
Open Theism

Just how "Open" is God?

In short, Open Theism (aka "the openness of God", "Freewill Theism" or "the Open View") is the belief that God does not know the future, except for those events and outcomes that He has pre-determined
.  Alongside this aspect of the God of Open Theism is that God can change or vary with time, and is subject to the limitations of time.  It is a view that has cropped here and there in church history (with some variations), principally among groups also having aberrant teachings in other areas
, but has shown up more centrally within Christendom in the last two decades.  The primary spokesmen for this view among "Evangelicals" have been Greg Boyd, Clark Pinnock, Richard Rice, John Sanders, William Hasker, and David Basinger.  In the fall 2001 meeting of the Evangelical Theological Society, held in Colorado Springs, one poll of attendees indicated that nearly 30% of the attendees held to or were sympathetic to the views of Open Theism.

It's all in how you look at it

There are passages in Scripture, primarily in the Old Testament, which have been viewed by students of Scripture over the centuries as anthropomorphic, that is, expressed in human terms for the sake of communication with humans, but not as if God actually had those characteristics.  Examples of such anthropomorphisms would be:

Genesis 8:1

But God remembered Noah and all the beasts and all the cattle that were with him in the ark; and God caused a wind to pass over the earth, and the water subsided. [This is not taken as God having forgotten Noah]

Numbers 11:18

"Say to the people, ' Consecrate yourselves for tomorrow, and you shall eat meat; for you have wept in the ears of the LORD, saying, "Oh that someone would give us meat to eat! For we were well-off in Egypt." Therefore the LORD will give you meat and you shall eat. [This is not taken as God having literal physical ears]

Deuteronomy 7:17-19

"If you should say in your heart, 'These nations are greater than I; how can I dispossess them?' 18 you shall not be afraid of them; you shall well remember what the LORD your God did to Pharaoh and to all Egypt: 19 the great trials which your eyes saw and the signs and the wonders and the mighty hand and the outstretched arm by which the LORD your God brought you out. So shall the LORD your God do to all the peoples of whom you are afraid. [This is not taken as if God had literal physical hands and arms]

The approach to Scripture common to the Open View is to view any passage that has been seen as anthropomorphic that limits God's view of the future as literal.  All other passages containing what have been considered anthropomorphic language is still taken by Open Theists as anthropomorphic.  One example would be:

Jeremiah 32:35

"They built the high places of Baal that are in the valley of Ben-hinnom to cause their sons and their daughters to pass through the fire to Molech, which I had not commanded them nor had it entered My mind that they should do this abomination, to cause Judah to sin.

This passage is taken by Open Theists as a statement that God did not expect them to carry out this abomination, because God did not know the future, and was therefore surprised by their actions.  Another of the kinds of passages taken as by Open Theists as literal rather than anthropomorphic would be:

Jeremiah 26:19

"Did Hezekiah king of Judah and all Judah put him to death? Did he not fear the LORD and entreat the favor of the LORD, and the LORD changed His mind about the misfortune which He had pronounced against them? But we are committing a great evil against ourselves."

So is God "Open" 24/7?

So what are the problems with the teachings of Open Theism?  The primary problems of Open Theism are two-fold: 

1) There is a practical problem in the ability of the believer to trust a God who does not know the future, is capable of change, can be as surprised as we are about the outcome of events, and might not be able to work all things for good after all.  How good are God's promises if God can be surprised, doesn't know the future, can change with time, and is subject to time?

2) There are multiple interpretive problems with the view of Open Theism, which, upon examination, reveal the inconsistencies and arbitrary definitions of Open Theism.  We'll focus upon this item first, then return to the first question to finish our approach to Open Theism.

So how do we understand these passages?

We will address the understandings of Open Theism by examining key principles of Bible interpretation.

1) When Scripture makes an explicit universal truth statement, the statement(s) governs whether any other passage is taken as anthropomorphic.  For example, if Scripture speaks as if God has hands or arms, we take that as anthropomorphic:

John 4:24

God is spirit, 

1 Timothy 1:17

Now to the King eternal, immortal, invisible, the only God, be honor and glory forever and ever. Amen. 

We could take other passages as well (John 1:18; 1 John 1:12), but these general and universal truth statements are used to guide us to the understanding that any biblical reference to God's hands, arms, eyes, ears, etc. is to be taken as anthropomorphic.  Based on this principle, we take passages such as these as guiding any other passage that, if taken literally, would make God like a man:

Numbers 23:19

God is not a man, that He should lie, 

Nor a son of man, that He should repent; 

Has He said, and will He not do it? 

Or has He spoken, and will He not make it good?

1 Samuel 15:29

Also the Glory of Israel will not lie or change His mind; for He is not a man that He should change His mind.

Psalm 110:4 [see Hebrews 7:21]

The LORD has sworn and will not change His mind, 

"You are a priest forever 

According to the order of Melchizedek."

Six times in Isaiah, God claims the ability to know the future, as that which distinguishes Him from the pagan deities 42:8-9; 44:7-8; 45:1-4, 21; 46:10; 48:3-6.  Does Scripture say that the Lord can change?

Malachi 3:6

"For I, the LORD, do not change; therefore you, O sons of Jacob, are not consumed." 

Hebrews 1:10-12 (NKJV)

And:

"You, LORD, in the beginning laid the foundation of the earth,

And the heavens are the work of Your hands. 

11 They will perish, but You remain;

And they will all grow old like a garment; 

12 Like a cloak You will fold them up,

And they will be changed.

But You are the same,

And Your years will not fail."  

James 1:17

Every good thing given and every perfect gift is from above, coming down from the Father of lights, with whom there is no variation or shifting shadow.

2) When Scripture speaks of God and time, we find that God can enter time and interact with it, but is not subject to its limitations:

John 8:58-59

Jesus said to them, "Truly, truly, I say to you, before Abraham was born, I AM."

We could bring up all of the other points at which Christ said "I AM" (egō eimi), which was a claim to be self-existing and living in the eternal present (such as Matthew 22;32; Mark 12:26; John 6:35; 8:12; 19:7,9; 10:11,14; 11:25; 14:6; 15:1,5; compare to Exodus 3:14 in the Greek Old Testament).

At HHBC we regularly present the "identifications truths", which say that the believer has been identified with Christ in His death, burial, resurrection, ascension and seating.  Now Scripture makes clear that these truths are true only of believers.  So in order for God to identify us with Christ in these truths (which happened historically about 33 AD, God had to have known that we, about 2000 years later, would come to believe, and so identify us with Christ, in the events which took place about 33 AD, and made effective for each of us about 2000 years later at the point of belief.  So we see that God took eternally momentous spiritual steps, connected at points of real history separated by centuries of earth time, without any apparent limitation of foreknowledge or of time impacting the spiritual and physical events.  

Psalm 90:2

Before the mountains were born 

Or You gave birth to the earth and the world, 

Even from everlasting to everlasting, You are God.

3) Careful examination of passages that are often given as references in support of Open Theism
 shows that these passages are not intended as the Open Theist claims:

Jeremiah 7:31

They have built the high places of Topheth, which is in the valley of the son of Hinnom, to burn their sons and their daughters in the fire, which I did not command, and it did not come into My mind. 

Jeremiah 19:4-5

Because they have forsaken Me and have made this an alien place and have burned sacrifices in it to other gods, that neither they nor their forefathers nor the kings of Judah had ever known, and because they have filled this place with the blood of the innocent 5 and have built the high places of Baal to burn their sons in the fire as burnt offerings to Baal, a thing which I never commanded or spoke of, nor did it ever enter My mind;

Jeremiah 32:35

They built the high places of Baal that are in the valley of Ben-hinnom to cause their sons and their daughters to pass through the fire to Molech, which I had not commanded them nor had it entered My mind that they should do this abomination, to cause Judah to sin. 

Now there are significant problems with the Open Theist's understanding of these three passages in Jeremiah:

The Lord had warned Israel not to do these things, even specifically mentioning Molech worship (Leviticus 18:21; 20:1-5; Deuteronomy 18:9-14), and even told Moses that the people of Israel would do these things when they got into the Land:

Deuteronomy 31:16, 20 (NASU)

The LORD said to Moses, "Behold, you are about to lie down with your fathers; and this people will arise and play the harlot with the strange gods of the land, into the midst of which they are going, and will forsake Me and break My covenant which I have made with them… 20 " For when I bring them into the land flowing with milk and honey, which I swore to their fathers, and they have eaten and are satisfied and become prosperous, then they will turn to other gods and serve them, and spurn Me and break My covenant. 

The other aspect of these verses in Jeremiah is that they each contain a nearly identical Hebrew poetry pattern, which clarifies the intended meaning of "nor had it entered My mind".

Jeremiah 32:35

They built the high places of Baal that are in the valley of Ben-hinnom to cause their sons and their daughters to pass through the fire to Molech, which I had not commanded them nor had it entered My mind that they should do this abomination, to cause Judah to sin. 

Arranged to reveal the Hebrew poetry pattern, we find this verse as follows:

Jeremiah 32:35

They built the high places of Baal that are in the valley of Ben-hinnom to cause their sons and their daughters to pass through the fire to Molech, 

which I had not commanded them 

nor had it entered My mind that they should do 

this abomination, to cause Judah to sin. 

The parallel lines in Jeremiah 32:35, rhyming as to meanings, show that "it had not entered My mind" is intended to show what God had commanded, not that God was surprised that they did this!

Notice the use of this same word translated "mind" in the Jeremiah passages quoted above, which shows that obedience was God's intent in using this word, not awareness:

1 Samuel 2:35

'But I will raise up for Myself a faithful priest who will do according to what is in My heart and in My soul; and I will build him an enduring house, and he will walk before My anointed always.

	What is the direction of Open Theism?
	
	

	
	
	
	

	Aspects of God's Character
	God of Scripture
	God of Open Theism
	gods of paganism

	Infinite knowledge
	Yes
	No
	No

	Infinite wisdom
	Yes
	No
	No

	Infallible
	Yes
	No
	No

	Unchangeable character
	Yes
	No
	No

	Changes His mind
	No
	Yes
	Yes

	Subject to physical world
	No
	Yes
	Yes

	Infinite holiness
	Yes
	Yes
	No

	Only one God
	Yes
	Yes
	No

	
	
	
	

	Note: There is a variety of opinions among Open Theists, so there will be some who would answer these questions

	differently.  Also, Open Theists would, of course, hold that their view is the view of Scripture, so would disagree with

	one or more of the answers in the first column.  The "gods of paganism" refers to the gods of the Greeks and Romans.

	Some attributes of the God of Scripture are not listed above.
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� � Gregory A. Boyd, God of the Possible, (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 2000), page 30, states, “He  [God] foreknows that certain things are going to take place because he knows his own purpose and intention to bring these events about. As sovereign Lord of history, he has decided to settle this much about the future.”


� Socinians, Unification Church (Moonies), Mormons, some within Church of Christ, et al


� � HYPERLINK "http://www.gregboyd.org/gbfront/index.asp?PageID=433" ��http://www.gregboyd.org/gbfront/index.asp?PageID=433�
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