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A few years ago the Evangelical Theological Society debated open theism 
and passed the following resolution: “We believe the Bible clearly teaches 
that God has complete, accurate and infallible knowledge of all past, present 
and future including all future decisions and actions of free moral agents.” In 
this paper I will focus on the claim that the Bible “clearly teaches” that God 
has exhaustive definite foreknowledge. I will begin with a brief overview of 
the open theist position and the sorts of biblical texts commonly cited in its 
support. Then I will examine two key issues underlying the debate: the 
nature of metaphor and the nature of prototypes. This will show that what 
one takes to be “clear as day” biblical teaching depends upon the stance one 
takes on these issues. 
 
Open theism is a model of the God-world relationship that views God in 
dynamic give-and-take relationships with creatures. The emphasis is on 
relationality rather than control. In this respect, it is a member of what I call 
the “freewill tradition” that includes: the early church fathers, Arminians, 
Wesleyans and others. Open theists, however, seek to modify the freewill 
tradition on two points: (1) God is temporal rather than atemporal and (2) 
God has dynamic omniscience rather than exhaustive definite 
foreknowledge. The term “dynamic omniscience” (which I believe I coined) 
means that God knows the past and present with exhaustive definite 
knowledge and knows the future as partly definite (closed) and partly 
indefinite (open). God, together with creatures, creates the future as history 
goes along. Hence, God’s omniscience is dynamic in nature. God knows all 
that can possibly happen at any one time and through his foresight and 
wisdom God is never caught off-guard.  
 
Proponents of dynamic omniscience find support for their view in a number 
of different types of biblical texts; a few of which will now be surveyed. 
 
1.  The Bible portrays God as authentically responding to His people's 
petitions. 
God had the prophet Isaiah announce to King Hezekiah that he would not 
recover from his illness. However, Hezekiah prayed and God responded by 
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sending Isaiah back to announce that God had changed his mind, Hezekiah 
would recover and not die (2 kings 20).  
 
In the New Testament, Jesus is said to heal a paralyzed man because of the 
faith of his friends (Mark 2:5). He responded to the faith of this small 
community by granting their request. People’s faith, or lack of it, deeply 
affected Jesus and his ministry. Mark says that Jesus could not perform many 
miracles in Nazareth due to the lack of faith by the people in the community 
(6:5-6). Oftentimes, what God decides to do is conditioned upon the faith or 
unbelief of people. As James says, we have not because we ask not (4:2). 
 
2.  The Bible portrays God as being affected by creatures and as 
sometimes being grieved by what they do. 
Genesis  6:6 says that God was grieved because humans continually sinned. 
Why would God grieve if God always knew exactly what humans were 
going to do? God is portrayed as saying "perhaps" the people will listen to 
my prophet and "maybe" they will turn from their idols (e. g. Ezek. 12:1-3; 
Jer. 26:2-3). Furthermore, God makes utterances like, "if you repent then I 
will let you remain in the land" (Jer. 7:5). Such "if" language--the invitation to 
change—seems ingenuine if God already knew they would not repent.  
 
Moreover, God says, "I thought Israel would return to me but she has not" 
(Jer. 3:7; cf. 32:35) and that God planted cultivated vines and did not expect 
that they would produce “wild grapes” (Isa. 5:1-4). In these texts God is 
explicitly depicted as not knowing the specific future.  
 
3. The Bible portrays God as testing people in order to discover what 
they will do. 
God puts Abraham to the test and says, "now I know that you fear me" (Gen. 
22:12). God puts the people of Israel to the test to find out what they will do 
(Ex. 15:25; Deut. 13:3). Why test them if God eternally knew with certainty 
exactly how the people would respond? One could say the testing was only 
for the benefit of the people since it added nothing to God’s knowledge but 
that is not what the texts themselves say.  
 
4. The Bible portrays God as changing his mind—altering his plans—as 
he relates to his creatures.  
God announced his intention to destroy the people of Israel and start over 
again with Moses but Moses said that he did not want to do that and so God 
did not do what he had said he was going to do (Ex 32). Sometimes God 
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made promises that were stated in unconditional terms but God changed his 
mind due to human rebellion. For instance, 1 Samuel 13:13 states that God’s 
original plan was to have Saul and his descendants as kings forever in Israel. 
In other words, there would have been no “Davidic” kingship. Latter, 
however, due to Saul’s sin, God changes his mind and rejects Saul and his 
line (1 Sam. 15:11, 35). Though Samuel and Saul plead with God to change 
his mind back to the original plan and go with Saul and his son’s God 
declares that he will not change his mind again on this matter (1 Sam. 
15:29). If God always knew that he was never going to have Saul’s line be 
kings, was God deceitful?  
 
Did the authors of the Hebrew Bible espouse dynamic omniscience? Ask 
Jewish scholars and they look at you with a puzzled expression and reply: 
“Of course, how could anyone think otherwise?” Among Hebrew Bible 
scholars in the Christian community, luminaries such as Terence Fretheim, 
Patrick Miller and Walter Brueggemann affirm that the Hebrew Bible 
teaches dynamic omniscience. Recently, a major work by John Goldingay, 
an evangelical Hebrew Bible scholar at Fuller Theological Seminary, 
claimed that dynamic omniscience is a major theme in the Hebrew Bible.1

 
Naturally, others disagree. Evangelical Calvinists have taken the lead in 
arguing that the Bible “clearly teaches” God’s exhaustive definite 
foreknowledge. Steven Roy claims that there are 4,017 texts that clearly and 
explicitly teach exhaustive foreknowledge.2  For example, Psalm 139: 4, 16 
where God is said to know what we will say before we utter it and that God 
knows all of our days before they existed. Isaiah chapters 41-8 are 
interpreted as Yahweh basing his claim to be a real god on his ability to 
declare beforehand what will happen. He takes this to mean that if Yahweh 
does not have foreknowledge, then he cannot be divine. In 1 Kings 13: 1-3 a 
prophet predicts long in advance that a king named Josiah will desecrate an 
idolatrous altar. Isaiah 44:28 says that Cyrus will allow the temple in 
Jerusalem to be rebuilt. Proponents of exhaustive definite foreknowledge ask 
how such predictions could be made unless God knows the future as 
completely definite. Hence, it seems clear as day that the Bible teaches 
exhaustive foreknowledge. 
 
In part, the disagreement concerning what the Bible teaches about divine 
foreknowledge arises out of a debate about which texts of scripture are 
literal and which are metaphorical. Open theists have sometimes claimed 
that they read the Bible literally or in a straightforward fashion.3 Calvinist 
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critics have claimed that open theists are inconsistent when they interpret the 
God changed his mind texts literally but do not take the texts about God’s 
body parts literally. 
 
Millard Erickson and Bruce Ware put forth the following criterion: we 
should take all the biblical texts literally unless there are compelling reasons 
that the biblical author did not intend the text to be taken literally.4 Ware 
concedes that the texts used by open theists “when interpreted in a 
straightforward manner yield the conclusion that God lacks exhaustive 
knowledge of the future.” But, he adds, “the issue is whether the authorially 
intended meaning is the straightforward meaning.”5 According to Ware’s 
hermeneutical principle, if the individual biblical writer intended his remarks 
to be taken literally, then we should take them literally and if he intended 
them metaphorically, then we should read them metaphorically. Ware 
immediately proceeds to examine several texts used by open theists such as 
Genesis 22:12 where God is depicted as saying “now I know.” Ware 
concludes that such texts cannot be taken literally for two reasons. First, he 
says open theists are inconsistent for they maintain that God knows all the 
present. But if God says he now knows Abraham’s heart then God would not 
even have exhaustive knowledge of what is going on at present. Ware’s 
second reason is that if we took Genesis 22:12 literally then it would conflict 
with other biblical texts such as 1 Chronicles 28:9 which Ware takes to mean 
that God knows what is in human hearts before he tests people.  
 
We should note here that the two reasons Ware gives for not taking Genesis 
22:12 literally have nothing to do with what the author of the Genesis 22 
intended. In other words, Ware is not following his stated hermeneutical 
criterion. Instead, his reasons are: (1) if open theists took this text literally 
then it would conflict with another belief of open theism and (2) if we took 
the text literally then it would contradict, in his opinion, other biblical texts.6 
Ware has given us no reason to believe that the author of Genesis 22:12 did 
not intend us to take the “now I know” in a straightforward sense. His real 
reason for not taking the text literally is that he thinks that other biblical 
texts clearly teach that God knows the human heart. Hence, Genesis 22:12 
cannot mean what it says despite the fact that everything in the text itself 
would lead one to conclude that the biblical writer meant that God did not 
know Abraham’s heart until then.7  
 
Other evangelical Calvinists make this same move. Paul Helm, for example, 
follows the lead of John Calvin when he asserts that we must take the texts 
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that say that “God does not change” (Num. 23:19, 1 Sam. 15:29) as the clear 
teaching of Scripture and read the “God changed his mind” texts as 
anthropomorphic.8 He reasons that we must allow the “stronger” (the literally 
true) passages of Scripture to control the reading of the “weaker” passages. 9  
Elsewhere Helm distinguishes between what he calls the “all things” texts 
where God is said to know all things and what he calls the “dialogue” texts in 
which God is portrayed as interacting with his people in very humanlike 
ways.10 Helm claims that we must take the all things texts as the literal truth 
about God and render the dialogue texts as anthropomorphic expressions lest 
we reduce God to human proportions and fail to exalt the divine glory. 
Thomas Weinandy, a Roman Catholic theologian, arrives at the same 
conclusion: “Undeniably the Old Testament speaks of God as though He did 
undergo. . . emotional changes of state. . . . However, I believe that such 
passages must be understood and interpreted within the deeper and broader 
revelation of who God is.”11 Weinandy proceeds to cite what he takes to be 
“deeper” biblical texts which he believes teach that God is strongly immutable 
and impassible.  
 
Historically, this has been a common maneuver put forth by notable figures 
such as Philo of Alexandria and Augustine who claim that the biblical texts 
that say God changed are  for the “duller folk” and “babes” who cannot 
grasp what God is really like.12  
 
However, I will argue that open theists are neither stupid nor infantile in 
their reading of the Bible. Though there are many reasons that account for 
the different approaches to the biblical texts by open theists and classical 
theists, I want to focus on two key ones.13  
 

A. Different Understandings of the Nature of Language. 
Evangelical Calvinists claim that the “didactic” (descriptive) texts are a 
better guide for discerning scriptural truth than the “narrative” or poetic 
texts. Erickson says we should stick with “the more traditional approach of 
giving primacy to the didactic statements of Scripture and interpreting the 
narratives in light of these.” “I would contend that the didactic portions, not 
the narrative passages, should be determinative of the meaning.”14 For 
Erickson and others, we should seek the universal timeless propositional 
truths taught in the didactic passages.15 Open theists, according to these 
critics, take the metaphorical texts literally because they rely heavily on the 
narrative texts instead of the didactic texts.  
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I have a number of responses to this charge. To begin, it seems to me that 
our critics want to “get past” or “behind” the metaphorical to see the literal 
truth. For them, truth is only propositional so the various forms of divine 
revelation such as narrative and poetry must be transposed into literal 
language in order to state the truth. Keven Vanhoozer, an evangelical 
theologian, criticizes this approach for relying solely on the informative 
function of language and the picture theory of meaning. He calls it the 
“’heresy’ of propositional paraphrase.”16 In general, open theists have a 
different approach to language that acknowledges its many functions and 
they value the metaphorical nature of language. My proposal is that 
language is better understood as a vehicle for conceptual understanding 
rather than as a descriptive devise. 
 
Several years ago when I was speaking on open theism at Brigham Young 
University I was asked why I took the God has emotions texts literally but 
not the God has a body texts literally. I replied that I did not take either of 
these texts literally. My approach is shaped by the theory of conceptual 
metaphor. A central claim of this theory is that the traditional way of 
understanding language involves a number of false assumptions: (1) That 
metaphors are figurative ways of stating what could otherwise better be said 
literally; (2) Definitions and conventional everyday language are literal; and 
(3) Only literal language can be true or false.17  
 
That these longstanding assumptions are erroneous may be illustrated in the 
following way. We commonly speak of our relationships in the following 
ways: “Our relationship hit a dead end” and “Our love broke down.” The 
traditional view of language says these are literal statements when, in 
actuality, they are metaphorical ways of conceiving our experience. Such 
statements “map” our experience of love in terms of our experience of going 
on a journey and driving into a dead end street or having our car stop 
working. We are conceptualizing our love relationship in terms of a journey 
where the lovers are the travelers, the relationship is the vehicle and their 
common goals correspond to the destination on a journey. Hence, “our 
relationship hit a dead end” is a conceptual metaphor.  
 
When the critics speak about the “strong and clear” texts of Scripture they fail 
to realize that they are using conceptual metaphors. In this case, “clear” 
utilizes the “knowing is seeing” metaphor. The source domain of seeing an 
object is mapped onto the target domain of knowing. Just as a clear window  
makes it easier to see an object on the other side, so we “see” certain texts as 
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easier to comprehend than others. “Strong” refers to the ability of one object 
to support another. Again, we see that we cannot “escape” using conceptual 
metaphors since it is through these that we understand abstractions. Also, 
though windows may be literally clear and steel beams strong, texts are not 
literally clear and strong. If the language about “clear and strong” texts is 
itself metaphorical rather than “literal” then the very dichotomy, figurative-
literal, upon which the critics rely, is false.   
 
Broadly speaking, conceptual metaphors have three characteristics. (1) They 
are vehicles for understanding our world—they structure the way we think 
about life experiences. (2) They only partially map reality for they do not say 
everything that can be said and consequently they constrain our 
understanding. For instance, the apostle Paul speaks about the Christian 
community as a body but since this conceptual metaphor does not 
communicate all aspects of the community he also speaks of believers as a 
building and as a farmer’s field. (3) They are culturally constrained since not 
all cultures use the same conceptual metaphors to give meaning to our 
experiences of love, anger, success, failure or truth.18

 
This means that the traditional way of understanding metaphors used by the 
critics of open theism is wrong headed. The assumptions made by the 
traditional theory are false because we erroneously think we are speaking 
literally when we are often using conceptual metaphors. Cognitive linguists 
have discovered a huge system of such metaphors by which we give meaning 
to our life experiences. In the words of George Lakoff, a preeminent 
proponent of conceptual metaphor theory: “It is a system of metaphor that 
structures our everyday conceptual system, including most abstract concepts, 
and that lies behind much of everyday language. The discovery of the 
enormous metaphor system has destroyed the traditional literal-figurative 
distinction, since the term ‘literal,’ as used in defining the traditional 
distinction, carries with it all those false assumptions.”19

 
 
B. Prototypes of Sovereignty. 
The second main reason for the different approaches to the biblical texts by 
open theists and Calvinist evangelicals is that they have different 
“prototypes” of sovereignty. Why are certain texts strong and others weak? 
Why do some biblical texts tell us the literal truth about God while others 
are anthropomorphic? They do so because the person making this judgment 
has a particular understanding of the nature of God. Cognitive linguists 
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speak of “idealized cognitive models” or “prototypes.” We have ideal notions 
of events, emotions, relations and virtues. For example, we have ideal 
conceptions of what a wedding is like and if we attend one that fits our 
idealized cognitive model we say “Now that was a wedding!” We have 
idealized cognitive models of parenting, love, government, friendship, and 
care for the elderly. However, though every culture will have idealized 
cognitive models the content of the model might differ from one group of 
people to the next. For example, someone from another culture might claim 
that children in the United States do not love their elderly parents since the 
parents usually live in nursing homes instead of with the children. It does not 
fit their idealized cognitive model. 
 
In terms of the debate over open theism, theologians have different ideal 
cognitive models of God’s relationship to the world.20 Bruce Ware speaks of 
the “diminished God” of open theism and Paul Helm accuses open theists of 
“reducing God to human proportions.21 Ware and Helm have very specific 
ideal prototypes of what they consider sovereignty to be. For them, an 
exalted conception of deity entails total control over human affairs and no 
risk taking. What is their source for this lofty understanding of God? Ware 
and Erickson say that it is what the Bible clearly teaches. Erickson claims 
there are 143 biblical texts which affirm God’s meticulous sovereignty.22  
This claim is suspect, however, because freewill theists and theological 
determinists have been disputing the interpretation of those 143 biblical texts 
for nearly two millennia.23

 
There are values that lie behind the different ideal models of sovereignty. 
Historically, natural theology has played a significant role in this debate. 
Philo of Alexandria, Thomas Aquinas, John Calvin and many others argued 
that a perfect being could only change for the worse so God must be strongly 
immutable, impassible and atemporal. It was considered inappropriate for 
God to have changing emotions, switch to Plan B, or be influenced by 
human prayers. These theologians readily acknowledge that there are many 
biblical passages depicting God doing these very things but they claim that 
the Bible only “appears” to teach this. When the divine nature is properly 
understood, then we must interpret these in a way different from their plain 
sense. Consequently, natural theology determines what these biblical texts 
are allowed to mean.24 Our prototype of divinity is one means by which we 
decide which texts teach the literal truth about God and which texts are 
figurative. 
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Yet, it may be asked why total control is a “better” and more exalted view of 
sovereignty than sovereignty understood as faithful, resourceful, wise and 
competent. The prototype of sovereignty affirmed by evangelical Calvinists 
does not allow them to consider any other view as genuine sovereignty. 
After delivering a paper at an Evangelical Philosophical meeting, a Calvinist 
challenged me: “You used the word sovereignty, but your God is not really 
sovereign.” For such folks God is a particular type of king: one who always 
gets his way even in the least details. After all God is the omnipotent potter 
shaping every human action as he wants it.  
 
My response to this returns us again to the understanding of metaphor. First, 
God relates to us in ways that are conceptualized through multiple metaphors: 
father, mother, rock, vulture, shepherd, king, advocate, judge, husband and 
many more. No single metaphor is adequate to understand all aspects of 
God’s relations to us so we need multiple metaphors.25  
 
Another crucial point is the “blending” that takes place between source 
domains and target domains.26 For example, take the statement: “George 
Bush and Dick Cheney are on the deck of the ship of state which is why it is 
listing to the right.” When we say this we are mapping from our experience of 
a ship veering to the right (source domain) to understand what is happening in 
our national government (target domain). However, not all aspects of the 
source domain actually apply since it simply is not possible for two people to 
stand on the right side of a ship and cause it to list to the right.27 Yet, our 
minds have no difficulty understanding the point of the metaphor even though 
it is physically impossible because we selectively consruct an image from the 
web of underlying connections. Within a single conceptual metaphor, such as 
“God is Israel’s husband,” not all aspects of the source domain (human 
husband) apply to the target domain (God). Though God can be a husband 
who loves Israel, God cannot be a sexual partner with Israel.  
 
That all aspects of the source domain do not map onto the target domain is 
vital for understanding the conceptual metaphor of the potter and clay in 
Jeremiah 18. The potter image might lead us to conclude that everything turns 
out exactly as the divine potter fashions it. Jeremiah, however, rejects that 
conclusion. In this passage God is the potter and Israel is the clay. God has 
produced a piece of pottery but it has turned out to have flaws. Our experience 
with potters and clay would lead us to conclude that either the potter (God) is 
not very skilled or the pottery turned out flawed because the potter wanted it 
flawed. One would presume that a tremendously skilled potter would be able 
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to create exactly what the potter wanted. Yet, Jeremiah makes it clear that 
God wanted the pottery to be different from what it is so it seems that God is 
an incompetent potter. However, we need not draw this conclusion because 
there is another option.  
 
In this instance we are mapping from a source domain (e. g. potters and clay) 
onto a target domain (e. g. God and Israel). In doing this we utilize some 
aspects, but not necessarily all aspects, of the source domain. Just as some, 
but not all, elements of a ship listing to the right apply to our national 
government, so God is like a potter in only some respects and Israel is like 
clay in only some respects. Hence, when Jeremiah says the flaws are due to 
Israel’s unfaithfulness, not God’s lack of skill, we have no difficulty grasping 
that God is not an incompetent potter even though the clay did not do what he 
wanted it to do because only some aspects of the potter-clay domain map onto 
the God-Israel domain. We selectively blend information from the two 
domains so that we construct a meaningful image even though it is technically 
inconsistent with the source domain. 
 
In his detailed study of divine kingship in the Hebrew Bible, Marc Brettler 
applies this same approach to the metaphors regarding God as king. He 
concludes that the Israelites drew upon the source domain of human 
kingship in order to conceptualize (understand) the target domain of God’s 
relationship to them.28 However, they were highly selective and did not 
apply all aspects of the source domain to the target domain. Though some 
aspects are used in the same sense, most aspects are qualified such that God 
is king in a special way that either surpasses or is contrary to human kings. 
Furthermore, some aspects of earthly kingship are not applied to God. For 
example, human kings and God are both called shepherds but only God uses 
his staff beneficially rather than for punishment. Also, though both have 
“power,” God can use his power for peace and justice. Finally, God uses his 
strength to forgive and his right hand for righteousness whereas human kings 
often use their right hand for bloodshed. 
 
Hence, for open theists, God is indeed a king and potter but not so in all 
respects. God is not exercising meticulous control over human affairs. 
Instead, God initiates and then humans respond and this is followed by 
innumerable responses from both sides as God works in human history to 
produce a peculiar kind of people. It may be asked what sorts of values lie 
behind the open theist prototype of sovereignty. Open theists appropriate the 
Cappadocian teaching on divine relationality in the trinity. Moreover, they 
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also readily accept the modern emphasis on relationality in Western culture. 
Hence, their understandings of what ideal fathers, husbands, and kings are is 
shaped by the value of nurture rather than control.29 It is not surprising then 
when Millard Erickson says that the open theist conception of God contains 
“feminine” elements.30 I guess he believes a God full of testosterone is a 
better prototype. At any rate, open theists are shaped by tradition and 
cultural trends just as much as their Calvinist counterparts have been.  
 
Conclusion 
Is open theism biblical? If we mean by this whether or not a case can be 
made for it from the biblical texts, the answer is yes. If, however, we mean 
whether or not biblical passages demonstrably affirm it then we have those 
who say yes and those who say no. The reasons for this different assessment 
are, in part, due to divergent understandings of the nature of language and 
prototypes of sovereignty.31 This should not surprise us since it is the same 
situation we find ourselves in concerning numerous other doctrines. Take the 
atonement, for example. All can agree that the Bible teaches that Jesus 
atones for our sins but there will be disagreement about the nature of that 
atonement. In the same way, all can affirm that the Bible teaches that God is 
wise and omniscient, but they will disagree on the content of omniscience. 
Given that the different readings of the biblical texts results from alternative 
conceptions of language as well as sundry underlying values, I see no way to 
bring it about that everyone will read the Bible in a way that is clear as 
day.32
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