On Open Theism

It has often been said that what one believes about God is perhaps the most important
thing about his or her theology. Consequently, when a group of evangelical scholars
propose a radical redefinition of God, it is a serious matter, especially when that view
makes significant departures from classical, Reformed and, ultimately, biblical theology.

During the past few years, a view of God has been set forth which has come to be
known as “open theism.” Informed by the philosophical movement of process theology,
open theists emphasize God’s self-limitation in dealing with humans and an open future.
His knowledge is not eternally settled, his foreknowledge is not exhaustive, his
providential dealing with the world is not meticulous, and the future is not wholly secure.
Some things are fixed, others are not. As evidence of this, open theists point to
Scriptural language in which God repents, expresses regret and speaks in conditional
terms to people. This, they say, is not simply phenomenological or anthropomorphic
language, but literal. Sometimes in dealing with people, God makes mistakes and has to
repent of his actions.

A central assumption of open theism is that were God to be fully sovereign, or even
{merely) to possess exhaustive foreknowledge, this would eliminate human freedom and
the authenticity of our choices. Thus, in the open theist scheme, securing (libertarian)
human freedom becomes ultimate in importance, so that both God’s exhaustive
knowledge of the future and his sovereign control must be denied.

Open theists also contend that the Christian church has adopted a doctrine of God that
is misleading and inconsistent with the Bible. It presents God as a kind of static,
unrelational, non-interactive, unmoved mover. The classical view, they say, is deeply
rooted in Greek philosophy, and hopelessly irrelevant to contemporary life.

This pastoral letter not only aims to identify the movement of open theism, but also to
provide some brief, contemporary comments from both a biblical and confessional
standpoint. It is written because of the extent to which this view has been making
headway in evangelical circles. We believe the debate cannot be ignored or go
unanswered. While this letter is far from exhaustive, we want to suggest ways to
respond and, in the process, to deepen our own understanding of God in a way that is
faithful to Scripture and spiritually beneficial to the church.

On a positive note, open theists challenge Christians to think about theology and to ask
questions about who is God and what is he like. They prompt Christians to search their
Bibles and reflect on the nature of prayer, suffering and human freedom—which is good.
Their concern for a God who is near, who relates to us, who feels, suffers, interacts with
us, and honors human choices is also good. The problem with open theism lies in the
inadequate solutions it offers.

Classical theism and Reformed theology state that God's knowledge of the future is
exhaustive, his providential guidance is complete and the triumph of his eternal
purposes is assured. Open theists misrepresent the classical and Reformed view of






