
Introduction

Solomon has told us that “there is nothing new under 
the sun” (Eccles. :). Certainly there is a sense in which 
this is true in the theological arena as it is in other areas. 
Th e orthodox view of the doct rine of God (“theology 
proper”) has always had its opponents. According to the 
West minst er Shorter Catechism (Q. ), the Bible teaches 
that “God is a Spirit, infi nite, eternal, and unchangeable, 
in His being, wisdom, power, holiness, just ice, good-
ness, and truth.” Th e orthodox Christ ian church has 
held this view for two millennia; yet, there have always 
been those who have reject ed the orthodox position. 
One recent example is that of “open theism,” which is 
well represented in Th e Openness of God, wherein we 
fi nd the teaching of several well-known advocates of 
this view. For the open theist , God is not infi nite, eter-
nal, and unchangeable in His wisdom nor in His power. 
He does not have exhaust ive foreknowledge, nor does 
He sovereignly control all things in His creation. Nei-
ther does the open theist  believe that God is immuta-
ble, because He does change depending on the act ions 
of His creatures. Due to His “openness,” God is capable 
of making mist akes. Surely this refl ect s on God’s holi-
ness, as it does regarding the doct rine of biblical iner-
rancy and truth.

Obviously, this is a serious departure from the Chris-
tian faith. As with all things, challenges to Christ ian the-
ism need to be analyzed by the teaching of Scripture, 
which is God’s insp ired, infallible, inerrant Word. Th is 
article is written to attempt this very thing. We will see, 
as st ated by Alan Cairns, that open theism is little more 
than “the old liberal reject ion of biblical theism run-
ning under the fl ag of evangelicalism.” It is a theology 
that is “yet another manifest ation of the world’s oldest  
philosophy of depraved minds, man’s attempt to make 
God in his own image.”

As noted, open theist s have serious diff erences with 
orthodox Christ ianity. John Frame writes: “Open the-
ist s teach that God is not above time, that He does not 
know the future exhaust ively, that He sometimes makes 
mist akes and changes His plans, and therefore that He is 
in some ways dependent on the world” (NOG, ). Th is 
is not an exaggeration. In the words of the open theist s 
themselves, God is a “risk taker” deity. All things are 
“possible” with God, but not all things are certain. He 
(or She) is a God of “unbounded love.” Th is view of 
God assures us that He would not punish anyone with 
eternal torment; non-believers will fi nally be annihi-
lated. In this “new model,” God does not control all 
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hist ory by His immutable decree and providence; rather, 
He is open to the ways of man in hist ory.” “Th e course 
of hist ory … is the combined result of what God and 
His creatures decide to do. “God’s will is not the ulti-
mate explanation for everything that happens; human 
decisions and act ions make an important contribution 
too.” Th ere are some things that God is ignorant of, so 
that He is even sometimes frust rated by things that oc-
cur. Th ere is a sense in which He is rest rict ed by His 
creatures. But “if Plan A fails, God is ready with Plan 
B.” Th e God of the Bible, it is alleged, leaves the future 
open to the ways of men working with God. Th is means 
that man is “free” in the libertarian sense of freedom. 
His choices are not foreordained by God, and neither 
are they determined or caused by anything else; they are 
“free” choices (OG, –, –, –, –, 
–, –, –).

Church History and Open Theism

How long has open theism exist ed? We have already 
said that in theology as in other disciplines, there is 
really nothing new under the sun. Heterodoxy of all 
st ripes has been around for millennia. Some open the-
ist s affi  rm that the God of traditional orthodox Chris-
tianity has similarities to the gods of Greek philosophy, 
and that Greek philosophy had a profound eff ect  on the 
teaching of the early church fathers (OG, –). Is this 
true? It is not. In act uality, it is the god of open theism 
that most  resembles the gods of the Greeks. Plato’s De-
miurge bears no resemblance to the God of the Bible. 
He is not the creator of the universe, nor is sovereign 
over it; rather, the Demiurge of Plato’s philosophical 

syst em is subject  to the universal Forms and operates as 
a fi nite deity (if divine at all). Th en too, Arist otle’s Un-
moved Mover, although eternal, is an impersonal god, 
who moves the universe, not by sovereignly causing the 
many fi nite beings to move, but by means of attract ing 
them. Th is is somewhat similar to the open theist  view 
of divine causation and intervention in the universe. In 
fact , a st udy of Greek philosophy will show that the great 
majority of gods were fi nite in nature, and far removed 
in essence from the triune God of Holy Scripture.

It is true that some of the early church fathers held 
to a libertarian view of freedom. Athanasius (–), 
however, correct ed this errant thinking, as did Augus-
tine (–), the greatest  (post -apost olic) philoso-
pher and theologian of the fi rst  millennium, aft er him. 
In his ongoing theological confrontations with Pelagius, 
August ine placed the sovereignty of God at the center 
of salvation. Th is is why John Calvin (–) could 
refer to himself as an August inian thinker. In the mid-
dle ages, Th omas Aquinas taught a semi-Pelagian view 
of free will, but not in the libertarian sense that later 
Arminians and open theist s have fost ered. Th e Roman 
Catholic Church is more in line with Arminianism and 
open theism than was Aquinas.

In the th century, Erasmus (?–) adopted 
a libertarian view of free will, but he was refuted by 
Martin Luther (–) in his Th e Bondage of the 
Will. John Calvin also took aim at free will theism 
in his Inst itutes (and elsewhere), where he wrote that 
“Man has now been deprived of [libertarian] freedom 
of choice and bound over to miserable servitude.”

Jacob Arminius (–) also held to a form of 
libertarianism similar to that of the open theist s, but, 
unlike the openness thinkers, he affi  rmed that the God 
of the Bible possesses exhaust ive foreknowledge. Th e 
errors of Arminianism were correct ed at the Synod of 
Dort (–) and the later West minst er Assem-
bly (–), where the traditional view of God 
was reaffi  rmed. In the th century, Jonathan Edwards 
wrote the most  thorough refutation of free will theism 
ever penned in his Freedom of the Will, which will 
be st udied below.

Interest ingly, Frame claims that the real “missing 
link in open theism’s genealogy” is that of Socinianism 
(NOG, –). Not only did this liberal branch of the 
church assert libertarianism, it also denied the exhaus-
tive foreknowledge of God. Perhaps the reason that the 
open theist s do not lay claim to their Socinian heritage 
is that the Socinians also denied the full deity of Jesus 
Christ , along with His subst itutionary atonement, and 
just ifi cation by the imputed righteousness of Christ .
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Th ere are many other “forms” of open theism that 
appear in church hist ory. Process philosophers and 
theologians such as Charles Hartshorne, Alfred North 
Whitehead, John Cobb, and Schubert Ogden affi  rm a 
fi nite deity who does not possess exhaust ive foreknowl-
edge and gives man free will in the libertarian sense of 
the term. Th e same is true of the Bost on Personalist s, 
such as Borden P. Bowne and Edgar S. Brightman. In 
truth, however, the doct rine of open theism is fi rst  seen 
in the Garden of Eden: “You will be like God, know-
ing good and evil” (Gen. :). Th is is where the desire 
for human autonomy and libertarianism began. Th is is 
where the absolute sovereignty of God and His divine 
foreknowledge was fi rst  quest ioned. Th e results were 
lethal, and remain the same today.

Open Theism and the Bible

What does the Bible say about open theism? First , or-
thodox Christ ianity teaches that the Bible is the insp ired, 
infallible, innerant Word of God; it “cannot be broken” 
( Tim. :–; John :). Second, as taught in the 
West minst er Confession of Faith (.), the Protest ant 
view of sola Scriptura maintains that:

Th e whole counsel of God concerning all things neces-
sary for His own glory, man’s salvation, faith, and life, is 
either expressly set down in Scripture, or by good and 
necessary consequence may be deduced from Scripture: 
unto which nothing at any time is to be added, whether 
by new revelations of the Spirit, or traditions of men.

If open theism is true (which it is not), however, we 
could not have any assurance that the Bible is the in-
sp ired, infallible, inerrant Word of God. Why?—because 
the Bible teaches that God the Holy Spirit sovereignly 
governed the writers of sacred Scripture by putting 
His Word in their mouths (Deut. :; Jer. :) and 
by “moving” them along so that what they wrote was 
nothing other than the very Word of God ( Pet. :
–). But how can this certainly be true if God does 
not sovereignly control the writers of Scripture so that 
they wrote inerrant truth? If the human authors were 
free in the libertarian sense, there could be no cer-
tainty regarding the infallible, inerrant nature of bib-
lical truth. At best , Scripture would be undependable, 
and at worst  useless.

Moreover, we read in Deuteronomy :– that 
one of the marks of a true prophet of God is that when 
he sp eaks of future events they will surely come to pass. 
But how can a god who does not possess exhaust ive 

foreknowledge accurately prophecy future events? A 
deity who is ignorant of the future cannot sp eak with 
authority on anything beyond the present. All biblical 
prophecy dealing with future events would necessarily 
be subject  to error, thereby (potentially) bringing the 
prophets of this deity under the death penalty curse of 
Deuteronomy :.

If open theism is true, then, there would be no abso-
lute and certain Word of God given to us in sp ecial rev-
elation. And since it is true, as taught in the West minst er 
Shorter Catechism (Q. ), that “the Scriptures principally 
teach what man is to believe concerning God, and what 
duty God requires of man,” we could not know who God 
is, or even if there is a god at all. Open theist s are left  
on the horns of an insoluble dilemma. It seems that ad-
vocates of this false theology are left  without a st arting 
point for their syst em of doct rine, and without a st art-
ing point to tell them about God, they cannot even get 
st arted. As aptly st ated by Robert Reymond, when one 
does away with the infallible, inerrant Word of God as 
his pou st o (“place to st and”), he eliminates the possi-
bility of knowledge.

Divine Sovereignty, Foreknowledge,
and Immutability

According to the Bible, as taught by the West minst er 
Confession of Faith (.–; .–):

. God from all eternity did, by the most  wise and 
holy counsel of His own will, freely and unchangeably 
ordain whatsoever comes to pass: yet so, as thereby nei-
ther is God the author of sin, nor is violence off ered to 
the will of the creatures, nor is the liberty or contingency 
of second causes taken away, but rather est ablished.

. Although God knows whatsoever may or can 
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come to pass upon all supposed conditions, yet has 
He not decreed anything because He foresaw it as fu-
ture, or as that which would come to pass upon such 
conditions.

. By the decree of God, for the manifest ation of 
His glory, some men and angels are predest ined unto 
everlast ing life, and others foreordained to everlast -
ing death.

. Th ese angels and men, thus predest inated and 
foreordained, are particularly and unchangeably de-
signed, and their number is so certain and defi nite, 
that it cannot be either increased or diminished.

. God the great Creator of all things does uphold, 
direct , disp ose, and govern all creatures, act ions, and 
things, from the greatest  even to the least , by His most  
wise and holy providence, according to His infallible 
foreknowledge, and the free and immutable counsel of 
His own will, to the praise of the glory of His wisdom, 
power, just ice, goodness, and mercy.

. Although, in relation to the foreknowledge and de-
cree of God, the First  Cause, all things come to pass im-
mutably and infallibly: yet, by the same providence, He 
orders them to fall out, according to the nature of sec-
ond causes, either necessarily, freely, or contingently.

. God in His ordinary providence makes use of 
means, yet is free to work without, above, and against  
them, at His pleasure.

. Th e almighty power, unsearchable wisdom, and 
infi nite goodness of God so far manifest  themselves in 
His providence, that it extends itself even to the fi rst  fall, 
and all other sins of angels and men; and that not by a 
bare permission, but such as has joined with it a most  
wise and powerful bounding, and otherwise ordering 
and governing of them, in a manifold disp ensation, to 
His own holy ends; yet so, as the sinfulness thereof pro-
ceeds only from the creature, and not from God, who 

being most  holy and righteous, neither is, nor can be, 
the author or approver of sin.

God, for His own glory, teaches the Confession, in-
fallibly and unalterably decrees all things that will ever 
come to pass, including the everlast ing dest iny of all 
men and angels. Yet He does so in a manner wherein 
He is not to be considered as the author of sin, and 
without in any sense violating the will of His creatures. 
Further, not only does God create all things in His uni-
verse, but as the eternal First  Cause, He, with infallible 
and exhaust ive foreknowledge, also providentially gov-
erns, sust ains, and direct s all things to their appointed 
end, and He does so by the use of secondary causes. 
God’s providential control of all things in His universe 
includes the Fall of man and all other sins of men and 
angels. Yet, God so providentially works all things to the 
praise of His glory that He remains holy. God cannot 
sin. Sin is only identifi ed with secondary causes.

Divine sovereignty is a major tenet in Reformed or 
Calvinist ic theology. When the Calvinist  sp eaks of di-
vine sovereignty, he means that God is God in all His 
holy attributes, His works of creation, providence, and 
salvation. God is the First  Cause of all that exist s, and 
nothing exist s that is not foreordained by Him, and 
thereby foreknown by Him. Th ere are many biblical 
passages which teach these truths.

If anything were to exist  independently of God, it 
would of necessity be coequal with Him. But the Bible 
declares: “To whom then will you liken God? Or what 
likeness will you compare to Him?” “To whom will you 
liken Me, and make Me equal?” (Isa. :; :). God 
has no co-equals. His will determines all things: He 
“works all things according to the counsel of His will” 
(Eph. :); “Our God is in heaven; He does whatso-
ever He pleases” (Ps. :); “Th e counsel of the LORD 
st ands forever, the plans of His heart to all generations” 
(Ps. :).

Since God thinks and act s independently, all of His 
act ions are according to His knowledge. God knows 
all things intuitively. He never gains knowledge. All 
things which exist  have been created in accordance with 
His sovereign plan.

Since God created all things, He fi rst  had to foreknow 
them before they were created. All things which exist , 
physical and sp iritual, come from the mind of the all-
knowing God. He has “declared the end from the be-
ginning, and from ancient times things that are not yet 
done, saying ‘My counsel shall st and, and I will do all 
My pleasure’” (Isa. :). All things exist  to fulfi ll the 
purpose of God. “For by Him [Christ ] all things were 
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created that are in heaven and that are on earth, visible 
and invisible, whether thrones or dominions or prin-
cipalities or powers. All things were created through 
Him and for Him” (Col. :).

Notice is made of the way Scripture sp eaks of the all-
inclusive nature of God’s will being the fi nal or ultimate 
cause of all that comes to pass:

Of creation and providence: “You are worthy, O 
Lord, to receive glory and honor and power; for You 
created all things, and by Your will they exist  and were 
created” (Rev. :).

Of the civil magist rate (and by reasoning à fortiori, 
all persons): “Th e king’s heart is in the hand of the 
LORD, like the rivers of water; He turns it wherever He 
wishes” (Prov. :).

Of the suff erings of Christ : “Him, being delivered by 
the determined purpose and foreknowledge of God, you 
have taken by lawless hands, have crucifi ed, and put to 
death” (Act s :).

Of elect ion and reprobation: “And not only this, but 
when Rebecca also had conceived by one man, even by 
our father Isaac (for the children not yet being born, nor 
having done any good or evil, that the purpose of elec-
tion might st and, not of works but of Him who calls), 
it was said to her, ‘Th e older shall serve the younger.’ 
As it is written, ‘Jacob I have loved, but Esau I have 
hated.’ What shall we say then? Is there unrighteous-
ness with God? Certainly not! For He says to Moses, ‘I 
will have mercy on whomever I will have mercy, and 
I will have compassion on whomever I will have com-
passion.’ So then it is not of him who wills, nor of him 
who runs, but of God who shows mercy…. Th erefore 
He has mercy on whom He wills, and whom He wills 
He hardens” (Rom. :–, ). “Th e LORD has made 
all things for Himself, yes even the wicked for the day 
of doom” (Prov. :).

Of sin and evil: “I [God] form the light and create 
darkness, I make peace and create calamity [evil]; I the 
LORD, do all these things” (Isa. :). “If there is calam-
ity [evil] in the city, will not the LORD have done it?” 
(Amos :).

Of the good act ions of men: “For we are His work-
manship, created in Christ  Jesus for good works, which 
God prepared beforehand that we should walk in them” 
(Eph. :).

Of the wicked act ions of men: “Th e LORD has made 
all things for Himself, yes, even the wicked for the day 
of doom” (Prov. :).

Of withholding saving grace from the non-elect : “At 
that time Jesus answered and said, ‘I thank You, Fa-
ther, Lord of heaven and earth, because You have hid-

den these things [salvifi c, gosp el grace] from the wise 
and prudent and have revealed them to babes. Even 
so, Father, for so it seemed good in Your sight” (Matt. 
:–).

Of regeneration: “Of His own will He brought us 
forth by the Word and truth, that we might be a kind 
of fi rst fruits of His creatures” (James :).

Of the means as well as the ends in salvation: “But we 
are bound to give thanks to God always for you, breth-
ren beloved by the Lord, because God from the begin-
ning chose you for salvation through sanct ifi cation by 
the Spirit and belief in the truth” ( Th ess. :). “For 
it is God who works in you both to will and to do for 
His good pleasure” (Phil. :).

Of the suff ering of believers: “For it is better if it is 
the will of God, to suff er for doing good than for do-
ing evil” ( Pet. :).

Of the duration of man’s life: “Since his days are de-
termined, the number of his months is with You; You 
have appointed his limits, so that he cannot pass” (Job 
:). “For David, aft er he had served his own genera-
tion by the will of God, fell asleep [died], was buried 
with his fathers, and saw corruption” (Act s :). “Your 
[God’s] eyes saw my subst ance, being yet unformed. 
And in Your book they all were written, the days fash-
ioned for me, when as yet there were none of them.”

Th e place of man’s habitation: “And He has made 
from one blood every nation of men to dwell on all 
the face of the earth, and has determined their pre-ap-
pointed times and the boundaries of their dwellings” 
(Act s :).

Of the most  minute details in life: “Are not two sp ar-
rows sold for a copper coin? And not one of them falls to 
the ground apart from your Father’s will” (Matt. :).

Of seemingly contingent events: “Th e lot is cast  into 
the lap, but its every decision is from the LORD” (Prov. 
:).

Of the dest iny of nations: “And He changes the times 
and the seasons; He removes kings and raises up kings” 
(Dan. :). “Behold, the nations [to God] are as a drop 
in a bucket, and are counted as the small dust  on the 
balance” (Isa. :).

Some critics of Reformed and Calvinist ic theology as-
sert that the doct rine of the sovereignty of God is harsh 
and st oic, but this is not the case. Th e God of the Bible 
always act s in accordance with His attributes, which 

 . Note that these verses teach that God’s love is not “unbounded.” 
He loves the elect , but He hates the non-elect ; see also Psalm :–: 
“You [God] hate all workers of iniquity…. Th e LORD abhors the blood-
thirst y and deceitful man”; and Psalm :: “Th e wicked and the one 
who loves violence His [God’s] soul hates.”
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are perfect  in every resp ect . In other words, God only 
does that which is perfect . It is impossible for Him to 
do otherwise. However, what is perfect  in the eyes of 
God oft en meets with disapproval by man. Th is is one 
of the many problems with the open theist s.

One of God’s attributes is holiness. Th e biblical words 
used for holiness, in the original languages of the Old 
and New Test aments, refer, not only to His purity, but 
also to His being “set apart.” God is dist inct  from all His 
creation. Th is is what makes Him holy.

We must  also remember that because God always 
act s according to His attributes, that He can never deny 
Himself ( Tim. :). He is motivated by holiness in 
everything that He does. Hence, every act ivity of God 
in His creation is the epitome of perfect ion: “Th e four 
living creatures, each having six wings, were full of eyes 
around and within. And they do not rest  day or night, 
saying ‘Holy, holy, holy, Lord God Almighty, Who was 
and is and is to come!’ … Th e twenty-four elders fall 
down before Him who sits on the throne and worship 
Him … saying: ‘You are worthy, O Lord, to receive glory 
and honor and power; for You created all things, and by 
Your will they exist  and were created’” (Rev. :–).

Further, God does all things for His own glory: “I 
am the LORD, that is My name; and My glory I will not 
give to another”; “Everyone who is called by My name, 
whom I have created for My glory”; “I will not give 
My glory to another” (Isa. :; :; :). God has 
“predest inated us to adoption as sons by Jesus Christ  to 
Himself, according to the good pleasure of His will, to 
the praise of the glory of His grace” (Eph. :–). “For 
of Him and through Him and to Him are all things, to 
whom be glory forever. Amen” (Rom. :). Th is is in 
direct  contradist inct ion to open theism, which as Bruce 
Ware has correct ly said, gives us a “diminished god,” of 
“lesser glory.”

Th e doct rine of God’s immutability goes hand in 
hand with His sovereignty. God is unchangeable: “For 
I am the LORD, I do not change” (Mal. :); “Every good 
gift  and every perfect  gift  is from above, and comes 
down from the Father of lights, with whom there is no 
variation or shadow of turning” (James :). Th e eter-
nal purposes of the triune God expressed in His decrees 
cannot ever be altered (Isa. :; :–; Job :). If 
God could change His mind or His plans, He would not 

be infi nitely wise in His works of creation and provi-
dence. How could a sovereign God, who has eternally 
foreordained all things that will come to pass, have His 
decrees altered by a creature: man? What kind of a god 
would this be? Surely this not the God of Christ ianity: 
“I know that whatever God does, it shall be forever. 
Nothing can be added to it, and nothing taken from it” 
(Eccles. :). Th e triune God of Holy Scripture is ab-
solutely sovereign; He brooks no competition; “He does 
not give an accounting of any of His words” (Job :). 
His decrees, which determine all things are: founded 
upon wisdom (Eph. :–), eternal (Ps. :), com-
pletely effi  cacious (Prov. :), unchangeable (Job :
), and all inclusive (Eph. :).

God decrees all things that will ever come to pass 
for His own sovereign good purposes and glory (Eph. 
:; Rom. :). But He likewise does so in order that 
men will learn to fear Him: “I know that whatever God 
does, it shall be forever. Nothing can be added to it, and 
nothing taken from it. God does it, that men should fear 
before Him” (Eccles. :).

Th e sovereignty of God is foundational to Christ ian 
theism. If this tenet is removed by the false doct rine 
of any other syst em of thought (such as open theism), 
then the whole of biblical Christ ianity will fall with it. 
If the God of the Bible is not absolutely sovereign, He 
is no God at all. Loraine Boettner wrote:

God created this world in which we fi nd ourselves, He 
owns it, and He is running it according to His own sov-
ereign good pleasure. God has lost  none of His power, 
and it is highly dishonoring to Him to suppose that 
He is st ruggling along with the human race, doing the 
best  He can to persuade men to do right, but unable to 
accomplish His eternal, unchangeable, holy, wise, and 
sovereign purpose.

When we sp eak of God’s infi nite, eternal, and un-
changeable wisdom, as per the Shorter Catechism (Q. 
) quoted earlier, it is important to underst and that we 
are necessarily referring to His omniscience. Th ere are 
a number of passages in the Bible which teach us that 
God is omniscient. In Act s : we read: “Known to 
God from eternity are all His works.”  John : as-
serts that God “knows all things.” Job : st ates that 
God “is perfect  in knowledge” (See also Ps. :–). 
In Isaiah :– God dist inguishes between Himself 
and the false deities in that He foreknows and foretells 
the future. God’s knowledge of all things past , present, 
and future, is all-comprehensive; it is eternally intuited. 
Th is being so, the future is rendered certain.

 . Bruce A. Ware, God’s Lesser Glory: Th e Diminished God of Open 
Th eism (Wheaton, Ill.: Crossway Books, ).
 . Loraine Boettner, Th e Reformed Faith (Phillipsburg, N.J.: Pres-
byterian and Reformed, ) .
 . Open theist s deny that God is eternal in the sense of being 
an a-temporal or supra-temporal Deity. If he were supra-temporal,
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When libertarian free will advocates turn to Scrip-
ture to deny the absolute sovereignty of God (as per the 
Reformed and Calvinist ic view of sovereignty), and to 
support their position that God is neither immutable 
nor impassible, and that He does not possess exhaust ive 
foreknowledge, they will normally adduce those pas-
sages in the Bible where God is said to repent, relent, 
or change His mind (e.g., Gen. :–;  Sam. :, ; 
Jon. :; :), or where He is said to learn something 
(e.g., Gen. :). Too, these free will thinkers will turn 
to passages where God is said to suff er or grieve, e.g., 
Hosea :– and Jeremiah : (OG, –, –, 
–, –).

Traditional orthodox Christ ianity explains, fi rst  of all, 
that if God is eternal, then it would be logically absurd 
to say that His essential nature (i.e., God’s “essence”) can 
change. Eternality demands immutability. But second, 
the traditional view maintains that the verses which 
sp eak of God’s repenting (or relenting), or changing His 
mind, or suff ering, are anthropomorphic and/or anthro-
popathic st atements. Anthropomorphic language is a 
fi gure of sp eech wherein God is represented under hu-
man form to help us better underst and some particular 
divine attribute. For example, when the Bible refers to 
God’s eyes ( Chron. :), it sp eaks of His knowledge; 
when the Bible sp eaks of God’s wings (Ps. :), it has 
to do with His protect ion of His people; and when we 
read of God’s face (Ps. :–), we are being told about 
His presence.

Anthropopathic st atements are a form of anthropo-
morphic language and are used similarly, wherein hu-
man feelings are attributed to God. God, being pure 
Spirit (John :), does not “have fl esh and bones” (Luke 
:) as humans do. And being an unchangeable Be-
ing, He cannot suff er harm nor experience involuntary 
act ions (i.e., involuntary emotions). In the words of the 
West minst er Confession of Faith (:), God is “without 
body, parts, or passions.”

So when the Bible sp eaks of God as changing His 
mind, as Cairns maintains, we are to underst and it as 
“the exercise of God’s unchanging moral perfect ions in 
relation to changes in the creatures with whom He is 
dealing,” as per Jeremiah :–: “Th e inst ant I sp eak 
concerning a nation and concerning a kingdom, to 
pluck up, to pull down, and to dest roy it, if that nation 
against  whom I have sp oken turns from its evil, I will 
relent [change My mind] of the disast er that I thought 
to bring upon it” (DTT, ; see also Calvin, Inst itutes, 
I..–). In the same way, when the Bible sp eaks 
about God suff ering or grieving, we are to underst and 
this as having to do, not with His eternal, unchange-

able, essential will, but with His intentional will based 
on the resp onse of certain persons or entities. For in-
st ance, when the Bible sp eaks of God’s being grieved 
(Eph. :), it is an anthropopathic st atement telling us 
that God has compassion or concern for certain per-
sons or things. It is His eternal, unchangeable nature 
to be compassionate.

Other passages that refer to the will or desire of God 
being thwarted in some sense (e.g., Ezek. :) have 
to do with God’s preceptive will, not His unalterable 
decretive will. Th e main verse dealing with this sub-
ject  is Deuteronomy :, where we read: “Th e secret 
things belong to the LORD our God, but those things 
which are revealed belong to us and to our children for-
ever, that we may do all the words of this law.” In this 
verse Moses dist inguishes between God’s eternal, de-
cretive will (the “secret things”) and God’s preceptive 
will (“those things which are revealed”). Th e decretive 
will (God’s decrees) determines what must  happen; the 
preceptive will (God’s commands) is the law which men 
are obliged to obey. Th e decretive will is hidden in the 
mind of God; it is absolute and determined by Him 
alone; it is not for man to know unless God is pleased 
to reveal it. Th e preceptive will, on the other hand, is 
revealed in Scripture. It is that will of God for man by 
which he is to live. It is for us and our children to know 
and pract ice. Man is held accountable for the precep-
tive will, not the decretive will. Man cannot disobey or 
thwart God’s decretive will (cf. Job :; Isa. :–), 
but he can and does disobey and thereby thwart God’s 
commandments.

Hence, when in Ezekiel : God says “I have no 
pleasure in the death of the wicked, but that the wicked 
turn from his way and live,” we are to underst and that 
this has to do with God’s preceptive will, i.e., the gos-
pel call for men to turn from their sins to Jesus Christ . 
Th is gosp el call goes out to all men who come under 
the preaching of the gosp el. Many, however, reject  this 
call, and perish in their sins. In the words of Christ , 
“Many are called, but few are chosen” (Matt. :). As 
taught in the West minst er Confession (:): “Others, not 

then He could not know what takes place in temporal hist ory, i.e., 
He could not know the events of present time (OG, –). Th e 
traditional resp onse to this is that God is eternal in the sense of being 
a-temporal or supra-temporal, but He is also omnipresent at every 
moment of time. God is both transcendent over time and immanent 
(i.e., omnipresent) in time. As st ated in Isaiah :: “For thus says 
the High and Loft y One who inhabits eternity, whose name is Holy: 
‘I dwell in the high and holy place, and with him who has a contrite 
and humble sp irit.’” And in Jeremiah :– we read: “‘Am I a God 
near at hand,’ says the LORD, ‘and not a God afar off ?… Do I not fi ll 
heaven and earth?’ says the LORD.”
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elect ed, although they may be called by the minist ry of 
the Word, and may have some common operations of 
the Spirit, yet they never truly come unto Christ , and 
therefore cannot be saved.”

Finally, when open theism claims that God’s death in 
the Person of Christ  assures us that God can change, 
they have once again involved themselves in a logical 
fallacy. If God is eternal, He cannot die; He cannot suf-
fer; He is necessarily impassible. As explained by the 
Shorter Catechism (Q. ), the second Person of the 
Godhead, “being the eternal Son of God, became man, 
and so was, and continues to be, God and man in two 
dist inct  natures, and one Person, forever.” Jesus Christ  
is one Person with two natures: one fully divine and 
one fully human. On the cross, it is the human nature 
which dies, not the divine. It is the God-man, Jesus 
Christ  who suff ers and dies, but He does so as touch-
ing His human nature, because the divine nature can-
not possibly die.

Human Free Will

Regarding the free will of man, the Bible, according to 
the West minst er Confession (.–), teaches:

God has endued the will of man with that natural lib-
erty, that it is neither forced, nor by any absolute neces-
sity of nature determined to good or evil.

Man, in his st ate of innocence, had freedom and power 
to will and to do that which was good, and well pleasing 
to God; but yet mutably, so that he might fall from it.

Man, by his fall into a st ate of sin, has wholly lost  all abil-
ity of will to any sp iritual good accompanying salvation: 
so as, a natural man, being altogether averse from that 
good, and dead in sin, is not able by his own st rength, 
to convert himself, or to prepare himself thereunto.

When God converts a sinner and translates him into the 
st ate of grace, He frees him from his natural bondage 
under sin; and by His grace alone, enables him freely 
to will and to do that which is sp iritually good; yet so, 
as that by reason of his remaining corruption, he does 
not perfect ly, nor only, will that which is good, but does 
also will that which is evil.

Th e will of man is made perfect ly and immutably free 
to good alone, in the st ate of glory only.

One of the diffi  culties in st udying the doct rine of 
free will is that it is so oft en misunderst ood. Th e ques-
tion is oft en posed, If God has decreed all things that will 
ever come to pass, thereby necessitating their occurrence, 
how can man possess a free will? As we have seen, it is 
indeed true that God, the First  Cause of all things, has 
decreed all that will ever occur, but we have also seen 
that He decrees them to take place by means of second 
causes. God’s eternal decree does not violate the will of 
the creature or take away his liberty; rather, it est ablishes 
the fact  that what men do they do freely, in accordance 
with their own will. God has decreed that it will occur 
in this way. Robert Reymond explains:

Reformed theology [i.e., biblical Christ ianity] does not 
deny that men have wills (that is, choosing minds) or 
that men exercise their wills countless times a day. To 
the contrary, Reformed theology happily affi  rms both 
of these propositions. What Reformed theology denies 
is that man’s will is ever free from God’s decree, his own 
intellect ions, limitations, parental training, habits, and 
(in this life) the power of sin. In sum, there is no such 
thing as the liberty of indiff erence; that is, no one’s will 
is an island unto itself, undetermined or unaff ect ed by 
anything (NST, ).

What the West minst er divines are teaching regarding 
the doct rine of free will is that, although man is never 
free from God’s eternal decree, which determines all 
things, nevertheless, God has given man the natural 
ability to make choices “freely.” Man’s choices are not 
determined by inanimate forces, nor by “any absolute 
necessity of nature.” Man is not a machine; he is a free 
moral agent.

Before the Fall, in his “st ate of innocence,” man had 
both a free moral agency and the ability “to will and 
to do that which is good and well pleasing to God.” As 
we read in Ecclesiast es :: “God made man upright.” 
Yet, even though man was upright, he was st ill liable to 
change, and to will to do evil.

Due to the Fall, however, man is now in a sp iritual 
st ate of “total depravity,” unable to do anything that 
pleases God (Rom. :–; :–). What man lost  in 
the Fall is the ability to please God. Man st ill possesses 
a free moral agency, and he freely chooses whatsoever 
he desires to do, but he is no longer able “to will and to 
do that which is good and well pleasing to God.” Even 
though God created men in an upright condition, “they 

 . Jurgen Moltmann, Th e Crucifi ed God (London: SCM Press, 
).
 . Jonathan Edwards, Our Great and Glorious God, ed. Don Kis-
tler (Morgan, Pa.: Soli Deo Gloria, ) –; Calvin, Inst itutes, 
II..–.
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have sought out many schemes” (Eccles. :). Men are 
now lost  in sin and their will is disp osed toward un-
righteousness and inclined away from God. Men in this 
“st ate of sin,” in the words of Paul, are “in the futility of 
their mind, having their underst anding darkened, be-
ing alienated from the life of God”; the st ate of men is 
such that they are “past  feeling,” they “have given them-
selves over to licentiousness, to work all uncleanness 
with greediness” (Eph. :–). Not only do men sin, 
but they do so willingly, “with greediness.”

Redeemed man, in the “st ate of grace,” is set free 
“from his natural bondage under sin,” and by the grace 
of God is rest ored with the ability “freely to will and to 
do that which is sp iritually good.” Not only does re-
deemed man have free moral agency, but he also has 
the ability to please God rest ored to him. Th is does 
not mean that man in the “st ate of grace” always freely 
chooses “that which is sp iritually good.” On the con-
trary, “by reason of his remaining corruption, he does 
not perfect ly nor only will that which is good, but does 
also will that which is evil.” Only in the “st ate of glory” 
is redeemed man “made perfect ly and immutably free 
to do good alone.”

Th ese teachings are denied by open theism. God, it 
is alleged, does not possess exhaust ive foreknowledge, 
and man does possess a libertarian free will. God may 
have, so it is claimed, a perfect  knowledge of the pres-
ent, but not of the future. Man’s choices, say the open 
theist s, are completely free. Th ey are not foreordained 
by God and are not determined or caused by anything 
else. Th e open theist  would assert (as does the Armin-
ian) the fact  that God can call sinners to repentance 
and faith in Christ  assumes that man has the ability 
to make such a choice (OG, –, –, –
). Th is view is sometimes referred to as “the power 
of contrary course.”

Jonathan Edwards resp onded to similar thinking in 
what is normally considered to be the most  thorough 
Calvinist ic refutation of free will libertarianism ever 
penned: Freedom of the Will. As he explained in this 
book, the idea of an uncaused, undetermined free will 
is a logical absurdity. Among other things, he argued 
that our choices are necessarily eff ect s of a cause. An 
uncaused eff ect  is not possible, because an eff ect  by defi -
nition necessitates a cause. To assert the opposite would 
be to say that man makes a choice without choosing, or 
that he prefers something without a preference. And it 
simply will not do to claim, as the libertarians do, that 
the will determines itself. Th is too is irrational. Why?—
because for the will to determine itself is for the will to 
act ; thus, the act  of the will whereby it determines it-

self must  be an antecedent act  of the will, otherwise it 
cannot be said to be “self-determined.” But this act  too 
must  be determined by a preceding act  of the will, ad 
infi nitum. Necessarily, says Edwards, there must  be a 
fi rst  cause for the will to act ; but if there is no fi rst  cause, 
all we have is infi nite regress, so that we could never 
get st arted. Here again we have a logical impossibility 
(FOW, –, –).

Edwards also marshaled a plethora of biblical pas-
sages to show that the Bible does indeed teach, in oppo-
sition to open theism, that God foreordains all things, 
and is therefore the ultimate First  Cause of all things 
(including men’s “free” choices). As God foreordains all 
things, He thereby foreknows all things that come to 
pass. Th e biblical view of exhaust ive divine foreknowl-
edge, of course, disp enses altogether with libertarian-
ism; it necessitates the certainty of all future events 
(FOW, –). Edwards’ resp onse to present day 
open theism’s denial of exhaust ive divine foreknowl-
edge would be one of incredulity. “One would think,” 
commented Edwards, that “it should be wholly need-
less to enter on such an argument with any that profess 
themselves Christ ians” (FOW, ).

Arminians and the open theist s are fond of arguing 
that the determinist ic necessity esp oused by Reformed 
and Calvinist ic theology does away with moral virtue 
(OG, –). Th at is, if a person is “determined” to 
make a certain choice, thereby rendering the choice nec-
essary, then the individual must  not be held resp onsible 
for that choice. John Gerst ner countered by saying: “We 
do not see that because God predest inates that a certain 
act ion is going to come to pass that that act  must  violate 
human freedom. We do not see that it is impossible for 
God to predest inate an act  to come to pass by means of 
the deliberate choice of sp ecifi c individuals.” Jonathan 
Edwards would agree with Dr. Gerst ner. He utilizes the 
ultimate reduct io ad absurdum argument to make his 
point. According to Edwards, if it were true that the 
biblical doct rine of determinism does away with moral 
virtue, then we would have to conclude that God Him-
self, who is “necessarily” and unchangeably holy, is a 
non-moral Being. Th e same could be said regarding the 
incarnate Son of God, Jesus Christ , because He neces-
sarily lived a perfect ly obedient life and died a perfect  
atoning death (FOW, –).

 . For more on this, see C. Samuel Storms, “Open Th eism in the 
Hands of an Angry Puritan,” in Th e Legacy of Jonathan Edwards, ed. 
D. G. Hart, Sean Michael Lucas, and Stephen J. Nichols (Grand Rap-
ids, Mich.: Baker, ) –. 
 . John H. Gerst ner, Primitive Th eology, ed. Don Kist ler (Morgan, 
Pa.: Soli Deo Gloria, ) . 



 Volume  ()

Th e Confessional Presbyterian Articles

In his doct rinal st udy on Original Sin, Jonathan Ed-
wards averred that if the idea of libertarian free will 
were to be est ablished, it would vitiate biblical Chris-
tianity. He wrote:

I st and ready to confess to the aforementioned mod-
ern divines [libertarian free will thinkers], if they can 
maintain their peculiar notion of freedom, consist ing 
in the self-determining power of the will, as necessary 
to moral agency, and can thoroughly est ablish it in op-
position to the arguments lying against  it, then they 
have an impregnable cast le, to which they may repair, 
and remain invincible, in all the controversies they have 
with the reformed divines, concerning original sin, the 
sovereignty of grace, elect ion, redemption, conversion, 
the effi  cacious operation of the Holy Spirit, the nature 
of saving faith, perseverance of the saints, and other 
principles of the like kind.

Th anks be to God that neither the “modern divines” 
of Edwards’ day nor the heterodox thinkers of our day 
are correct . Rather, they are in great theological error. 
Th ey are propagating a false and fatal doct rine, which 
cannot possibly be supported by the Word of God; it 
can lead only to apost asy. Th e god of open theism is an 
impotent and “diminished god” of “lesser glory.”

What, then, is the biblical relationship between God’s 
sovereignty and man’s resp onsibility? Edwards wrote:

In effi  cacious grace we are not merely passive, nor yet 
does God do some, and we do the rest . But God does 
all, and we do all. God produces all, and we act  all. For 
that is what He produces, viz., our own act s. God is 
the only proper author and fountain; we only are the 
proper act ors. We are, in diff erent resp ect s, wholly pas-
sive, and wholly act ive.

In the Scriptures the same things are represented as 
from God and from us. God is said to convert, and men 
are said to convert and turn. God makes a new heart, 
and we are commanded to circumcise our own hearts; 
not merely because we must  use the means in order to 
the eff ect , but the eff ect  itself is our act  and our duty. 
Th ese things are agreeable to that text, “God works in 
you both to will and to do.”

God holds man accountable to his duty, not necessar-
ily to his ability. Man is resp onsible to God as His im-
age bearer, but he is unable to come to God apart from 
God’s sovereign grace. Salvation is not a – rela-
tionship (as per Arminianism and Open Th eism), said 
Edwards; neither is it a - relationship (as in hy-
per-Calvinism). Rather, it is a relationship wherein man 
is totally dependent on God’s sovereign grace, while 
man is involved. Th is is precisely what Jesus taught in 
John :: “All that the Father gives Me will come to Me, 
and the one who comes to Me I will by no means cast  
out.” Th ose who come to Christ  will be saved, but they 
are not able to come to Christ , as Jesus went on to teach, 
unless the Father “draws them”: “No one can come to 
Me unless the Father who sent Me draws him” (John :
; emphasis added). It is also the position expressed 
by the West minst er Confession of Faith (:):

Man by his fall having made himself incapable of life 
by that covenant [of works], the Lord was pleased to 
make a second, commonly called the covenant of grace; 
wherein He freely off ers unto sinners life and salvation 
by Jesus Christ , requiring of them faith in Him that they 
may be saved, and promising to give unto all those that 
are ordained unto life His Holy Spirit, to make them will-
ing and able to believe (emphasis added).

Conclusion

We conclude this article with the words of John Frame, 
who well summarizes the heterodoxy of free will open 
theism as follows:

Th ey have denied God’s sovereign lordship over His 
creation. Th ey have denied His rule over time and His 
unchangeable eternal purpose. Th ey have denied His 
exhaust ive knowledge of the future. All for what? Th ey 
have done all this to make their theology consist ent with 
libertarian freedom—an incoherent, unbiblical sp ecu-
lation that denies divine sovereignty and dest roys what

Continued on Page .

 . Jonathan Edwards, Th e Works of Jonathan Edwards, Volume , 
Original Sin, ed. Clyde A. Holbrook (New Haven, Conn.: Yale Uni-
versity Press, ) . For more on this see C. Samuel Storms, “Th e 
Will: Fettered Yet Free (Freedom of the Will),” in A God Entranced 
Vision of All Th ings, ed. John Piper and Just in Taylor (Wheaton, Ill.: 
Crossway Books, ) –. 
 . Jonathan Edwards, Th e Works of Jonathan Edwards, ed. Edward 
Hickman (Edinburgh: Banner of Truth Trust , ) .. 
 . In Proverbs :–, we read that God “has made all things for 
Himself, even the wicked for the day of doom,” yet at the same time 
we are told that “everyone who is proud in heart is an abomination to 
the LORD,” and that “none will go unpunished.” And in Act s :– 
we read that “by the determined counsel and foreknowledge of God” 
Jesus Christ  was “delivered” to be crucifi ed; yet, it was by the “lawless 
hands” of guilty men that He was “put to death.”


