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Of all the arguments marshaled in sup-
port of open theism, the most important 
for those of an evangelical mindset are 
the exegetical arguments. Those who 
affi rm the inspiration of the Scriptures 
recognize that theology should not be the 
product of free and unbridled speculation; 
rather, theological formulation must occur 
within the parameters of the doctrinal 
framework revealed in the Bible. Given 
the noetic consequences of the fall, theo-
logical formulations that are grounded 
merely in human philosophy and ratio-
nality are suspect. Those who affi rm that 
the Bible has “God for its author, salvation 
for its end, and truth, without any mixture 
of error, for its matter” are compelled to 
test every theological affi rmation in light 
of God’s word.1 

Greg Boyd recently argued that oppo-
nents of open theism have failed to 
respond to the arguments in favor of his 
views at this crucial point:

What is particularly sad about the 
current state of this debate is that 
Scripture seems to be playing a 
small role in it. Most of the pub-
lished criticisms raised against the 
open view have largely ignored the 
biblical grounds on which open 
theists base their position. For 
example, in his recent book, God the 
Father Almighty, Millard Erickson 
devotes an entire chapter to refuting 
the open view, but he never once 
interacts with any of the biblical 

arguments that support the open 
theist position. Unfortunately, this 
is typical of literature that critiques 
the open view.2

We who regard ourselves as “a people 
of the Book” should be stung by this criti-
cism. I wish to respond to Boyd’s indict-
ment by challenging his exegesis of Jesus’ 
prayer in Gethsemane.

Brief Summary of Boyd’s 
Open Theist Position

Boyd argues that if God foreknows 
all future events, the fulfi llment of these 
future events is an established certainty. 
If all of the actions of a person are certain, 
individuals do not possess true libertarian 
freedom. Consequently, God is respon-
sible for all tragedies that occur (including 
the damnation of the lost) since he foresaw 
these and did not act to avert the foreseen 
outcome (for example, by refusing to cre-
ate an Adolf Hitler or a Charles Manson).3 
Boyd concludes that a loving God could 
not possibly foreknow all events. This, he 
claims, does not limit divine omniscience. 
God knows all that is knowable. The 
future cannot be known since it does not 
belong to the realm of reality.4 

In God of the Possible, Boyd sought 
to defend this theological position by 
numerous exegetical arguments. His 
strongest argument from New Testament 
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texts consists of an appeal to Jesus’ peti-
tion in Gethsemane:

Yet another impressive example of 
the Lord speaking about the future 
in open terms is found in Jesus’ 
prayer in the Garden of Gethse-
mane. Jesus “threw himself on the 
ground and prayed, ‘My Father, if 
it is possible, let this cup pass from 
me’” (Matt. 26:39). As we saw in the 
previous chapter, if anything was 
fi xed in the mind of God ahead of 
that time, it was that the Son of God 
was going to be crucifi ed. Indeed, 
Jesus himself had been teaching 
this very truth to his disciples (Matt. 
12:40; 16:21; John 2:19). This makes 
it all the more amazing that Jesus 
makes one last attempt to change his 
Father’s plan “if it is possible.”
 The prayer reveals that in the 
mind of Jesus there was at least 
a theoretical chance that another 
course of action could be taken “at 
the eleventh hour.” It was not pos-
sible, of course, so Jesus was cruci-
fi ed. Yet this doesn’t negate the fact 
that Jesus’ prayer presupposes that 
divine plans and possible future 
events are, in principle, alterable. 
In short, Jesus’ prayer evidences 
the truth that the future is at least 
partly open, even if his own fate 
was not.5

While this argument initially seems 
compelling, closer examination dem-
onstrates that Boyd’s treatment is char-
acterized by several methodological 
weaknesses. First, Boyd and other open 
theists appeal most frequently to narrative 
texts like this one to support their posi-
tion. This is hermeneutically unsound. 
Biblical theologians should rely primar-
ily on epistolary and didactic material 
in the formulation of doctrine. If one 
extrapolates a theological principle from 
narrative texts but fi nds little support for 
the principle in didactic texts, the text 
should be reexamined.6 Furthermore, 
when one does appeal to narrative texts 
in theological formulation, one must make 

sure to utilize the account in a manner 
(a) that is consistent with the purpose 
of the narrative as a whole, (b) that is 
congruent with the author’s theological 
purpose for the account as revealed by 
the emphases that appear in a careful 
comparison of Synoptic parallels, and (c) 
that is sensitive to the immediate context 
of the account.7 Furthermore, careful 
study of the grammar and syntax of the 
Greek text should precede extrapolation 
of theological principles from the text. 
Boyd did not follow the genre-specifi c 
interpretive guidelines for Gospel narra-
tives or exercise proper care in his study 
of the syntax of the text. 

Purpose of the Account
Matthew used the Gethsemane account 

to demonstrate the importance of prayer 
for a proper response to temptation.8 Jesus 
commanded his disciples to “pray so that 
you will not enter into temptation.” Jesus 
prayed faithfully and rejected the tempta-
tion to defy the Father’s will by evading 
the cross. Peter failed to pray and was 
thus vulnerable to the temptation to deny 
Christ under pressure. Matthew high-
lighted the connection between Peter’s 
failure to pray and his denial by empha-
sizing that Peter failed to pray three times 
and denied Christ three times.9 

Matthew recorded the first Gethse-
mane petition, the only petition which 
Boyd cites, in order to display the intensity 
of Jesus’ grief and distress in anticipation 
of the agonies of crucifi xion. The introduc-
tion to the account stresses this repeat-
edly: “he [Jesus] began to be grieved and 
distressed” (Matt 26:37) and “My soul is 
deeply grieved, even to the point of death” 
(Matt 26:38). Jesus’ initial plea depicts the 
severity of the suffering that he would 
endure to ransom sinners (Matt 20:28). 
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This Matthean emphasis serves to high-
light the real and forceful nature of the 
temptation to evade the cross. Marshall’s 
comments on the Lukan parallel aptly 
describe Matthew’s account also: 

The effect of the saying is that Jesus, 
facing the temptation to avoid the 
path of suffering appointed by 
God, nevertheless accepts the will 
of God despite his own desire that 
it might be otherwise. He does not 
seek to disobey the will of God, but 
longs that God’s will might be dif-
ferent.10

Gethsemane’s fi rst plea demonstrates 
that Christ was no stoic who marched 
unfl inchingly to the cross. Jesus initially 
cowered in the face of earth’s worst 
tortures and heaven’s fi ercest wrath but 
ultimately embraced both in prayerful 
submission to the Father.11 The one who 
taught his disciples to pray, “Your will be 
done,” modeled this surrender to God’s 
will in the grueling Gethsemane confl ict. 
An understanding of the purpose of this 
account prompts the interpreter to see 
Jesus’ initial petition regarding the revi-
sion of the divine plan as more of a wistful 
hope for which he grasped while under 
great duress than an expression of Jesus’ 
careful theological refl ection. The follow-
ing sections will demonstrate that Jesus 
quickly abandoned this elusive hope for 
obedience to the Father’s will regardless 
of the cost.

 
The Syntax of the Sentence

 Boyd seems to make the mistake of 
equating a fi rst class conditional protasis 
(“if” clause) with an affi rmation—“since it 
is possible” rather than “if it is possible.” 
Recent grammars have demonstrated that 
this is simply incorrect.12 The nuance is 
“if,—and let us assume that this is true for 
the sake of argument—then.”13 The words 

“if it is possible” constitute a true condi-
tion, not a cause. Jesus desired to avoid 
the sufferings of the cross only if it were 
possible to do so. The text should not be 
read as an assertion of the possibility that 
God might change his plan of redemption. 
Boyd himself admits that Jesus knew his 
evasion of the cross was not possible, but 
insists Jesus assumed that other changes 
in the divine plan are possible. This 
argument is logically awkward. If the 
condition of Jesus’ request was indeed an 
impossibility as Boyd admits, one has no 
grounds to deduce that other alterations 
in the plan are possible. Furthermore, 
Boyd’s view of the reference to possibility 
is overly simplistic. He seems to overlook 
that different categories of possibility 
exist. What may be possible in view of 
God’s power may in fact be impossible in 
light of God’s plan. As we will see, Jesus 
himself will defi ne these two categories of 
“possibility” in a discussion that follows 
on the heels of the Gethsemane prayer.

A Comparison of Synoptic 
Parallels14

A comparison of the Gethsemane 
accounts in the Synoptic Gospels suggests 
that the evangelists Matthew and Luke 
phrased their accounts in a conscious 
effort to avoid giving readers the impres-
sion that it was possible to change the 
divine plan.15 Notice in the following table 
that in the Markan form, Jesus’ prayer 
contains the assertion, “All things are 
possible for you.” Boyd might argue that 
this indicative statement renders invalid 
the earlier objection to his treatment of the 
fi rst class condition. He could regret that 
he appealed to Matthew’s text rather than 
to Mark’s since Mark better makes his 
point. However, Mark’s indicative state-
ment relates to God’s power and control 
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Matthew 26:39-44     Mark 14:35-39       Luke 22:41-46

39 And He went a little 
beyond them, and fell on His 
face and prayed, saying, 

“My Father, if it is possible, 
let this cup pass from Me; 
yet not as I will, but as You 
will.” 

40 And He came to the 
disciples and found them 
sleeping, and said to Peter, 
“So, you men could not 
keep watch with Me for one 
hour? 41 “Keep watching 
and praying that you may 
not enter into temptation; the 
spirit is willing, but the fl esh is 
weak.” 42 He went away again 
a second time and prayed, 
saying, “My Father, if this 
cannot pass away unless I 
drink it, Your will be done.” 
43 Again He came and found 
them sleeping, for their eyes 
were heavy. 44 And He left 
them again, and went away 
and prayed a third time, saying 
the same thing once more.

35 And He went a little 
beyond them, and fell to the 
ground and began to pray that 
if it were possible, the hour 
might pass Him by. 36 And He 
was saying, 

“Abba! Father! All things 
are possible for You; remove 
this cup from Me; yet not 
what I will, but what You 
will.” 

37 And He came and found 
them sleeping, and said to 
Peter, “Simon, are you asleep? 
Could you not keep watch for 
one hour? 38 “Keep watching 
and praying that you may not 
come into temptation; the 
spirit is willing, but the fl esh is 
weak.” 

39 Again He went away 
and prayed, saying the same 
words.

41 And He withdrew from 
them about a stone’s throw, 
and He knelt down and began 
to pray, 42 saying, 

“Father, if You are willing, 
remove this cup from Me; 
yet not My will, but Yours be 
done.” 

43 Now an angel from 
heaven appeared to Him, 
strengthening Him. 44 And 
being in agony He was praying 
very fervently; and His sweat 
became like drops of blood, 
falling down upon the ground. 
45 When He rose from prayer, 
He came to the disciples and 
found them sleeping from 
sorrow, 46 and said to them, 
“Why are you sleeping? Get 
up and pray that you may not 
enter into temptation.”
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as exercised according to his divine plan, 
not the possibility of revising his plan. 
The assertion expresses that God in his 
omnipotence had the power to protect 
Jesus from arrest by the Jewish authori-
ties and from the crucifi xion that would 
follow. Jesus’ prayer assumed that God 
had the power to do all that was neces-
sary to deliver Jesus from the cross. But 
Jesus wanted the Father to express his 
power only in accordance with his plan. 
Thus he prayed, “Yet not what I will, but 
what You will.”16 The affi rmation of divine 
omnipotence in the Gethsemane prayer 
did not imply that the divine plan was 
subject to revision or could be changed 
at the eleventh hour as Boyd argues. On 
the contrary, in Mark’s Gospel, Jesus had 
previously insisted that his death was 
necessary. Mark 8:31 states, “And He 
began to teach them that the Son of Man 
must suffer many things and be rejected 
by the elders and the chief priests and the 
scribes, and be killed, and after three days 
rise again.” The word translated “must” 
is the Greek word dei which expresses 
“divine destiny or unavoidable fate.”17 

 Boyd fails to account for this distinc-
tion between divine omnipotence and the 
necessity of the fulfi llment of the divine 
plan. This failure becomes even more 
problematic in light of the tendencies of 
the revision of Mark’s account by Mat-
thew and Luke as seen above.

Apparently, Matthew and Luke were 
concerned that some readers might inter-
pret the affi rmation of divine omnipo-
tence without reference to Mark 8:31 as 
implying that Jesus’ sacrifi cial death was 
unnecessary or that the divine plan could 
be altered. Consequently, Luke avoided 
the possible misunderstanding by elimi-
nating all language of possibility: “Father, 
if you are willing, remove this cup from 

Me; yet not My will, but Yours be done.”18 
In Luke’s version, the issue becomes 
entirely one of the divine will without any 
reference to possibilities. Although oth-
ers have suggested that Luke made this 
change merely for stylistic purposes, the 
emphasis in the preceding context (Luke 
22:37) on the necessity of the fulfi llment 
of the messianic prophecies in the Old 
Testament (in this case, Isa 53:12) suggests 
that Luke edited Mark’s account so as to 
avoid misunderstandings of the prayer 
which might bring the fi rst petition into 
tension with the preceding discussion. 
Several commentators recognize that “the 
sovereign rule of God over history” is a 
primary theological emphasis of Luke’s 
two-volume work.19 Texts such as Luke 
13:33; 17:25; 22:37; 24:7, 26-27, 44; Acts 
2:23; 4:28; 5:38; and 20:27 confi rm this. 
The suggestion that Luke’s revision was 
theologically motivated is strengthened 
by the consideration that the revision 
dovetails with a major theological theme 
of his work. 

Matthew, on the other hand, eliminated 
the assertion “All things are possible for 
You” and used only the conditional “if it 
is possible” taken from the Markan intro-
duction to the Gethsemane struggle in the 
preceding verse.20 Clues from the larger 
context suggest that Matthew revised 
Mark out of a concern similar to Luke’s, 
that is, in order to avoid the risk that read-
ers might interpret the text to suggest that 
the divine plan for Jesus’ sacrifi cial death 
was “open.” 

Larger Literary Context
The purpose of Matthew’s revision sug-

gested above is supported by Matthew’s 
inclusion of Jesus’ words in Matthew 
26:53-54, words which have no parallel 
in the other Synoptic Gospels. The words 
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clearly distinguish between divine ability 
and divine necessity and demonstrate that 
while God had the power to deliver Jesus 
from the cross, Jesus’ death on the cross 
was necessary as part of a foreordained 
and unalterable plan. Jesus said, “Do you 
think that I cannot appeal to My Father, 
and He will at once put at My disposal 
more than twelve legions of angels?” 
This demonstrates that deliverance from 
the cross was within God’s power. Jesus 
immediately added, “How then will the 
Scriptures be fulfi lled, which say that it 
must happen this way?” This demon-
strates that Jesus’ death was necessary as 
part of God’s inalterable plan. Matthew 
reiterated the necessity of Jesus’ death in 
v. 56, “But all this has taken place to fulfi ll 
the Scriptures of the prophets.” Matthew’s 
revision of the Markan form of the fi rst 
petition eliminates any potential tension 
between the petition and Jesus’ affi rma-
tion of the necessity of the crucifi xion. The 
unique saying in Matthew 26:53-54 shows 
that divine necessity does not negate 
divine omnipotence, but that the former 
directs the latter.

The Movement and Climax 
of the Account

Boyd has conveniently ignored the 
larger context of the Matthean form of the 
Gethsemane prayer. Actually, one might 
more correctly refer to the Matthean 
forms (plural) of the prayer since Jesus’ 
second petition is signifi cantly different 
from the fi rst at a crucial point. The second 
petition negates the fi rst class condition, 
“If it is not possible for this cup to be taken 
away unless I drink it, may your will be 
done.” The shift to the negative condition 
suggests that as Jesus struggled with the 
temptation to evade the cross as exhibited 
in the initial petition, his communion with 

the Father assured him that his sufferings 
on the cross were necessary. Although it 
was possible, given the Father’s omnipo-
tence, to protect Christ from arrest, trial, 
and execution, it was impossible, given 
the Father’s sovereign will, to deliver Jesus 
from arrest, trial, and execution.21 Lane 
eloquently describes the fi nal resolution of 
Jesus’ struggle: “Fully conscious that his 
mission entailed submission to the horror 
of the holy wrath of God against human 
sin and rebellion, the will of Jesus clasped 
the transcendentally lofty and sacred will 
of God.”22

The Theological Milieu of the 
Synoptic Writers

Open theists may object that Matthew 
and Luke did not shape their narratives 
to thwart misinterpretations of the events 
that would lead to views like open theism 
since open theism did not exist in the fi rst 
century. This knife, of course, cuts both 
ways. If a view like open theism did not 
exist in the fi rst century, it cannot be the 
perspective of any of the New Testament 
writers, and claims that open theism is 
“the biblical view” immediately collapse. 
On the other hand, while I am convinced 
that open theism was not the view of the 
New Testament writers, a position similar 
in some ways to contemporary open the-
ism was espoused by some fi rst-century 
Jews. Josephus wrote a detailed descrip-
tion of the positions of the Pharisees, Sad-
ducees, and Essenes on the issue of “fate,” 
by which he meant “divine sovereignty.” 
The Essenes were divine determinists. 
The Sadducees affi rmed libertarian free 
will and denied divine sovereignty. The 
Pharisees held a mediating position 
affi rming both divine sovereignty and 
human responsibility, a position similar 
to that of modern-day compatibilists. 



108

Josephus wrote,

But the Sadducees are those of the 
second order, and take away fate 
entirely, and suppose that God is not 
concerned in our doing or not doing 
what is evil; and they say, that to act 
what is good or what is evil, is at 
men’s own choice, and that the one 
or the other belongs so to every one, 
that they may act as they please.23

He later clarifi ed,

And for the Sadducees, they take 
away fate, and say there is no such 
thing, and that the events of human 
affairs are not at its disposal; but 
they suppose that all our actions 
are in our own power, so that we 
are ourselves the cause of what is 
good, and receive what is evil from 
our own folly.24

Although the view of the Sadducees 
was not identical to contemporary open 
theism, both approach the issue of divine 
sovereignty with an emphasis on libertar-
ian freedom that dismisses the concept 
of an inalterable divine plan. The Saddu-
cean view of human freedom was prob-
ably known to Matthew and Luke. Their 
awareness of the Sadducean view could 
explain their care in describing the prayer 
of Gethsemane and the events surround-
ing Jesus’ arrest.

Conclusion
Jesus’ Gethsemane experience does 

not demonstrate that “divine plans and 
possible future events are, in principle, 
alterable.” On the contrary, when exam-
ined in context, harmonized with Jesus’ 
teaching elsewhere, viewed in light of the 
theological emphases of the Gospels, and 
interpreted with regard to the insights 
gleaned from a comparison of Gospel 
parallels, the Gethsemane experience 
confirms the classical view of divine 

foreknowledge and of God’s inalter-
able plan. Admittedly, the Gethsemane 
experience demonstrates only that Jesus’ 
sacrifi cial death was an unalterable aspect 
of the divine plan. It does not prove that 
no aspect of the divine plan is subject to 
revision. Boyd’s claim, however, that the 
Gethsemane experience proves that the 
divine plan is alterable grossly distorts 
the evidence of the text. The argument 
that if one aspect of the divine plan is 
fi xed and inalterable, then other (perhaps 
all) aspects of the divine plan are fi xed 
and inalterable is more plausible than 
the argument that Jesus could not pos-
sibly revise the Father’s plan regarding 
the crucifixion while other aspects of 
the divine plan are subject to revision. 
Boyd’s exegetical argument unravels since 
he ignores the purpose of the account, 
misunderstands the Greek syntax of the 
text, overlooks the theological emphasis 
of the accounts as seen through a cau-
tious comparison and contrast of Gospel 
parallels, ignores the context of the fi rst 
Gethsemane petition, and overlooks the 
narrative fl ow, particularly the movement 
from the positive “if it is possible” to the 
negative “if it is not possible.”

Open theists may argue that Matthew 
and Luke’s theological concern was to 
preserve an understanding of the neces-
sity of the cross rather than to insist that 
the divine plan is inalterable. However, 
the narratives are shaped in such a way 
as to express both concerns. The nar-
ratives do not argue that the cross was 
necessary because salvation could not 
be granted any other way. They argue 
that the cross was necessary because it 
was part of the divine plan foretold by 
the infallible Scriptures (Matt 26:54). The 
arrest, crucifi xion, and resurrection had to 
occur because God had said in Scripture 
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that they would, and Scripture cannot be 
broken (John 10:35). This suggests that 
in the mind of the Evangelists, defi nite 
divine foreknowledge, the infallibility of 
God’s plans, and the reliability of biblical 
prophecy were mutually dependent. Thus 
acceptance of open theism and full adher-
ence to biblical inerrancy seem mutually 
exclusive.

While Boyd is correct that opponents 
to open theism have not offered suffi cient 
response to his exegetical arguments, 
those who espouse classical theism need 
not fear to do so. This essay demonstrates 
that even the strongest exegetical argu-
ments of open theists do not bear up under 
close scrutiny. Evangelicals should shift 
their focus from mere philosophical and 
theological challenges to open theism and 
offer a careful exegetical response. They 
may discover that opening the Book closes 
the book on open theism. 
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