basis for
God changing his mind.

Second, the openness view of our prayers effecting a literal
change in God’s mind misses the beauty and wonder of what actu-
ally is happening in a passage like Exodus 32.# This text, at this point,
is not about a literal change in God’s mind; it is about the kindness
of God to involve his servant Moses in the fulfilling of his will. For
here, as in so many of these “change of mind” passages, God delib-
erately tells his human servant of his threatened action, and God’s
telling this invites the servant to plead for mercy. God could have just
brought judgment against wicked, sinful Israel without first telling
Moses about it. But he fold Moses about it in order to elicit from
Moses the plea for mercy, by which God then carried out the mercy
he originally intended, now in response to Moses’ prayer. God’s
“change of mind,” then, is actually the carrying out of the wider
intention God had originally planned, but he did it by first propos-
ing one thing in order to elicit Moses’ involvement as he then did
something different. Prayer, then, is a mechanism that invites our
participation in the unfolding of the perfect and wise plan of God.

4. Does prayer make a difference? Yes, indeed, it does. But the

reason prayer makes a difference is not that our prayers literally and
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really change God’s mind or plans. Recall that we are instructed to
pray, “your will be done” (Matt. 6:10), and we are asked rhetorically,
“Whom did he consult, and who made him understand?” (Isa.
40:14). In other words, we should pray acknowledging the previous
and perfect plan of God that is already set (Matt. 6:10), and we should
humbly admit that we can bring to God no insight or idea that could,
in any way, contribute to the perfection of his understanding, knowl-
edge, or wisdom (Isa. 40:14).

So, just how does our prayer make a difference? Simply put, in
his kindness, God has designed that his good and perfect will be
accomplished, in some respects, only as his people pray and first ask
for God so to work. The role of prayer, then, becomes necessary to
the accomplishing of these certain purposes, and our involvement in
prayer, then, actually functions to assist in bringing these purposes to
their fulfillment. God has designed some of his purposes to be
accomplished only as we pray.

Now, why would God set things up this way? Why not just
accomplish what he wishes, without the necessity of prayer? Here’s
the answer (are you ready to marvel?): God wants our participation
with him in the work that he is doing, and so he “invented” prayer
as a mechanism that draws us into the very anticipation and execu-
tion of the fulfillment of some of his purposes. Prayer invites our
participation, and prayer involves our necessary (by God’s design)
role. Could God just “do it”? Yes, of course! But here is a God who
shares bountifully with those whom he loves. And his sharing here
is a sharing in the fulfillment of the plans and purposes he has set
by his infinite wisdom and under his matchless authority (so we’re
not going to change God’s mind—Iliterally!). What kindness. What

generosity. Prayer is one of God’s tools to pull us into the center of
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the work that he has devised and is carrying out. By prayer, we long
for what God’s Spirit prompts us to pray, and as we pray according
to his will, we anticipate and believe in the unfolding of just what
God has designed to come about. When it does come about, our
prayers are answered, we rejoice, God is glorified, and we under-
stand better—from the inside, as it were—just what God had
planned all along.

What a diminished view of God the openness proponents want
us to accept. Their God is actually affected by the things thatwe want.
Their God would literally change his plans and purposes because of
what we think! Rather than finding these notions attractive, we
should be horrified at such thoughts.> In contrast, the true God sim-
ply cannot (and should not!) literally be changed in what he perfectly,
eternally, and infallibly has planned. But marvel: though he has
planned all that he intends to do, he also has planned that our role in
prayer provide for our entrance into the unfolding and accomplish-
ment of some of his most precious infallible purposes. The God of
the Bible is big—big enough to plan perfectly what he wills to be
done while envisioning a way to involve little people like you and me
in the unfolding of these purposes through prayers of longing, peti-
tion, anticipation, and hope. The God of open theism, by contrast, is
small. And so, once again, we must conclude that the openness God

is not the true and living God.

DIFFICULTIES WITH THE OPENNESS VIEW
OF PRAYER

Having considered just some of Scripture’s teaching on prayer as this
relates to the openness proposal, it is now time to lay out some of the

internal difficulties that this view of prayer faces. To be sure, every
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Christian understanding of God and his relations to the world faces
difficulties when it comes to explaining the nature and function of
prayer.® But open theism faces a set of problems unique to it. That is,
no other model of God and prayer throughout the history of the
church has faced just what open theism faces here. This is so simply
because no Christian tradition throughout history has ever denied
that God knows the future exhaustively and definitely. But this denial
is at the heart of what distinguishes open theism from all previous
(and other) Christian understandings of God and the world, and this
denial greatly affects its approach to prayer. So what are some of the
special difficulties open theism faces on the question of the
Christian’s life of prayer?

1. Just how positive an idea is it that God wants to be influenced
by us, as open theists claim? Clearly, this sounds good to our natural
ears, since we live in a culture that tends to cater to what we want, a
culture that tells us, “Have it your way.” So naturally, we think it won-
dertul that not only Burger King but God himself wants, and waits,
to know what we want. The customer rules, evidently, not only in the
consumerism that drives our economy but also in the theology that
proposes to reshape our churches.

Think about this a bit more. Consider what the notion of God
wanting to be influenced by us requires. This must mean that God
is willing to postpone planning many, many things until he finds out
through prayer what his people want. If we are to take this seriously,
then, we must imagine God as operating a sort of heavenly polling
headquarters, receiving the “opinion polls” of our prayers as he seeks
to decide what is best to do. My, what importance we have in the
future of the world! What power prayer gives us! Since God waits

to learn from us what we want, in countless numbers of cases (oth-
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erwise our prayers could not be said rightly to “significantly affect
him”), our opinions turn out to be strategic in shaping the futures
about which we pray, and we realize, then, just how significant we
are to this world.

May I suggest that this notion plays well today because of the
psychologized culture with which the Christian church is saturated.
When self-esteem is the norm in our educational system, our chil-
dren, including our Christian children, grow up with inordinate
estimates of their self-importance. We urge them to “decide for
themselves” at such early stages of life (so much for children hon-
oring their fathers and mothers), and we are told not to correct them
or tell them they are wrong but always and only applaud their
efforts. So, is it any surprise that when open theists come along and
say, “God respects you and your free will too much to decide the
course of your life without your input; he waits to hear what you
want before he makes his decisions,” our natural ears hear this and
say, “Well, of course!”

And here we see again what we see all through open theism: a
high estimate of ourselves and a low estimate of God travel as a pair.
And how tragic this is, in part because of the degrading of God that
takes place, but also because of the false and harmful inflating of the
value of our own ideas, opinions, desires, and longings that open the-
ism ascribes to us. But please understand: I hope and pray that God
never, never makes up his mind about something—whether about
my life or anything else—based even in part on what I think or want!
What chutzpah to think otherwise! Honestly, given my limited
knowledge, finite and sinful perspective, diminutive wisdom, mixed
moral compass, and fixation on the immediate—given all this and

more, what a fool I would be if I thought that I had some idea, some

101



THEIR GOD IS TOO SMALL

thought, some insight that God should know before he makes up his
mind! After all, who do I think I am, and who do I think God is!
Open theism has gained a hearing, it seems clear to me, only because
of the immensely low view of God and the unrealistically high view
of self held in our churches and reinforced everywhere in our cul-
ture. All traditional views of God know better. And we can only pray
that God will be gracious and help us to know better, too.

2. If this were not bad enough, here’s another problem. The fact
is, the God of open theism really cannot learn anything from our
prayers, despite the advertising given to prayer in this model. After
all, recall that open theism’s deity knows everything past and present.
Well, that means he knows all of the thought processes that have gone
on in my mind over the past week, month, year, decade, and so on.
He knows all that leads up to my formulating my prayer. So when I
bring my prayer to him, there is no sense in which he can really inter-
act with me in this prayer, as if he were learning just now what I am
thinking and wanting. Rather, he is roughly in the same position as
the God of traditional theism that openness proponents chide, i.c.,
the God who knows absolutely everything about absolutely every-
thing. One thing is clear of the openness God: when I pray, because
my prayer reflects my own thoughts, musings, desires—all of which
God already knows perfectly—my prayer cannot be the sort of gen-
uine interaction that they characterize it to be. The fact is, the God
of open theism knows too much about me for his relationship with
me to be “genuine” and “real.”

So, where does this leave us? Essentially, open theists face another
real problem with the notion that God chooses to be influenced by
us when we pray. If he acts toward us as though he has actually

“learned” something from our prayer, he must be kidding! A kind of
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divine condescension must be occurring if God hears my prayer and
responds, “Well, that’s interesting. And perhaps in light of this, I
think that I had better change my mind about what I was planning.”
He cannot really mean it! Why? Simply because God already knows
everything I (not to mention everyone else) have been thinking,
wanting, longing for prior to the moment when I bring to him my
prayer. Since God knows everything past and present, there is no pos-
sible way for me to bring him “new” information that could really
aftect his thinking about something. So the supposed “reality” and
“genuineness” of God’s relationship with us through prayer ends up
being a sham—on openness standards, that is.

But whoever thought that the relationship between God and us
would be the same as between two human persons? Isn’t it possible
for our relationship with God to be fully genuine and real, yet very
different from our relationships with one another? It seems to me
that, here again, open theism is employing a model of God that brings
him down to our level. Unless God relates to us in the way we relate
to each other, then there is no real relationship, we are told. How sad,
and how demeaning to God. I wonder if the next generation of open
theists, in recognizing this problem, may deny that God has exhaus-
tive past and present knowledge also. How much more “real” our
relationship with God would be if God didn’t know my thoughts
leading up to my prayer to him. Then, when I pray to God, I could
actually tell him something that he doesn’t know! How much better
that would be! How much more real and genuine our relationship
would be if each of us learned from each other what we each thought
and wanted. Then God could be much more of a friend. And so we
see the logic of the open view and the direction in which it presses.

3. Finally, given the fact that the God of open theism does have

103



THEIR GOD IS TOO SMALL

exhaustive knowledge of the past and present (at least I know of no
voices arguing for the direction speculated above), but that he lacks
any knowledge of the future free choices and actions of his moral
creatures, this God lacks knowledge that he needs to know in order
to best answer our prayers. Consider long and hard these sobering

words from David Basinger, an advocate of the open view:

[W]e must acknowledge that divine guidance, from our perspec-
tive, cannot be considered a means of discovering exactly what will
be best in the long run—as a means of discovering the very best
long-term option. Divine guidance, rather, must be viewed pri-

marily as a means of determining what is best for us now.”

And also:

[S]ince God does not necessarily know exactly what will happen
in the future, it is always possible that even that which God in his
unparalleled wisdom believes to be the best course of action at
any given time may not produce the anticipated results in the

long run.®

Need more be said? These ideas, when expressed of God and not of
your local financial advisor or even guidance counselor, take a true
Christian’s breath away! The staggering implications of this for one’s
confidence in God are almost more than one can bear. For consider,
if God is good at short-range but not so hot with long-range fore-
casting, in which of these two categories (short-range or long-range)
do most of our most significant fork-in-the-road decisions fall? How
significant is it that we are here told that we best not look to God for

the long-range matters—after all, the “anticipated results” may not be
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forthcoming, though they will always be well-intended? By bringing
God down to the level of human frailty, we rob Christians of the con-
fidence of knowing that God knows the end from the beginning, and
that his answers to prayer and his guidance are always flawless. In the
name of “genuine relationship” God has been dishonored and
mocked. I can only imagine what the true and living God, the God
of the Bible, thinks about this supposed portrayal of him.

Before leaving this last point, notice the dual nature of the prob-
lems the open view faces regarding prayer. Something of the horns
of a dilemma are before openness proponents. On the one hand,
because God knows the past and present exhaustively and accurately,
he is simply too knowledgeable and wise to learn anything from our
prayers. But on the other hand, because he lacks exhaustive definite
knowledge of the future, he is not knowledgeable and wise enough to
answer our most urgent and pressing prayers in the ways that are, in
fact, best. Either direction one looks, the open view faces serious
problems. Surely this indicates that we should look elsewhere for an

understanding of the nature and purpose of prayer.

CLOSING STORY

We received a newsletter recently, sent out from CBlnternational, a
missions agency, recording the answered prayer of an unnamed mis-

sionary serving with CBI in Indonesia. The story goes like this:

One Sunday I preached in seminary chapel in Indonesia on
Romans 1:16, all the while praying, “Lord, give me chances to wit-
ness directly to the people here in the ‘delicate’ situation, proving

that I too ‘am not ashamed of the gospel.”” That night on the way

105



THEIR GOD IS TOO SMALL

home from the city our Toyota, which had never failed us in eight
years, stopped dead and refused to start.

Flashlight in hand, I was under the hood pretending to know
something about cars when a voice hailed me from the sidewalk.
“Can I help you? I am a Toyota repair man on my way home from
work.” Under his arm he carried a small bag. He took some
wrenches from it and went to work before I had really answered
him.

First he checked the gas to the carburetor because I was sure
that was it. Next he checked the points, and when he did we saw
in the darkness a spark flashing out of the coil. “Ah, that’s it,” he
said, and proceeded to remove it.

Then, of all things, he took a brand new Toyota coil from his
bag exactly the same size as the one he had just removed from my
’89 Toyota. The only problem was that I had just spent the last of
my cash to buy medicine for a needy student. So, we offered to take
the mechanic home with us to get the needed money.

He was hardly in the car when he asked me, “Why are
Christians always so easy to get to know?” I told him that even the

99

Koran says that Christians were their “cousins’ closest friends.
From there on he let me explain the whole gospel to him, right
down to exactly what happened on the cross.

At my house, over tea and a cinnamon roll, we talked more. He
seemed enthralled and offered no argument. Before his taxi came,
I gave him a little booklet on how to find peace with God, my
name, and my phone number and asked him to call me when he
was ready to talk more.

This was surely a divine appointment. Our car stalling for the
first time in eight years and a man walking by just after the car died,
carrying a brand new Toyota coil in his bag was no accident.’

What joy to know that before we pray, the Father already knows

what we need, and the Father has already set in motion the elements
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necessary for the answer to our prayers. This is not a God who learns
what happens as things unfold; this is a God who unfolds what hap-
pens as he previously has known—and planned—that they will be.
Prayer, to be genuine and real, to be dynamic and authentic, requires
that God be working out his eternally fixed and perfect purposes in
amanner in which he graciously involves us in his work through the
vehicle of prayer. May God grant us eyes to see the glory of prayer,
because through it, we see better the glory of the God “who works
all things according to the counsel of his will” (Eph. 1:11).
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OPEN THEISM AND
HOPE

A MESSAGE OF “HOPE” FROM THE OPENNESS GOD

Imagine for a moment the excitement a young seminary graduate
feels when he has finished years of rigorous study and preparation for
ministry, and then he is called to serve as pastor of his first church.
What a thrill! And what a joy! Now, imagine further that this gradu-
ate (we’ll call him David) and his family move halfway across the
country to pastor this church where, at first, things go well. There
seems to be an endless supply of love and support for the new pastor
and his family. But then, as these things sometimes go, a couple of
people in the church begin complaining. Phone lines get filled with
messages of resentment, and the warmth is now replaced with cold-
ness and hardness. Imagine further with me that this young pastor is
ahumble, God-fearing man. David loves the Lord deeply, he endeav-
ors to be faithful to Scripture in his preaching, and he tries to meet
his pastoral responsibilities, given the constraints on his time.
Nevertheless, the stirrings of discontent continue, and David now
comes before God and cries out, “Lord, can you give me any basis for

hope in this discouraging situation? And as I contemplate a lifetime
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of ministry, is there any reason to hope for better over the long term?
Why did you lead me to such a discouraging place of ministry, and
will it always be like this? Can I have hope that your purposes will
prevail through these difficulties both now, and for my lifetime, and
forever? God, please answer me. I desperately need some hope.”
Now imagine what sort of response the openness God might offer
this young pastor. Such a God might wish to tell David something
like this: “David, the first thing [ want you to know is that I love you.
And I am deeply sorry about the misery these people in your church
are causing you. I know your heart is right, and I know that their
hearts are not right. I know this is very difficult, and I wish it weren’t
happening to you. But David, please don’t blame me for what’s hap-
pening. I know you sincerely sought my will in what church to pas-
tor. And yes, I did give you strong indications that this church was
the one of my choosing. To the best of my knowledge (as you know;,
I just cannot know a lot about what will happen in the future; in fact,
I cannot know any of the myriad of free choices people will make in
the future—but I am pretty good at anticipating what’s most likely to
happen) . . . to the best of my knowledge I thought this would be a
good fit—you for them, and them for you. I guess that on this one I
was wrong. I just didn’t anticipate such bitterness and resentment
from these people. After all, they’re mostly young couples and young
families, like you, and [ hadn’t seen any pattern of this kind of behav-
ior before. Honestly, I am grieved over their behavior, and knowing
what I know now;, I regret leading you to take this pastorate. This is
not the first time that I've had such regrets, though, and it most prob-
ably won’t be the last. I have many regrets in my history of dealing
with humans, and both you and I will just have to get used to this fact.

“Well, I know I haven’t answered your questions directly, David,
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so now I'll try to. You asked first whether I could give you any basis
for hope in this situation. Fair question, and I'll try to help you see
things as I do. Yes, there is a basis for hope. You see, I do have ways
to try to influence the situation. I can give thoughts to people that
they might not have come up with on their own, and I can try to help
them see the consequences of their words and actions. But the prob-
lem, of course, is that I just don’t know whether my attempts to
influence them will achieve the desired effect. Sometimes I succeed
at this, but sometimes I fail. I just don’t know whether things will get
better—or worse! But, I can promise you that I'll do my best. Now
you might wonder if I could simply overrule their free wills and just
make them behave! Well, I really can’t do that and still respect their
personal integrity. If I started doing this, there would be no end of it!
So many things go wrong moment by moment (just think for a
minute of how many people—all free to do as they please—there are
in the world, and how many horrible things are done to others every
moment around the whole world; and I see every one of them and
grieve over them), and so many times I feel deep disappointment and
distress. So, you can see that if I went down this path of ‘correcting’
all the problems I see, well, I might as well just abandon the whole
idea of having a creation with free moral beings. So, I do my best, but
obviously I simply cannot guarantee that things will change.
However, I can promise you that I'll be with you every day in the
future just as I've been with you in the past! All that I am is there for
you, and this should give you hope.

“And David, by the way, please don’t try to figure out some
‘divine purpose’ behind your situation. Things like this just happen.
I do my best to bring some good out of these messes, but again, I just

can’t guarantee whether good will come of it or not. I'll try to help
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with everything that I can, but so much of this depends on how both
you and a host of other free persons choose to act. I just don’t know
(now) how you and others will act, so I can’t say (now) whether any
good—or further bad!— will come from it. So my advice is, don’t get
your hopes up for any good to come from your current situation. If
it does, we’ll both be grateful, but there simply are no guarantees.
You're really best oft just to accept all the difficulties and trials in your
life as pointless.

“Now, you asked another question that, frankly, I wish you hadn’t
brought up. You asked about hope as you anticipate a whole lifetime
of ministry. This simply is not a fair question. You see, I'm pretty
good with short-range matters, but with long-range issues, I just am
unable to give sound advice. People ask me questions like this all the
time, and I simply wish they’d realize that these are not fair questions.
If you want assurances that somehow, your ministry forty years from
now will be fruitful, how could I know that? To be honest, I don’t
even know now whether you’ll be alive forty years from now, or alive
tomorrow, for that matter (maybe a drunk driver will plow into you
head-on as you drive home from your office today—I just don’t
know). You see, you simply must come to grips with the fact that I
cannot know what free creatures will choose and do before they make their own

free choices and perform their own free actions. Now, if you think about this
a bit, and realize how many choices and actions take place every sin-
gle second, and then how many other choices and other actions flow
from the earlier ones, and then still more choices and actions flow
from those, and so on and so on, and because each time the choices
and actions are free, they all could have been difterent choices and
actions from what they turn out to be—well, you begin to see just

how impossible it is for me to give anything close to accurate pre-
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dictions of things far off. Now, don’t get me wrong. I can, with my
infinite intelligence, think of all the possibilities! What a staggering
assortment of possibilities there are! But, of this vast assortment, I
absolutely cannot know which set of choices and actions will com-
prise the one that will happen in the future. And the further out you
go, the crazier it gets!

“Frankly, this is exactly why I make the mistakes I do. When I
make a decision about something relating to human beings, they can
always do things I didn’t expect, and so I can end up being quite
shocked at what they do and regretting my own actions. Boy, did that
very first sin in the garden of Eden take me aback! Can you imagine,
after giving Adam and Eve all that I did, and being so kind and gen-
erous—well, who would have thought that . . . ? Enough already. I
still can’t believe they turned from me. And that was just the begin-
ning of the surprises! What a ride this has been!

“So, David, settle with the realization that we’re in this together
day by day. We both have to make lots of adjustments—changing
constantly from plan Q to plan R to plan S, and so on. There just
are no guarantees for the future, except for you to know that I'll be
there with you. So we’ll work together at making the best decisions
we can along the way, and the working together is what matters the
most anyway.

“I'm glad that you also asked about ‘forever.” Here’s one place
where I can assure you that my purposes will be accomplished. I will
win in the end! You know, one of the main reasons that I designed
‘the creation project’ as I have is so that, in the end, there might be a
host of people who love and worship me forever. And the time will

come when I'll just bring the current course of history to an end. At
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that point, things will be set and nothing can change it. So, please
know that my ultimate purposes are certain.

“Now, I guess I'd better say just a bit more, because I don’t want
to give you the wrong impression. When I bring the current course
of history to an end, what I cannot do at that point is change what
has happened earlier. After all, I gave people their free wills, and I
wasn'’t able to know (and I still can’t know) what free people would
do with that freedom. So, at whatever point I ‘end’ history as we
know it, I'll have to accept at that point what all those who have lived
and made free choices have done with their freedom. So when I say
that ‘things will be set,” you shouldn’t understand this to mean that
everything will finally come together, if you will, exactly as I had in
mind. I'm hopeful, of course. But what I mean is simply that, at
some point, I'll just end the flow of history that we’re in now, and
people will be assigned their respective destinies, and however many
have accepted my love will be accepted into heaven, and the others
will be lost eternally.

“Of course, this raises the question of how well things are going
so far—in terms of my wooing people so that they know my love and
love me in return. Well, frankly, I haven’t thought it best to bring an
end to history yet. If you look around the world, evil is rampant and
there is such a scarcity of true love. If I were to command history to
stop now, 'm not sure I would want to accept what I'd get—not yet,
anyway. So, I'm letting it go longer, and I'm hopeful that many more
people will see my love for them and will love me in return. Now, if
you were to ask if I could be sure that a certain number of people will
be ‘saved’ in the end, well, that’s a question I just cannot answer. One
can certainly look at the world as it is now and see how I have ‘suc-

ceeded’ to date! But I am hoping for a great improvement. And
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because I'm in control of when history will end and can dictate when
my purposes for the present world will be concluded, there is great
reason for you to put hope in me for the ‘forever’ you asked about. I
am God, after all, and I reign sovereign over the kind of creation I
made and over its conclusion. Of course, what sort of things happen
in human affairs between my sovereign acts to create and to consum-
mate history is largely up to free agents, whose actions I cannot know
in advance.

“Well, David, I hope you see what hope there is when you put
your faith in me. I hope you see that you are in good hands when you
place your life, your wife, your children, your most cherished dreams
and visions into my hands. And the good news is that the hope you
have in me is the very same hope every child of mine may have in
me! All of my children may have the confidence in knowing that the
same care and love expressed toward you, David, is also expressed
toward them. For now, for your lives on into the future (however

long that may be), and forever—place your hope in me!”

OUR TRUE HOPE IN THE TRUE AND
LIvING GOD

There is much to be said about real and genuine hope in God. The
God of the Bible, the true and living God, deeply longs and calls for
his people to put their hope in him alone, and to do so with a deep
and abiding sense of confidence, peace, and joy. The hope in God
that is undermined by the openness proposal is the very hope that
God wants his people to have. The true God does not make mis-
takes. He doesn’t second-guess the wisdom of his own past actions.
He is not taken by surprise as human history unfolds. He doesn’t

wonder how things will work out. He designs good purposes in the
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trials of life. And all of his plans and purposes are right on course.
He knows the end from the beginning, and so he knows how each
and every circumstance of life contributes to the fulfillment of his
matchless purposes.

The God of the Bible wants to provide true and lasting hope for
his children for the present and for the long-range future and for all
eternity. In each of these stages of our lives, God wants us to put our
hope, confidently and exclusively, in him. In what follows, then, we
will consider three biblical expressions of hope in God, each focus-
ing on a different “stage” of life. Psalm 62 enjoins us to hope in God
in the present, even when we face great difficulties. In Romans 4
Paul presents Abraham as one whose hope in God extended far into
the future. Then, 1 Peter 1 will help us set our sights on the life to
come. Life now, life over our future years, and life forever—all these
are meant to be lived in deep and abiding hope in our glorious and

gracious God.

Meditation on Hope for Today (Psalm 62)

(1) For God alone my soul waits in silence;
from him comes my salvation.

(2) He only is my rock and my salvation, my fortress;
I shall not be greatly shaken.

(3) How long will all of you attack a man to batter him,
like a leaning wall, a tottering fence?

(4) They only plan to thrust him down from his high position.
They take pleasure in falsehood.

They bless with their mouths,
but inwardly they curse. Selah

(5) For God alone, O my soul, wait in silence,

for my hope is from him.
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(6) He only is my rock and my salvation,
my fortress; I shall not be shaken.
(7) On God rests my salvation and my glory;
my mighty rock, my refuge is God.
(8) Trust in him at all times, O people;
pour out your heart before him;
God is a refuge for us. Selah
(9) Those of low estate are but a breath;
those of high estate are a delusion;
in the balances they go up;
they are together lighter than a breath.
(10) Put no trust in extortion;
set no vain hopes on robbery;
if riches increase, set not your heart on them.
(11) Once God has spoken;
twice have I heard this:
that power belongs to God,
(12) and that to you, O LORD, belongs steadfast love.
For you will render to a man

according to his work.

Psalm 62, a psalm of David, expresses hope for God’s salvation
(vv. 1-2, 6-7) amid the affliction he currently endures. What under-
girds his hope, most fundamentally, is the strength and power of
God, in which he is protected as a man in a fortress (vv. 2, 6; cf. v. 8)
or as one standing on an unshakable rock (vv. 2, 6), and the steadfast
love of God for his own, as expressed at the end of the psalm (v. 12).
The contrast between the supremacy of God and the feebleness of
men, including the feebleness of those who oppose God, is made
clear. Verse 9 points to both those of “low estate” and those of “high

estate” as “together lighter than a breath.” Neither those low nor
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those high, nor both together, can bring any challenge to David’s
refuge, the almighty God. Verses 11-12 underscore the greatness of
God: “Once God has spoken; twice have I heard this: that power
belongs to God, and that to you, O LORD, belongs steadfast love.”
The phrase “once . . . twice” expresses the superlative quality of God
over all who would stand against him. His greatness, power, and love
are supreme. The psalmist has great reason to hope, because the one
in whom he hopes is the one and only God over all.

Notice also the exclusive nature of the psalmist’s hope: “For God
alone my soul waits. . . . He only is my rock and my salvation” (vv. 1-
2; repeated with minor variation in vv. 5-6). And besides these explicit
expressions of God’s exclusive claim on his hope, the psalmist repeat-
edly emphasizes, “on God rests my salvation” (v. 7a), “my refuge is
God” (v. 7b), “trust in him at all times, O people” (v. 8a), “God is a
refuge for us” (v. 8b), “power belongs to God” (v. 11), and “to you, O
LORD, belongs steadfast love” (v. 12).!

What is the basis of hope for today, according to David? Consider
the following elements. First, God is greater and mightier than any and
all of the human powers that stand against David. In fact the contrast
between the power of God and that of mere humans is so great that
David says the collective power of men is “lighter than a breath” (v. 9).
This brings to mind other such expressions in Scripture. As we
observed earlier, Isaiah 40:15, for example, compares the totality of the
prowess and might of the nations of the world with “a drop from a
bucket” or “dust on the scales.” Similarly, the chastened
Nebuchadnezzar, king of the mighty Babylon, after learning that “the
Most High rules the kingdom of men and gives it to whom he will”
(Dan. 4:32) compares this mighty God to the nations of the world and

says that, in comparison to God, “all the inhabitants of the earth are
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accounted as nothing” (Dan. 4:35). Immeasurably great confidence and
hope in God come from knowing the matchless extent of his power
over all. To be in this fortress that is God makes all the difference.

Second, because God is immeasurably mighty, what comfort and
peace can come from resting in him! No wonder the psalmist’s soul
can wait in silence (Ps. 62:1, 5) before him. Here, all worrying and
scurrying cease. To know this is to know that we “shall not be greatly
shaken” (vv. 2, 6). In other words, David is confident that no matter
what attacks (v. 3) or cursings (v. 4) he experiences, he cannot be
shaken from his place of rest in the mighty fortress who is his God.

Third, if God were not so capable and mighty, we might be
tempted to go elsewhere for counsel or for help; we might seck to
find even devious ways to secure what we want. But David says, first,
“trust in [God] at all times, O people; pour out your heart before
him; God is a refuge for us” (v. 8), and then, “put no trust in extor-
tion; set no vain hopes on robbery; if riches increase, set not your
heart on them” (v. 10). We serve a God of whom we can be so sure,
that we would be fools to trust in other measures. There is no more
confident place to be than under the watchful care of this God.

The contrast with open theism’s proposed deity could not be
more marked. Here we have a God whose power and love are unex-
celled, and his protection and care for his own are sure. Of course
this does not remove from God’s people the possibility of attacks
and opposition, but it does remove the possibility that these feeble
human forces—who are “together lighter than a breath” (v. 9b)—can
cause any harm or inflict any injury that God would not superintend
in fulfillment of his purposes. The psalm ends with the reassurance
of God’s indomitable power and overwhelming love, alongside the

certainty of his holding each person accountable for his or her
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actions. We have hope in God, for his protection now, and for the
certainty that his judgment will reign in the day to come. The open-
ness God pales, by comparison. Compare the God of the Bible and
the openness deity on questions of the divine power, wisdom, pur-
pose, and genuine love. Without any doubt, the God of open theism

is just too small.

Meditation on Hope for the Long Haul (Romans 4:18-21)

(18) In hope [Abraham] believed against hope, that he should
become the father of many nations, as he had been told, “So shall
your oftspring be.” (19) He did not weaken in faith when he con-
sidered his own body, which was as good as dead (since he was
about a hundred years old), or when he considered the barrenness
of Sarah’s womb. (20) No distrust made him waver concerning
the promise of God, but he grew strong in his faith as he gave
glory to God, (21) fully convinced that God was able to do what
he had promised.

Can true hope sustain us over the long haul? One of Scripture’s
finest examples of lifelong hope is Abraham. Paul extols the persis-
tent faith of Abraham not only because he believed that God would
do what was humanly impossible (to bring a child from this “dead”
and “barren” elderly couple), but also because he persisted in his
faith for such a long time. Imagine the struggle Abraham must have
faced as he observed Sarah, and his own body, move past their
respective abilities to become parents. But according to Paul,
Abraham not only did not weaken in faith as the years went by and
the promise was yet unfulfilled and their physical inability became
more evident: he actually grew strong in his faith. Over the years, he

became more fully convinced that God was able to do what he had
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promised. Here we have not just hope for today but hope for the
long term. And we should be led to wonder, on what is this strong,
vibrant, enduring hope in God based?

Essentially, the two qualities of God that sustained Abraham’s
hope over these many years were God’s wisdom and his power. You
can see these in Romans 4:21 where we read that Abraham was
“tully convinced that God was able [ God’s power| to do what he had
promised [God’s wise plan]” (emphasis added). Deep and abiding
hope in God requires confidence in these two qualities of God. First,
God’s wisdom must be unexcelled and perfect. If we worry that
God’s plans might falter, or that God might get things wrong, or that
God might second-guess what he has planned, this will undermine
all hope in God. For a vibrant hope, we must know that God’s plans
are best, and that even if we can’t understand them and can’t see how
they will be fulfilled, we know God, and we know that his ways are,
always and without exception, infinitely wise. But second, we also
must have the confidence that God is able to accomplish what his
wisdom has planned. It is one thing for God to promise what he
alone knows is best, but if we have reason to doubt God’s ability to
accomplish what he has promised, we will not have a viable hope.
Abraham’s hope is remarkable for its persevering conviction regard-
ing both the wisdom of God (his plan and promise are unsurpassed)
and the power of God (he is able to do what he said he would,
despite the human impossibility of it happening).

Notice one other element of Abraham’s experience that shows
the quality of true hope in God. Verse 19 tells us that Abraham “did
not weaken in faith when he considered his own body, which was as
good as dead (since he was about a hundred years old), or when he

considered the barrenness of Sarah’s womb” (emphasis added). True
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hope in God does not focus on the obstacles to God’s accomplish-
ment of his work, but it also does not ignore them. Remarkably,
Abraham considered both his own aging body and its attending impo-
tence (which is the likely meaning of “as good as dead”) and the
inability of Sarah to conceive a child. He took full stock of the prob-
lems faced in God’s doing what he had promised. He was not an
advocate of positive thinking who refused even to acknowledge the
problems that were before him, but neither was he a pessimist, an
“Eeyore” if you will, who got so lost in the magnitude of the prob-
lems that his hope vanished. No, Abraham seriously considered the
reality of the problem—and what a problem it was! Neither he nor
Sarah could become parents, and God’s promise required that they
do just this! But despite these problems, Abraham believed that God
is wise (the plan and promise are of God’s own devising and so are
best) and that God is powerful (he is able to do even the impossible
here, since he can, as verse 17 indicates, bring life from the dead).
Again, when one considers hope for the long haul and compares
the God of the Bible and the God of open theism, we can see such
notable contrasts. Imagine if Abraham had accepted the openness
view of God! Since God’s plans can be mistaken, and God can find in
retrospect that things he thought would be best perhaps are not best,
would not Abraham have reason to begin questioning both God’s wis-
dom and his promise? And if God is not all-wise, then hope in him is
undermined. What if Abraham had considered God’s purposes sel-
dom to “interfere” with the laws of nature that he established (another
openness theme)? Wouldn’t he rightly begin to wonder whether God
lacked (by his own choice in creating the kind of world he did) the
power to accomplish what he had promised? After all, perhaps God
had intended for this promise to be fulfilled while both Abraham and
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Sarah were biologically able to have children, and God just didn’t
know that they would become impotent and barren as quickly as they
did. If the God Abraham trusted had been the God of open theism,
I'm afraid that instead of moving from one level of hope to a yet
stronger one (v. 18), he would have been tempted toward despair.
But to read Romans 4:18-21 is to see unshakable confidence and
hope in both God’s wisdom and his power. Since both of these qual-
ities are irreparably damaged by the open view of God, we must con-
clude that Abraham’s faith simply could not have been in the
open-view deity. As Abraham surely would testity, that God would be
simply too small for this promise and this fulfillment to occur. Hope
for the long haul requires deep and abiding confidence that God
always gets it right, that his ways are perfect, his wisdom is impecca-
ble, and his power is always able to accomplish what his wisdom has
planned. This is the foundation for a lifetime of hope, and this is the

hope we see in Abraham.

Meditation on Hope for Eternity (1 Peter 1:3-9)
(3) Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ!

According to his great mercy, he has caused us to be born again to
a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the
dead, (4) to an inheritance that is imperishable, undefiled, and
unfading, kept in heaven for you, (5) who by God’s power are being
guarded through faith for a salvation ready to be revealed in the last
time. (6) In this you rejoice, though now for a little while, as was
necessary, you have been grieved by various trials, (7) so that the
tested genuineness of your faith—more precious than gold that
perishes though it is tested by fire—may be found to result in praise
and glory and honor at the revelation of Jesus Christ. (8) Though
you have not seen him, you love him. Though you do not now see

123



THEIR GOD IS TOO SMALL

him, you believe in him and rejoice with joy that is inexpressible
and filled with glory, (9) obtaining the outcome of your faith, the

salvation of your souls.

Notice three aspects of our hope for the future. First, the hope
we have from the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ is a “liv-
ing hope” (1 Pet. 1:3). As Christ was raised from the dead and so lives,
so we too, who are born again through his death and resurrection,
likewise enter into eternal life. Hence, our hope is a living, lasting,
enduring, eternal hope. Nothing can “kill” this hope, and it will go
on as long as eternity lasts—forever! The hope we have now lives on,
because it is founded on the everlasting life of the risen Lord.

Second, an indication of the future reality of our living and eter-
nal hope is the inheritance awaiting us (v. 4). Peter describes it as an
imperishable, undefiled, and unfading inheritance, kept in heaven for
us. While Peter surely is connecting the future reception of the inher-
itance with our present faith, his stress is on what awaits us then. And
not only is our inheritance being kept for us, we ourselves are being
guarded by God’s own power through faith for the future salvation
that will one day be revealed. Our “living hope” will not disappoint
simply because that in which our hope is set (i.e., God, who raised
Christ from the dead) has secured both us and our inheritance for a
day yet coming. The surety of God’s power to guard us for our own
future salvation, and to secure for us our eternal inheritance, is a
strong basis for our eternal hope—a hope that will never be dismayed.

Third, the testings and trials of our faith in this life should be
seen, in light of eternity, as “more precious than gold that perishes”
(vv. 6-7). What an astonishing view of these trials! Far from decrying

trials and affliction, Peter would have us rejoice in them, since they
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will be cause for “praise and glory and honor at the revelation of Jesus
Christ” (v. 7). Does this not require a view that the trials of this life
are purposeful? Does this not demand our trust in God to orchestrate
the tribulation of our lives so that praise and honor are produced
through them? So far from “pointless suffering™ is this view, that it
exposes the facile and hurtful posture of open theism toward sufter-
ing. What harm is done to Christian faith and life when the very
divinely ordained purpose of suffering is expunged from it. For
Peter, suffering is a reality that Christians face in their allegiance to
Christ, and how wonderful to know that the growth of our faith

through this suftering has an eternal glory and an eternal reward.

CONCLUSION

Once again, we see how far short the open view falls when put next
to biblical teaching on hope. Whether hope for today, for a lifetime,
or for eternity, the hope of Scripture is based on the certainty of God’s
work and the unfailing accomplishment of his wise and good pur-
poses and plans. Where open theism reduces our hope to something
unavoidably fragile and weak, the Bible commends a hope that is
strong, secure, fixed, and certain. Life is purposeful, and the God who
gives himself to us is the conquering God who will lead us in his tri-
umph. Our hope is secure, it is filled with joy and peace, and it will
last eternally.

Recall, as we conclude, the “Message of ‘Hope’ from the
Openness God” with which we began this chapter, and contrast this
vision of God and its corresponding hope to what we see over and
again in Scripture. Whereas the God of open theism discourages us
from thinking of any good purpose being served in times of suffer-

ing, the God of the Bible wants us always to know that his good and
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wise hand directs and his wise (if hidden) purposes will be fulfilled.
The openness God unavoidably makes all kinds of mistakes—mis-
takes in his guidance, mistakes in his dealings with free moral agents,
mistakes in his own actions and responses—but the true God
chooses perfectly, designs flawlessly, and accomplishes his will as he
alone knows is best. The openness God cannot guarantee whether
eternity will be what he hopes it will be, any more than he can guar-
antee that he’ll get what he wants now, or in the immediate future,
or in the distant future; the true God’s plans are set, and he knows,
from before he created, all that will occur and how he will fulfill all
of his intentions. The openness God allows himself to be vulnerable
before hostile moral forces from human and demonic sources, some-
times losing when he wished he had won, and always in doubt as to
whether his purposes or Satan’s might prevail in any given situation;
the true God reigns over Satan, his demons, and over everything in
the heavens and on the earth, assuring his followers of the victory that
is theirs also as they rest in him. And at the root of it all, the open-
ness God cannot know the future free choices and actions of his
moral creatures, but the true God knows all exhaustively and defi-
nitely, past, present, and future. The certainty of hope that is founded
in the true and living God is simply diminished and defeated by open
theism’s understanding of God. For the sake of vibrant Christian
hope, for now and throughout life and for eternity, may God give us
eyes to see and hearts to embrace the true and living God, to the glory

of his name.
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CONCLUSION

We began this study by observing that both the glory of God and the
genuine good of his children are irreparably harmed in open theism’s
novel proposal. God, as we have seen, is made to look much more
like us—wondering whether his plans will work, second-guessing
the wisdom of his past actions, wishing that a multitude of things
might have worked out differently, and struggling to give the best
advice and assistance he can to his children given the manifold uncer-
tainties that both he and they face. And in the process we, his chil-
dren, are made to look somewhat more godlike: responsible for
actually shaping the future histories of our lives by the choices we
make (which God learns about only as we make them); influencing
God, even endeavoring to compel him to change his mind as in
prayer we tell him what we think; and in the end embracing a bit
more “human sovereignty” (as it might be called) and feeling a bit
more in charge of our own destinies and more capable of shaping the
outcome of history. In all of this, the luster and brilliance of God’s
glory is smudged beyond recognition, and the real good of humans
is replaced by the apparent exalted dignity and self-empowerment we

assert for ourselves at God’s expense.
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Bear in mind, however, that this divine demotion and human
exaltation is in appearance only. No theological proposal, no matter
how far off center biblically it may be, can affect the truth about who
God really 1s or the truth about who we humans really are. But great
harm here befalls our view of God, our hope, and our confidence in
God’s word and promise. And through this diminishing of our view
of God, our true strength, joy, peace, and holiness are ravaged. The
diminishing of the glory of God is the cause of the harm done to our
spiritual well-being. A. W. Tozer spoke powerfully and prophetically

when he wrote,

Let us beware lest we in our pride accept the erroneous notion that
idolatry consists only in kneeling before visible objects of adoration,
and that civilized peoples are therefore free from it. The essence of
idolatry is the entertainment of thoughts about God that are
unworthy of Him. It begins in the mind and may be present where
no overt act of worship has taken place. . . .

Perverted notions about God soon rot the religion in which
they appear. The long career of Israel demonstrates this clearly
enough, and the history of the Church confirms it. So necessary to
the Church is a lofty concept of God that when that concept in any
measure declines, the Church with her worship and her moral
standards declines along with it. The first step down for any church
is taken when it surrenders its high opinion of God.!

This was written several decades before open theism’s current God-
belittling proposal; one can only imagine what A. W. Tozer would say
today to the new idolatry of open theism. Sadly, Tozer is no longer
with us. And yet, with his vision and his passion, we too can com-
mend the exalted and glorious view of the true God, and by this bless
those who then behold his real beauty, splendor, and majesty. Again,
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Conclusion

Tozer’s admonition to Christians is undoubtedly more urgent today

than when he penned these words:

The heaviest obligation lying upon the Christian Church today is
to purify and elevate her concept of God until it is once more wor-
thy of Him—and of her. In all her prayers and labors this should
have first place. We do the greatest service to the next generation of
Christians by passing on to them undimmed and undiminished
that noble concept of God which we received from our Hebrew
and Christian fathers of generations past. This will prove of greater
value to them than anything that art or science can devise.?

Here, then, are the questions before us: Will we bring harm or bless-
ing to our generation and the next? What view of God will we and
our children embrace? Will our view of God lead both us and the
next generation to higher views of self and diminished views of God?
Or will we truly worship, honor, trust, hope in, obey, and follow the
true God of Scripture? Will we echo our culture’s quest for self-
esteem and by this miss the biblical vision and joy of an all-consum-
ing God-esteem? Or will we bow humbly before the all-knowing,
exalted God of heaven and earth and acknowledge that his will and
ways alone are right? In short, will we be idolaters, or will we honor
God as he is?

The open view of God proposes a challenge to the evangelical
church that is unparalleled in this generation. May our earnest prayer
and unceasing effort be to advance the knowledge of the God who is.
So then, for the magnifying of his name, and for the joy, blessing,
strength, and wholeness of God’s people, “let us press on to know the
LoRrD” (Hos. 6:3).
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