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Job 37:16 (HCSB) “you understand how the clouds float, those wonderful works of Him who has perfect knowledge?”  
 
Romans 11:33 “Oh, the depth of the riches both of the wisdom and knowledge of God! How unsearchable are His judgments 
and unfathomable His ways!”  
 
Colossians 2:2b-3 “Christ Himself, in whom are hidden all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge.”  
 
Psalm 139:4 “Even before there is a word on my tongue, behold, O Lord, You know it all.”  
 
Psalm 139:16 “Your eyes have seen my unformed substance; and in Your book were all written. The days that were ordained 
for me, when as yet there was not one of them.”  
 
Genesis 9:26 Noah said, “Blessed be the Lord, the God of Shem; and let Canaan be his servant.”  
 
Matthew 26:34 “Jesus said to him, ‘Truly I say to you that this very night, before a rooster crows, you will deny Me three times.’” 
 
 
I.       The Basic False Teachings of Those Who Deny God’s Foreknowledge 
 

• God gave human beings a true free will. 

• If God knows the future, human beings cannot be truly free in the present. 

• Therefore, God cannot know the future.  
 
A. God’s Love Is Helpless 

B. Man’s Will Is Totally Free 

C. God Does Not Know All of the Future 

D. God Takes Risks 

E. God Learns 

F. God Makes Mistakes 

G. God Changes His Mind 
 
 
II.      The Error of Those Who Deny God’s Foreknowledge 
 
 

A. Those Who Deny God’s Foreknowledge Incorrectly Interpret Figures of Speech 
 

Anthropomorphism─describing God and His actions in terms of the human body and human emotions 
 
Psalms 91:4a (NKJV) “He shall cover you with His feathers, and under His wings you shall take refuge…”  
 
Genesis 6:6 (KJV) “And it repented the LORD that He had made man on the earth, and it grieved Him at His 
heart.”  
 
Revelation 13:8b (NIV) “the Lamb who was slain from the creation of the world.”  
 



Ephesians 1:4 “just as He chose us in Him before the foundation of the world, that we would be holy and 
blameless before Him.”  
 
“We must not suppose that God was astonished or taken unaware. Elsewhere He has said, ‘The Glory of Israel 
will not lie or repent; for He is not a man that he should repent’ (1 Samuel 15:29). If we do not believe that God 
has always known all things, we do not believe in God. This verse means that from the viewpoint of man it looks 
as though God were changing His mind, though He is really teaching that sin brings the display of His wrath. 

                                                                                                                                                                          ─Donald Barnhouse  
 

B. Those Who Deny God’s Foreknowledge Deny God’s Omniscience 
 

Psalm 139:4 “Even before there is a word on my tongue, behold, O Lord, You know it all.”  
 
Psalms 139:16 (HCSB) “Your eyes saw me when I was formless; all [my] days were written in Your book and 
planned before a single one of them began.”  
 
Isaiah 42:9b “Now I declare new things; before they spring forth I proclaim them to you.”  
 
Isaiah 44:28 “It is I who says of Cyrus, ‘He is My shepherd! And he will perform all My desire.’ And he declares of 
Jerusalem, ‘She will be built’ and of the temple, ‘Your foundation will be laid.’”  
 
Isaiah 46:10 “Declaring the end from the beginning, and from ancient times things which have not been done, 
saying, ‘My purpose will be established, and I will accomplish all My good pleasure.’”  

 
 
 
 
III.     The Harm Caused by Those Who Deny God’s Foreknowledge  
 
 
 
 
IV.      The Truth About God and Foreknowledge  
 

Compatibilism─our choices, while they are ours, are compatible with God’s allowed will.  
 
 
Acts 4:27-28 “For truly in this city there were gathered together against Your holy  servant Jesus, whom You anointed, 

both Herod and Pontius Pilate, along with the Gentiles and the peoples of Israel, to do whatever Your hand and Your 
purpose predestined to occur.”  
 
 
Proverbs 21:1 “The king’s heart is like channels of water in the hand of the Lord; He turns it wherever He wishes.” 
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The first two questions in this series have dealt with the existence of God and whether the Bible is a 
trustworthy truth source on which to base all of our views of life and eternity. In the first of the ten 
questions that skeptics ask, we saw the overwhelming evidence that God exists. In the second of the ten 
questions we looked at whether or not the Bible is trustworthy. The overwhelming evidence is that the 
Bible is trustworthy, and it meets all the criteria for being what it claims to be – the Word of God.  

From the foundation of the existence of God and the trustworthiness of the Bible, the other eight 
questions we will deal with will have answers grounded in God’s Word. Apart from having the Bible as 
our “truth standard,” we are left to traditions, speculation, human philosophy, personal opinions, flawed 
human logic, and fickle feelings as our only truth standard. Armed with the truth that God exists and that 
the Bible is trustworthy, let’s answer question three – “How can God know the future when it hasn’t 
happened yet?” 

When we deal with this question, we are talking about the omniscience of God. The word “omniscience” 
is made up of the prefix “omni” which means “all,” and “science” which means “a systematic body of 
knowledge.” The simple meaning of omniscience is to have all knowledge.  

The Bible is clear that the God of Scripture is omniscient.  

Job 37:16 (HCSB): “you understand how the clouds float, those wonderful works of Him who has perfect 
knowledge?”  

Romans 11:33: “Oh, the depth of the riches both of the wisdom and knowledge of God! How unsearchable 
are His judgments and unfathomable His ways!”  

Colossians 2:2b-3: “Christ Himself, in whom are hidden all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge.”  

There are a lot of incredibly smart people in the world who have a tremendous amount of knowledge in 
their mind, but only God has all (omni) knowledge. If God is truly omniscient, that means that He knows 
every fact of the past. Because He is omniscient, He knows everything that is happening in the present. 
But I want to emphasize the fact that if God is omniscient, He has all knowledge concerning the future.  

The theological word for that knowledge of the future is “foreknowledge.” Listen to a few of the verses 
that proclaim His foreknowledge. 

 Psalm 139:4: “Even before there is a word on my tongue, behold, O Lord, You know it all.”  

Psalm 139:16: “Your eyes have seen my unformed substance; and in Your book were all written. The days 
that were ordained for me, when as yet there was not one of them.”  

Notice all of the things that He knows. He knows what we are going to say, even before we think it. He 
knew the details of our life – physical characteristics, the length of our life – all before we were 
conceived! Let’s move to a broader view than the details of our bodies and our actions. Because God is 
omniscient, He knows every event in the future. In Scripture, God tells His prophets details about nations 
that are in the future. Genesis 9:26 Speaking of the nations that would come from Shem and Canaan, 
Noah said, “Blessed be the Lord, the God of Shem; and let Canaan be his servant.” God often predicts 
human behavior in detail. Matthew 26:34: “Jesus said to him, ‘Truly I say to you that this very night, 
before a rooster crows, you will deny Me three times.’” The evidence in Scripture is overwhelming that 
God knows and controls the future.  

In this message, I want to acquaint you with a heresy (false teaching) that has developed a significant 
following by some well-known theologians and pastors. This heresy goes by various names but mostly by 
no name. That is why you need to be equipped to spot it, confront it, and root it out. This false teaching is 
sometimes called “open theism.” Most of you have likely never heard that phrase but you have or 
probably will be confronted with this teaching. There are some reasons that open theism is flourishing in 
our day. Basically open theism magnifies human freedom, makes man sovereign in his decisions, and 
emphasizes subjective experiences with God. That fits right into our culture and its man centered 
worldview. In addition, open theism claims to answer all the questions about man’s free will and God’s 
sovereignty and seeks to take away the tension between the two. Unfortunately, it ends up making man 
sovereign in his freewill and makes God no more than a cosmic responder to sovereign man. Let’s jump 
in and seek to understand this false teaching that many people who are skeptical of the omniscience and 



foreknowledge of God have adopted. My goal is not just to equip you to answer the skeptics who question 
God’s foreknowledge and omniscience, but to experience the joy of knowing the God who is sovereign not 
only over the past and present, but also the future.  

 

I.  The Basic False Teachings of Those Who Deny God’s Foreknowledge 

The foundational teaching of those who deny God’s foreknowledge is based on the following three 
statements: 

1.  God gave human beings a true free will. 

2.  If God knows the future, human beings cannot be truly free in the present. 

3.  Therefore God cannot know the future.  

To enlarge a little more on this false teaching, let me give you some basic tenets of this teaching often 
called open theism.  

A.  The False Teaching That God’s Love Is Helpless 

Open theism presents God’s love a little more than a helpless desire for man’s best. This view presents 
God as wanting people to be saved and desiring a love relationship with them, but basically being 
helpless to do anything about it since man’s free will rules.  

B.  The False Teaching That Man’s Will Is Totally Free.  

Open theism denies that unsaved man’s will is in bondage to the power of sin and tainted by his fallen 
Adamic nature. According to their theology, man is totally free to choose in every area of life. 

C.  The False Teaching That God does not know all of the future. 

While open theists believe God has predetermined certain things in the future and thus they will happen, 
but He can’t know the future that can be affected by our decisions because He doesn’t know what we are 
going to choose. In that sense, God cannot know the future because the future does not exist. In other 
words, they falsely teach that God is confined by the time dimension He created. 

D.  The False Teaching That God Takes Risks. 

According to open theism, God takes great risks when He gives us a free will because He doesn’t know 
our choices. They would say that God is a great predictor of how man will decide, but there is still risk 
involved because our future decisions are unknown and even unknowable. John Eldredge, who wrote the 
big selling book Wild at Heart and coauthored The Sacred Romance, denies that he is an open theist, but 
in his books he teaches some of the beliefs of open theism. For example, God’s desire for a love 
relationship with man causes Him to take risks regarding the future [John Piper et. al. Beyond the Bounds Page 
111]  

The truth is that believing that God takes risk is a denial of both His omniscience and His omnipotence. 

E.  The False Teaching That God Learns. 

Because God doesn’t completely know the future, God learns as we make decisions. In other words, man 
acts in his totally free will, and at that point in time God learns what has happened and responds to man’s 
decisions. If you know anything about boxing, it’s like counter-punching. A counter-puncher waits for the 
opponent to swing and then he counters based on what the opponent did. In other words, man initiates 
and God is limited only to responding to what we do.   



F.  The False Teaching That God makes mistakes. 

Because God does not know all things and because He is dealing with freewill creatures whose future 
choices He does not know, God can make mistakes in dealing with people. God then has to go to plan B 
or plan C.  

G.  The False Teaching That God changes His mind. 

God can change His mind on issues and intended actions depending on our decisions. Some open theism 
authors say that God is sometimes shocked by something He didn’t expect or plan. Not all who call 
themselves open theists would agree with all seven of these tenets, but I still think they are representative 
of the error being taught. Open theists would have us believe that the church for almost 2000 years has 
been wrong about the omniscience of God and His foreknowledge. 

 

II.  The Interpretative Errors of Those Who Deny God’s Foreknowledge 

Basically, open theism is an attempt to completely understand an infinite God with a finite mind. In their 
desire to present a more “user-friendly God,” they have fallen into the trap of presenting a humanized 
god who bears little resemblance to the omniscient God of Scripture. The god of open theism is a god who 
is sometimes perplexed and makes mistakes in his anticipating man’s freewill decisions. Let me share 
some of the most obvious errors of open theism.  

A.  Those Who Deny God’s Foreknowledge Incorrectly Interpret Figures of 
Speech. 

Open theism often takes obviously symbolic language literally. The Bible (especially the Old Testament) 
has many anthropomorphisms. Don’t let that big word scare you. An anthropomorphism is describing 
God, and His actions, in terms of the human body and human emotions. God is spirit (John 4:24), but we 
have a hard time comprehending that. Therefore, the Bible uses symbolic language to describe how God 
works and relates.  

The Bible speaks of God’s right hand, His eyes, and His ears. Some of the cults (such as Mormonism) 
have wrongfully surmised that God has a physical body. No, these are anthropomorphisms that attribute 
human characteristics to God to help us understand. Listen to Psalms 91:4a (NKJV): “He shall cover you 
with His feathers, and under His wings you shall take refuge…” That’s certainly not teaching that God has 
wings and feathers! It is using symbolic language to explain God’s care for His children.  

Let me share some of the passages open theists misinterpret. Genesis 6:6 (KJV): “And it repented the 
LORD that he had made man on the earth, and it grieved him at his heart.” The open theists interpret 
this to mean that God was surprised at how wicked man became and wished He had never created Adam 
and Eve who got this whole thing started. The cross and the whole plan of redemption was a plan B 
because man shocked God with his sin. No! This is using human language to show that sin grieves God 
but it didn’t take Him by surprise. Before God created man in time He had already prepared for the 
salvation of those who would believe in Jesus. Revelation 13:8b (NIV): “the Lamb who was slain from the 
creation of the world.” Ephesians 1:4 speaks of those elected for salvation from before the world was 
created. Ephesians 1:4: “just as He chose us in Him before the foundation of the world, that we would be 
holy and blameless before Him.”  

Dr. Donald Barnhouse was one of the greatest Bible teachers we have had in America. Years ago he wrote 
in his commentary on Genesis 6:6: 

We must not suppose that God was astonished or taken unaware. Elsewhere He 
has said, “The Glory of Israel will not lie or repent; for He is not a man that he 
should repent” (1 Samuel 15:29). If we do not believe that God has always known 
all things, we do not believe in God. This verse means that from the viewpoint of 
man it looks as though God were changing His mind, though He is really teaching 



that sin brings the display of His wrath.   
[Donald Barnhouse, Genesis Commentary, page 49] 

We must beware of being too literal with descriptions of God using human characteristics.  

B.  Those Who Deny God’s Foreknowledge Deny God’s Omniscience. 

Open theists believe that God can’t know the future because there is no future to know until “sovereign 
man” makes his freewill decisions. Open theism elevates human freedom and minimizes God’s 
sovereignty. In essence, this false teaching makes man sovereign and God a scurrying deity trying to 
respond to what sovereign man has decided. Yet look at just a few of the verses in Scripture that teaches 
God’s omniscience even in the area of man’s decisions.  

Psalm 139:4: “Even before there is a word on my tongue, behold, O Lord, You know it all.” 

Psalms 139:16 (HCSB): “Your eyes saw me when I was formless; all [my] days were written in Your book 
and planned before a single one of them began.”  

Isaiah 42:9b: “Now I declare new things; before they spring forth I proclaim them to you.”  

Isaiah 44:28: “It is I who says of Cyrus, ‘He is My shepherd! And he will perform all My desire.’ And he 
declares of Jerusalem, ‘She will be built’ and of the temple, ‘Your foundation will be laid.’”  

This involves Cyrus’ “free choice” in his decisions.  

Isaiah 46:10: “Declaring the end from the beginning, and from ancient times things which have not been 
done, saying, ‘My purpose will be established, and I will accomplish all My good pleasure.’”  

Consider the New Testament. Jesus told of Peter’s denial before it happened. He told of Judas’ denial 
before it happened. There are numerous other passages that clearly teach that God perfectly knows the 
future before it happens in time. One Bible scholar has said that the god of open theism is “a kindly, non-
threatening, heavenly valet.” [John MacArthur, The Master’s Seminary Journal, Spring, 2001, page 5] 

 

III.  The Harm Caused by Those Who Deny God’s Foreknowledge 

The god of open theism is different from the God revealed in Scripture. Their god is divested of many of 
the features of divine glory and majesty and they have presented a deity that is “easier to relate to.” This 
deity of open theism has no purpose in the pain we experience. He stands by sympathizing with us but 
unable to understand why it happened. Listen to this quote from one of the leaders of open theism:  

God does not have a specific divine purpose for every occurrence of evil … When a 
two-month old child contracts a painful incurable bone cancer that means 
suffering and death, it is pointless evil. The Holocaust is pointless evil… God does 
not have a specific purpose in mind for these specific occurrences.   
[John Sanders quoted in Beyond the Bounds by Piper and others, page 380]  

The real harm of open theism as to its effect on man is that it takes away the possibility of peace and 
resting in the sovereign providence of God. God isn’t in control in open theism’s view. He is just doing the 
best He can to help us cope, but we are at the mercy of the decisions of others which God can do nothing 
about. What about God’s guidance? Since God doesn’t know the future, how can He guide us? He will be 
your friend and love you as you muddle through life at the mercy of the decisions of others. Do you really 
want to trust a god like that? The god of open theism even makes mistakes in His trying to predict what 
man will do with his completely free will. One of the main proponents of open theism is Gregory Boyd. In 
one of his books he tells about a girl named Suzanne who wanted to be a missionary. She met a young 
man who seemed to share her commitment to Christ and also wanted to be a missionary. They were 
married, but he turned out to be a serial adulterer and their story book romance and marriage ended in 
divorce. Here was Boyd’s Pastoral counsel and comfort to this distraught lady, “Suzanne, take comfort. 



God didn’t know this was going to happen. This caught him just as off guard as it caught you. But there’s 
good news, Suzanne, sometimes God’s plan B is just as good as His plan A.” How comforting is that???  

Make no mistake: open theism (denying God’s omniscience and elevating man’s total free will) is not only 
false doctrine and dishonoring to God; it robs us of hope and comfort in the midst of trial and an anxiety 
free life as we face a future unknown to us. 

 

IV.  The Truth about God and Foreknowledge 

Open theism teaches that the plan of salvation was a contingency plan. Here’s what the Bible teaches. 
God, in eternity past, foresaw and allowed the future sin and consequent condemnation of the human 
race that sin justly brought about. God planned then and there (before He even created the world or 
mankind) to make a way of reconciliation. The Son of God agreed to become man and pay the just 
penalty for sin – death on the cross. Though all mankind deserved condemnation, He chose people from 
every tribe, tongue, people, and nation to reconcile to Himself as they repented of sin and believed on 
Jesus Christ. He would then carefully choose what He would cause and allow in their life to mature them 
and work it all for their good in conforming them to Christ. At death or at Christ’s second coming, He 
would then make them like Christ and take away indwelling sin and the old programming (flesh) and 
bring them to heaven for bliss and full joy for all eternity. God has never been taken by surprise. God 
knows the future down to even the minutest detail and nothing happens that He does not cause or allow. 

What about our freewill? I believe that the Bible teaches that unsaved, unregenerate man has a will that 
is in bondage. He may be free to choose what he pleases but he is so in bondage to the power of sin that 
he is not free to choose what he ought. I believe that the Bible teaches what theologians call the 
“compatibilist will” of man. Compatibilism teaches that our choices, while they are ours are compatible 
with God’s allowed will. We see an example in Acts 4:27-28 “For truly in this city there were gathered 
together against Your holy servant Jesus, whom You anointed, both Herod and Pontius Pilate, along with 
the Gentiles and the peoples of Israel, to do whatever Your hand and Your purpose predestined to occur.” 
They chose to crucify Jesus, but it was in the plan of our omniscient God before eternity began! How does 
all that work out? There is a mystery here that we can’t determine the details. Here’s another example. 
World rulers make “free” decisions, but Proverbs 21:1: “The king’s heart is like channels of water in the 
hand of the Lord; He turns it wherever He wishes.” How God accomplishes this compatibility with man’s 
choices and what God allows can be speculated about, but the bottom line is that we don’t know how He 
does it, but He is God. There will always be mystery about how God accomplishes all His purposes.  

 

Conclusion 

You can rest in the omniscience of God. He knows the future including the decisions of man that haven’t 
even been made yet. He is omnipotent and He can bring His sovereign plan to pass. We can’t figure it all 
out, as to how He does it, but we trust Him. He is worthy of our trust.  
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