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Is Love the Controlling Attribute of God? Brian M. Sandifer 

Introduction and Thesis 

Perhaps the most common description of God that Christians have given throughout the 

history of the Church is “God is love” (1 Jn. 4:8).  No other attribute of God stirs up the emotions 

and sentiments like love.  Though many object to more stern descriptions of God, no one is 

uncomfortable with a God who possesses perfect love for people.  One theologian has said that 

love is the last characteristic of God that the world (and even the Church) really believes.1  The 

love of God is such a powerful truth that many Christians, theologians, and philosophers labor to 

mold an image of the biblical God into one in which love is the most important attribute.  

Evangelical Arminianism takes this position, and the recent movement known as “open theism” 

or “free-will theism” accepts this premise in building its unorthodox theology.  Open theist 

David Basinger summarizes the “first principles” of how God’s love interacts with the world. 

1. God not only created this world ex nihilo but can (and at times does) intervene 
unilaterally in earthly affairs. 

2. God chose to create us with incompatibilistic (libertarian) freedom – freedom over 
which he cannot exercise total control. 

3. God so values freedom – the moral integrity of free creatures and a world in which 
such integrity is possible – that he does not normally override such freedom, even if 
he sees that it is producing undesirable results. 

4. God always desires our highest good, both individually and corporately, and thus is 
affected by what happens in our lives. 

5. God does not possess exhaustive knowledge of exactly how we will utilize our 
freedom, although he may well at times be able to predict with great accuracy the 
choices we will freely make.2 

In particular, point four listed above addresses God’s love in the phrase “God always 

desires our highest good, both individually and corporately.”  Open theism’s driving two-sided 

presupposition is that God has given to the human race libertarian freedom, and that God so 

                                                 
1 I recall D. A. Carson making this observation. 

2 David Basinger, “Practical Implications,” in The Openness of God (Downers Grove, Il: InterVarsity Press, 1994), 
156. 
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values this human freedom that he chooses not to interfere with it because that is the most loving 

thing to do.  Richard Rice elaborates on open theism’s view of God’s love. 

It [the open view] expresses two basic convictions: love is the most important quality we 
attribute to God, and love is more than care and commitment; it involves being sensitive 
and responsive as well.3 

The crucial importance of love requires us to revise a great deal of conventional thought 
about God.  According to standard definitions, "gods" are beings who surpass humans in 
power and intelligence, and the Christian concept of God is one that includes love in its 
list of attributes.  Such an account is misleading, however.  According to the Bible, God is 
not a center of infinite power who happens to be loving, he is love above all else.  
Consequently, when we enumerate God's qualities, we must not only include love; to be 
faithful to the Bible we must put love at the head of the list.  In the thinking of many 
Christians, however, even this fails to capture the biblical emphasis.  As they interpret the 
Bible, love is not only more important than all of God's other attributes, it is more 
fundamental as well.   Love is the essence of the divine reality, the basic source from 
which all [emphasis original] of God's attributes arise.4 

This foundational principle is a fatal flaw of open theism.  The contention that love is 

God’s controlling attribute effectively negates his other attributes, thus eliminating them from his 

character.  Christians who desire to worship God in spirit and truth (Jn. 4:23-24) should be wary 

of a theological system that portrays the God of the Bible as something less than he reveals to us. 

Metaphors and Models of God 

To lend credence to their desire to modify the traditional understanding of God’s 

character, open theists seek to frame our understanding of God in terms of controlling 

“metaphors” or “models.”  Clark Pinnock, a leading proponent of the openness of God, explains 

the concept of root theological metaphors and presents his interpretation of the two most 

common metaphors for God. 

Theologies seek root metaphors to help express their vision of God.  Some make “king” 
the key metaphor and generate a view of God in causal terms; others feature “judge” and 
come up with a religious system of rights and duties.  The open view is centered on God 

                                                 
3 Richard Rice, “Biblical Support for a New Perspective,” in The Openness of God, 15. 

4 Ibid., 21. 
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as a loving person and lifts up the personal relations God seeks to have with creaturely 
persons…The open view is a model of love.5 

Two models of God in particular are the most influential that people commonly carry 
around in their minds.  We may think of God primarily as an aloof monarch, removed 
from the contingencies of the world, unchangeable in every aspect of being, as an all-
determining and irresistible power, aware of everything that will ever happen and never 
taking risks.  Or we may understand God as a caring parent with qualities of love and 
responsiveness, generosity and sensitivity, openness and vulnerability, a person (rather 
than a metaphysical principle) who experiences the world, responds to what happens, 
relates to us and interacts dynamically with humans.6 

It may be said in passing that open theists no doubt employ the strategy of using 

alternative “metaphors” and “models” to diffuse charges from classical theists that the god 

portrayed by the openness model is an altogether different god than the God of the Bible.  Rather 

than being separatists, advocates of open theism deeply desire their views to be accepted within 

the broader evangelical community.  One way in which they campaign for converts is by 

appealing to the love that flows between human parents and their children, and then pitting this 

loving relationship (and the tender feelings it invokes) against the classical model of God as a 

transcendent monarch. 

The open view of God stresses qualities of generosity, sensitivity and vulnerability more 
than power and control.  It allows us to think of God as taking risks.  Instead of locating 
God above and beyond history, it stresses God's activity in history, responding to events 
as they happen, in order to accomplish his purposes.  Rather than deciding the future all 
by himself, God made creatures with the capacity to surprise and delight him.  Like a 
loving parent, he rejoices with them when they are happy and suffers with them when 
they are in pain.  In and through everything, God is committed to their welfare and 
continually works to achieve what is best for them.7 

                                                 
5 Clark Pinnock, Most Moved Mover (Grand Rapids, Mi: Paternoster Press and Baker Academic, 2001), 179. 

6 Clark Pinnock, “Systematic Theology,” in The Openness of God, 103.  The reader should note the “loaded” 
adjectives used to describe the two views.  The classical model (as Pinnock understands it) is portrayed with 
connotatively negative terms (e.g., aloof, removed, unchangeable, all-determining, irresistible, aware of everything), 
while the openness model is described with glowing and refreshing language (caring, love, responsiveness, 
generosity and sensitivity, openness and vulnerability, a person who experiences, responds, relates, and dynamically 
interacts).  An objective reader will note the danger of poisoning the well this early in the discussion. 

7 Ibid., 125. 
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Because open theism is on friendly terms with classical Arminianism regarding its view 

of the primacy of God’s love8, its most vocal opponent is classical Calvinism.  William Hasker 

seeks to present the perceived benefits of accepting an open view of God instead of the Calvinist 

view (which admittedly has sometimes been prone to the tendency to stress God’s power, 

control, and sovereignty over and above his love). 

God as so conceived [according to open theism] is in no way deficient in power as 
compared with God as viewed by Calvinism.  We believe that God is completely capable 
of creating a universe every detail of whose history is solely determined by his sovereign 
decree.  But it seems to us that a wise and good God would not want – and, in fact, has 
not chosen – to create such a universe.  We in turn would ask the Calvinist, Is God as 
you conceive him unable to create a world in which there are free creatures who 
voluntarily enter into a relationship of love and friendship with him?  Or does he prefer a 
world in which he alone monopolizes control, leaving nothing to be decided by his 
creatures?  And why should we think that he would prefer a world like that?9 

Pinnock offers a concise apologetic of the biblical worldview and goal of God’s loving 

overtures toward humanity according to open theism. 

God created the world out of love and with the goal of acquiring a people who would, like 
a bride, really participate in his love (Rev. 19:7).  He could have pre-programmed 
creatures to love him, but instead created them with the liberty to choose to love him 
freely.  Love was the goal and freedom the means to the goal.  Humankind had to be 
granted real freedom, i.e. a capacity to respond, if we were to be able voluntarily to enter 
loving personal relations with God.  He values freedom, not so much as an end in itself, 
but as an instrument to make possible what he really longs for, love.  God gives us real 
freedom because of his desire for loving relationships.  God is inviting us to join in his 
own ongoing trinitarian communion and conversation.  He wants us to join in and share 
the intimacy of his own divine life.  God is committed to lead us to glory, even if it proves 
costly to himself.  It is a mark of the divine wholeness.  The more “whole” God is, the 
more perfectly God can suffer with and for others.  God's weakness demonstrates how 
strong he is.  God is Lord precisely in becoming a servant.  His love is more than 
necessary.  The Trinity expresses itself by creating new partners for the dance.  God is 
emphatically interested in how we respond to his overtures.10 

Thus open theists rest their case with a magnificent performance of persuasive rhetoric, 

leaving the jury to decide which “metaphor” or “model” is preferable: God as a loving parent 

                                                 
8 Pinnock, Most Moved Mover, 142-43.  “We [along with process theologians] make the love of God a priority” and 
“connect positively to Wesleyan/Arminian traditions.” 

9 William Hasker, “A Philosophical Perspective,” in The Openness of God, 151. 
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always seeking our best, or God as a distant, all-powerful, and controlling ruler.  When the 

choices are presented this way, of course the open view of God looks especially attractive.11  But 

is this an appropriate method for Christians to use in approaching the Bible to learn of the God 

who is revealed in its pages?  Must we postulate varying models of God’s character and then 

approach the Bible to test the conformity of our hypotheses?  Open theists answer that this is a 

given, indeed, that the scientific model of inquiry is the nature of theology. 

Interpretation is a human activity in which we distinguish between the primary biblical 
data and any presuppositions and interests we bring to the task.  In theology, as in 
science, we also make use of models.  Models help us to deal with complex subjects like 
Christology, ecclesiology, salvation and so forth.  We face a great variety of data needing 
interpretation and are compelled to choose an angle of approach to them.  In the case of 
the doctrine of God, we all have a basic portrait of God’s identity in our minds when we 
search the Scriptures, and this model influences our exposition.  What a great difference 
it makes, for example, whether we think of God as a stern judge, a loving parent or an 
indulgent grandfather.  In theology we experiment with plausible angles of vision and try 
them out.12 

Classical theists will grant that this is true to a certain extent.  The Bible is not a textbook 

of systematic theology, but rather it is a historical record of God’s acts of redemption and the life 

implications of these great acts.  No model or interpretive grid is required to understand its basic 

message.  The scientific model of inquiry may be appropriate to interpret the “book” of natural 

revelation, but no such open-ended method of discovery is necessary to interpret the book of 

special revelation.  In the field of science, we move from sensory observations, to hypothesis, to 

controlled testing and retesting, and then to language to record and interpret our findings.  Not so 

in the field of biblical interpretation, in which we are never required to transition from sensory 

observation to explanatory language.  The data is already present in the form of human language 

                                                                                                                                                             
10 Pinnock, Most Moved Mover, 126. 

11 It is beyond the scope of this essay to address open theist’s false characterizations of the classical model of God.  
However, it should be noted that classical theists strongly object to the one-dimensional characterization and 
negative terminology open theists inevitably revert to in their attempts to discredit the God of classical theism. 
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for our observation.  This is not to discount the need for diligent Bible study, or the fact that 

difficult interpretive issues often arise.  The point is that our task as Christians is usually to 

discover the “metaphor” or “model” that the Bible itself presents of God, not to create our own 

models and test their conformity of the standard.  Yes, sometimes it may be appropriate to bring 

our thoughts and experiences to the Bible to seek answers to questions that it does not directly or 

clearly provide, but the normal method of biblical interpretation espoused by open theism 

fundamentally doubts the doctrine of the perspicuity of Scripture13 and necessarily limits our 

understanding of the whole counsel of God.14 

God’s Attributes in Open Theism 

In open theism, the traditional attributes of God are subsumed under the higher category 

of God’s essential nature.  In this way open theists assert that the divine attributes do not need to 

“balance” or “reconcile” with the very nature of God, because love is fundamental to God’s 

nature whereas other attributes are derived from his love.  Thus in the open view of God, love is 

not only the central and most important attribute of God, but love is also the most fundamental or 

basic attribute of God. 

                                                                                                                                                             
12 Pinnock, “Systematic Theology,” in The Openness of God, 103. 

13 This method of bringing pre-constructed models to the text is only cautiously permissible if the text is unclear, 
and frequently results in eisegetical interpretive errors.  Furthermore, the theologian’s desires to solve problems and 
develop internally consistent systems, coupled with the sinful desire for human recognition and accolades, are strong 
temptations to only consult a subset of the relevant biblical passages and then prematurely declare the truthfulness of 
the model. 

14 If our goal is to determine the trustworthiness of the model by measuring it against the standard of Scripture, then 
the most we can learn is limited to the content of our models.  We should rather allow the totality of Scripture to 
judge our presuppositions.  This distinction is subtle, but important.  In the first instance, we are seeking to learn 
something about the model (its trustworthiness or truthfulness); in the second, we are seeking to learn about the 
Bible, and then allow the Bible’s teaching to judge our preconceived idea (model).  In both instances the Bible is the 
standard, but only the latter method allows us to learn the totality of biblical testimony (which of course should be 
the goal). 
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Mirroring the position of open theism regarding the ordering of divine attributes, 

Arminian theologian Fritz Guy demonstrates the effect of placing the primacy on God’s love. 

In the reality of God, love is more fundamental than, and prior to, justice or power.  It is 
more important for God to give himself to his creation than to rule the world or to be 
worshiped by the whole creation.  Divine love is the ground of divine justice, the 
motivation of divine power, the character of divine sovereignty.  So love does not need to 
be "balanced" or "kept in check" by any other attribute or value, such as justice or 
holiness.  It is the magnificence of the divine love that is the ground and content of the 
divine majesty and holiness.15 

In respect to the gospel, Guy also sets the love of God against other divine attributes. 

The heart of the Christian gospel is not the existence of God, or the eternity and 
omnipotence (that is, the ontological independence) of deity, or the triunity of the divine 
being.  The heart of the gospel is the ultimate fact that "God is love" (1 Jn. 4:16).  This 
means that God exists in love, that is, constitutes his existence in the event of his love.  
That is why "love" is the one word that the Christian tradition has been willing to apply 
unqualifiedly to God.  Indeed, God is the model of love.  We learn what love is by looking 
at God.  Hence Christian theology has sometimes regarded love, not as a quality or 
attribute of God, but as the nature [emphasis original] of God.  Accordingly, loving may be 
regarded not simply as one of a number of divine activities, along with creating, 
sustaining, and judging; loving is what all [emphasis original] of the activities of God 
accomplish [emphasis original].  Thus there is no "doctrine" of God's love alongside the 
doctrines of creation, humanity, salvation, church, and ultimate destiny; God's love is the 
inner content of all the doctrines of Christianity.  It is what they are all about [emphasis 
original].16 

So for Arminianism, open theism, and any other theological system that puts a primacy 

on love, the other attributes of God are demoted to secondary status or routinely dismissed as 

inapplicable (and even irrelevant) when they are perceived to conflict with love in a particular 

context. 

At this point the open theist anticipates the response from the Calvinist.  Very 

infrequently do open theists attempt to articulate a biblical interpretation of the fall of man (Gen. 

                                                 
15 Fritz Guy, “The Universality of God's Love,” in The Grace of God, The Will of Man (Grand Rapids, Mi: 
Academie Books, 1989), 35. 

16 Ibid., 34-35.  Guy’s assertions in this paragraph include several brief snippets that are quotes of other works.  But 
it is his arrangement of these citations which provide meaning to his paragraph, thus I have not provided the 
secondary references. 
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3), preferring to rely on philosophical notions of the nature of the loving relationship between 

two parties. 

The causal [determinist] model focuses on humanity's damaged condition rather than on 
the broken relationship.  The idea is that the sinful nature has to be destroyed by a 
unilateral action of irresistible grace.  The sinner is not able to respond until God compels 
them.  The relationship is a manipulative one and basically impersonal.  Any “love” is a 
product of compulsion.  But relationships do not occur under such circumstances.  Rather 
than thinking of God as creating a new state in us, we should think of God as motivating 
us to make a choice.  Sinners remain persons even in sin and God addresses them as 
such. God wants to heal relationships that cannot be restored unless and until we 
respond.  God has already reached out to us in Christ and invited us to respond, but he 
does not compel faith.  He wants a personal relationship and therefore enables, and does 
not compel, us.  Grace is not irresistible because it is personal.17 

According to open theism, the effect of the fall was first and foremost a broken love 

relationship between God and man.  Although Pinnock also seems to agree that humanity finds 

itself in a damaged condition as a result of the fall, he is precluded from understanding the extent 

of the fall’s damage in a Calvinist fashion.  His doctrine of love forces him to philosophize that 

man, in his fallen nature, must be capable of restoring the broken relationship with God because 

love must be chosen, cannot be compelled, and is by definition resistible.  Pinnock goes on to 

explain why the open view of God’s love in relation to salvation must be true and is preferable 

compared to the teaching of Calvinism. 

If the Bible viewed salvation in causal terms it would be difficult to explain why God would 
not save everyone that way.  More glory would surely accrue to God if he did.  In that 
case, it must be that he does not want to be so generous and prefers to be a respecter of 
persons.  He must be refusing to make grace available to those equally in need of it, 
which would deny God's omnibenevolence and loving nature.  One would have to say 
that God may choose to love but not that God is love.  He could just as well hate as love 
and would be justified too because what glorifies God in this system is the freedom to 
love or not to love “sovereignly.”  Critics sometimes talk of heresy in relation to the open 
view, but is it not heresy to teach that God does not essentially love?  Does it not deny 
that “God is light and in him is no darkness at all?” (1 Jn. 1:5).  In the open view God 
essentially loves; creatures can rely on him loving them because he is love.  Calvinism 
can offer no such assurance.18 

                                                 
17 Pinnock, Most Moved Mover, 163. 

18 Ibid., 166-67. 
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Notice that in the openness view, God is bound to universalize his grace because to do 

otherwise would compromise his “omnibenevolence” and loving nature.  Notice also that 

adherents to the open view claim they can rely on God to love them “because he is love.”  For 

the open theist, when considering the character of God, at the end of the day we must only arrive 

at “God is love” because this overrules or overshadows his other attributes.19 

God’s Attributes in Classical Theism 

In contrast to open theism, classical theism has aimed to refrain from giving preeminence 

to any particular divine attribute.  While traditional theologians have always sought a unifying 

theme to make sense of all that the Bible says about God, they have nevertheless sought to 

account for all of the biblical data.  Robert Reymond argues that all of God’s attributes are 

contained in his glory, and does so in a way that does not effectively subtract or add anything to 

the biblical picture of God. 

God's glory is the sum total of all of his attributes as well as any one of his attributes.  For 
the creature to deny to him any one of his attributes is to attack the very glory of God and 
to deny him that without which he would no longer be God.  Or to ascribe to him any 
attribute which he himself does not expressly claim to have, which ascription can only 
cancel out some attribute which he does claim to have, is again to represent him as 
something less than he is and thus is to attack his glory.  For this reason it is imperative 
to listen carefully to God's description of himself in Scripture.20 

The Bible, however, mainly speaks of God's glory.  When it does it refers to what God is 
in his essential being or nature.  That is to say, God's glory is simply the inescapable 
"weight" of the sheer intrinsic Godness of God, inherent in the attributes essential to him 
as the Deity.  As an application of this idiom, the Bible often substitutes the word "glory" 

                                                 
19 Although I should be numb to hearing it by now, I am shocked to often hear sermons of how God is so loving 
toward his creatures that he gives us an infinite number of chances to turn from our selfishness and love him.  I once 
heard a Methodist minister preach a sermon from the book of Jonah (using the example of God’s grace in granting 
Jonah a second chance to obey his commission to preach impending judgment to the Ninevites) to convey that God 
gives us an infinite number of chances to repent and come to him.  I remember thinking how similar he sounded 
compared to the false prophets of the Old Testament who preached a message of “Peace! Peace!”  It was a classic 
example of a preacher being either completely unaware (or totally ignoring) of what the Bible says just a few pages 
later, in this case the book of Nahum which predicts the certain destruction of the Ninevites for their unrepentant 
wickedness. 

20 Robert Reymond, A New Systematic Theology of the Christian Faith, 2d ed. (Nashville, Tn: Thomas Nelson 
Publishers, 1998), 165. 
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for a specific attribute of God, the attribute intended having then to be determined from 
the context.21 

Similarly, John Frame interprets the divine attributes within the framework of God’s 

lordship. 

Certainly Lord is the most fundamental name of God in Scripture, and all biblical 
revelation expounds it.  God performs his mighty acts so that people “will know that I am 
the LORD” (Ex. 6:7; cf. 7:5, 17; 8:22, and many other verses throughout Scripture).  So 
his lordship is the attribute most often mentioned in Scripture, by the constant use of the 
Hebrew yahweh and adon and the Greek kyrios…Yet I would not want to say that 
lordship is metaphysically central to God’s nature in a way that holiness, love, eternity, 
and righteousness are not.  These other concepts can also be central in specific biblical 
contexts.  They also can name God, and even define him, as in 1 John 1:5 and 4:8.  
Rather than making any single attribute central, classical theology teaches that all of 
God’s defining attributes are ways of describing his simple essence.22 

Frame continues by making an insightful observation regarding the inherent one-

sidedness of elevating one attribute of God above the rest. 

Theologians are wrong when they think that the centrality of their favorite attribute 
excludes the centrality of others.  These writers are (as often among theologians) right in 
what they assert, but wrong in what they deny...Often when a theologian makes God's 
love central, in contrast to other attributes, he intends, contrary to Scripture, to cast doubt 
on the reality or intensity of God's wrath and judgment.23 

Indeed wrath and judgment are topics that most Christians would rather not dwell upon, 

but it is our dutiful task to pay careful attention to these very prominent and sobering biblical 

themes and incorporate them into our doctrine of God.  To simply cover (hide) them with the 

love of God would be to the peril of willful sinners and to malign the character of Almighty God. 

                                                 
21 Ibid., 166.  Reymond examines the occurrence of various words translated as “glory” in the following verses: Ex. 
33:19 (“glory” in this context means God’s mercy and compassion, sovereignly administered); 1 Sam. 15:29 
(“glory” is used as a synonym for God as truthful and faithful); Ps. 19:1 (“glory” calls to mind God’s majesty, 
wisdom, and power); Isa. 6:3 (“glory” portends God’s majestic holiness which is present and on display throughout 
the whole earth); Rom. 3:23 (“glory” points to God’s righteousness or righteous standard); Rom. 6:4 (the word 
“glory” refers to God’s power and his loving faithfulness to Christ); Eph. 1:6, 12, 14 (“glory” is a substitute word for 
God’s grace). 

22 John Frame, No Other God (Phillipsburg, N.J.: Presbyterian and Reformed Publishing, 2001), 51. 

23 Ibid., 52. 
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Classical theology has proposed a helpful distinction between the moral attributes of God 

and the other divine attributes.24  Whereas a list of divine attributes might include self-existence, 

eternality, omniscience, omnipotence, goodness, immutability, holiness, unity, sovereignty, 

righteousness, and love, the moral attributes of goodness (of which love and mercy are 

aspects)25, holiness26, and righteousness (of which justice and wrath are aspects)27 are set apart as 

those characteristics of God that instinctively seem most beautiful to us. 

The moral attributes of God are generally regarded as the most glorious of the divine 
perfections.  Not that one attribute of God is in itself more perfect and glorious than 
another, but relatively to man the moral perfections of God shine with a splendor all their 
own.  They are generally discussed under three heads: (1) the goodness of God; (2) the 
holiness of God; and (3) the righteousness of God.28 

This categorization of the divine moral attributes is helpful because it allows us to see 

clearly which attributes compare appropriately to God’s love.  If we try to compare God’s love to 

his role as creator, sustainer, judge, or king, then we may reflexively respond that love is 

prominent, and we might respond in this manner because love appears to us as the most “lovely” 

(desirable) of these attributes.  But if we isolate the moral attributes of God (goodness, holiness, 

and righteousness), then it becomes apparent that each one is equally necessary, and most 

interestingly that they inform one another.  In other words, the love of God is balanced by the 

                                                 
24 Classical theology has also distinguished between communicable and incommunicable attributes of God, but this 
distinction is not particularly relevant to our present discussion. 

25 Biblical texts that teach the goodness of God include Mk. 10:18; Ps. 145:9, 15, 16; Ps. 36:6; Mt. 5:45; Mt. 6:26; 
Lk. 6:35; Acts 14:17; Jn. 3:16; Rom. 5:8; 1 Jn. 3:1; Eph. 1:6-7; Tit. 2:11; Dt. 5:10; Ezk. 18:23, 32; Ex. 34:6; 2 Pet. 
3:15. 

26 Biblical texts that teach the holiness of God include Ex. 15:11; 1 Sam. 2:2; Isa. 6:3; Isa. 57:15; Hos. 11:9; Hab. 
1:13; Jn. 17:11; Acts 3:14; 1 Pet. 1:16; Rev. 4:8; Rev. 6:10. 

27 Biblical texts that teach the righteousness of God include Ezr. 9:15; Ps. 119:137; Jer. 12:1; Dan. 9:14; Jn. 17:25; 
Rev. 16:5; Rom. 1:32; Rom. 2:6; Mic. 7:20. 

28 Louis Berkhof, Systematic Theology (new comb. ed.; Grand Rapids, Mi: Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1996), 
70. 
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other divine attributes.  They complement each other rather than effectively canceling each other 

out (e.g., God’s love is a righteous love, God’s holiness is good and loving, God’s righteousness 

is a merciful righteousness).  Open theists assert that it is not necessary to compare the love of 

God with his other attributes, and avoid doing so by placing love on an ontologically higher level 

within the godhead and outside the category of “attribute.”  But they do not realize that 

attributing centrality and fundamental importance to God’s love is to use comparative language. 

It is easier to argue the centrality of an attribute when one does not try to make specific 
comparisons with other attributes.  But centrality [emphasis original] and importance 
[emphasis original] are comparative terms.  To argue the relative importance of a divine 
attribute requires precisely such comparisons.29 

It is possible that comparing divine attributes on an equal level might invite the criticism 

that God’s love is slighted.  But rather than reducing the importance of the biblical theme of 

divine love, the classical theist actually rescues the other moral attributes of God from the 

domination of love.30  Frame summarizes, 

Nobody will deny that God's love is very important in Scripture and provides a legitimate 
perspective for learning other things about him. But open theists should be reminded that 
whatever they may think about the relative importance of love, they are nevertheless 
responsible to do full justice to everything else that the Bible says about God.  To do that, 
it is important to look at him from many perspectives.31 

A Combined Parable 

Christ’s parables of the kingdom offer the most poignant examples of why we must not 

latch onto one aspect of God’s character to the detriment of others.  These pithy, direct, and 

incisive stories give us an inside look into the character of God as told by incarnated deity.  

                                                 
29 Frame, No Other God, 51. 

30 This pun is intended!  It is ironic that while open theists (and all other’s who seeks to give prominence to love 
over other divine attributes) diligently and tirelessly labor the point that love cannot be forced because of its very 
nature, they nevertheless teach that love forces the other attributes into submission!  Of course, the open theist could 
counter that the other divine attributes were “persuaded” into submission rather than “coerced,” since that is how 
love operates.  But to assign action to the impersonality of attributes is to enter the realm of silliness. 
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Rather than comparing two parables in an analytical way, allow me to creatively follow the 

example of Jesus in telling a story.  I will attempt to combine key details and plotlines from two 

parables that portray God as a father (the parable of the Prodigal Son recorded in Luke 15:11-32) 

and God as Lord (the parable of the Wicked Vinedressers recorded in Luke 20:9-19).  I anticipate 

several objections at this point: that I am changing the Word of God, that combining stories is 

unprecedented and can only lead to confusion, that the primary themes of the two parables 

cannot survive intact in the same story, and that such an exercise smacks of novelty and 

irrelevance.  So be it.  Although I concede that the parable is certainly not divinely inspired in its 

modified form, nevertheless, I am convinced that the embedded parabolic themes will 

demonstrate that love cannot be set above God’s other characteristics without producing 

irreconcilable tension.  Before proceeding, I ask the reader to stop and review the two biblical 

sources for this parable in order to eliminate the suspicion that the details of the combined 

parable are inconsistent with the spirit of the biblical narratives. 

A certain ruler had two sons and two servants, and he loved the two servants and 
adopted them as his own sons.  This ruler purchased a vineyard in a far country, 
appointed his two adopted sons as vinedressers, and went back to his home for a long 
time.  Now at vintage-time he sent a servant to the vinedressers, that they might give him 
some of the fruit of the vineyard.  But the vinedressers, angry with their father for sending 
them afar off to tend the vineyard, beat him and sent him away empty-handed.  Again the 
father sent another servant and they beat him also, treated him shamefully, and sent him 
away empty-handed.  And again he sent a third; and they wounded him also and cast 
him out.  Then the father who owned the vineyard said, “What shall I do?  I will send my 
beloved son.  Probably they will respect him when they see him.”  But when the 
vinedressers saw him, they reasoned among themselves, saying, “This is the heir.  
Perhaps if we kill him, our father may send the second son and we may kill him also.  
Then the inheritance may be ours.”  So they cast him out of the vineyard and killed their 
father’s beloved son.  Therefore what will the owner of the vineyard do to them?  He will 
come and destroy those vinedressers and give the vineyard to others. 

At this time one of the vinedressers was stricken with remorse, saying, “What is this evil 
thing I have done?  I will arise and go to my father, and will say to him, ‘My father and my 
lord, I have sinned against heaven and before you, I am no longer worthy to be called 
your son, and I am deserving of death.  Have mercy and make me like one of your hired 

                                                                                                                                                             
31 Frame, No Other God, 54. 
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servants.’”  And he arose and came to his father.  But when he was still a great way off, 
his father saw him and had compassion, and ran and fell on his neck and kissed him.  
And the son said to him, “My father and my lord, I have sinned against heaven and in 
your sight, I am no longer worthy to be called your son, and I am deserving of death.”  
But the father said to his servants, “Bring out the best robe and put it on him, and put a 
ring on his hand and sandals on his feet.  And bring the fatted calf here and kill it, and let 
us eat and be merry; for this my son was dead and is alive again; he was lost and is 
found.”  And they began to be merry. 

Now the second son and heir to the father’s kingdom was in the field.  And as he came 
and drew near to the house, he heard music and dancing.  So he called one of the 
servants and asked what these things meant.  And he said to him, “Your brother the 
vinedresser has come, and because he has received him as a son rather than a criminal, 
your father has killed the fatted calf.”  But he was angry and would not go in.  Therefore 
his father came out and pleaded with him.  So he answered and said to his father, “Lo, 
these many years I have been serving you; I never transgressed your commandment at 
any time; and yet you never gave me a young goat, that I might make merry with my 
friends.  But as soon as this vinedresser came, who has killed your servants and your 
beloved son, you killed the fatted calf for him.”  And he said to him, “Son, you are always 
with me, and all that I have is yours.  It was right that we should make merry and be glad, 
for your brother the vinedresser was dead and is alive again, and was lost and is found.”  
And the son said to his father, “Is it not right that both your vinedresser sons have killed 
your servants and your beloved son, and only one shall be destroyed?”  And he said to 
him, “Son, does not a king have the right to bestow mercy upon whom he wishes?  How 
much more shall I show mercy to my son?”  Then the father looked at the son and said, 
“What then is this that is written: ‘The stone which the builders rejected has become the 
chief cornerstone’?  Whoever falls on that stone will be broken; but on whomever it falls, 
it will grind him to powder.” 

There is one loose thread in this parable – the remaining tension in the son’s question of 

his father.  He essentially asks, “Where is the justice in this apparent favoritism?  How may a just 

ruler require one to pay for his sins and to another grant full pardon?”  Although the father/king 

figure replies with a stirring echo of Paul’s words in Romans 9:14-15, the predicament remains 

forensically unsolved.  But that is the point of this exercise in creativity.  The open theist, in 

denying the legitimacy of the “monarchical model” of God, has no means to answer the son’s 

question.  A parent alone does not have the right to pardon sin, only to restore a broken 

relationship with his child.  A king, one who is ruler, lawgiver, and judge, may forgive sin, but he 

cannot do it justly and righteously according to the law unless there is a payment for the sinner’s 

debt to the law.  That is why God’s plan of salvation, of substitutionary atonement and 

forgiveness of sins, absolutely requires the cross of Christ.  Open theism and its preference for 
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the “loving parent” metaphor over the “monarch” metaphor is at a loss to logically explain the 

necessity of the cross within the context of its own chosen metaphor.  This is certainly open 

theism’s greatest flaw, and may someday prove to discredit it within the Church.  Without a 

necessary cross (the place where divine justice and mercy are reconciled), open theism is in 

danger of eventually rejecting the cross (or at least reinterpreting it into peripheral irrelevance). 

Pastoral Implications of the Doctrine of God’s Love 

Besides the terrible cross-less implications of open theism logically and consistently 

applied, there are immediate pastoral implications that may arise when God’s love is elevated to 

a status of supremacy over other divine attributes, several of which are listed below in no 

particular order. 

1. Open theism de-emphasizes man’s sinfulness before God.  In fact, the fall of the race is 

never addressed as an extremely important doctrine, but rather it emphasizes that God’s 

love for people is necessarily constrained by his desire to not interfere with their free will 

decision to seek or reject his loving entreaties.  Following the restrained example of God, 

an open theist pastor has no theological basis for confronting a sinner with his dire 

predicament before God. 

2. Open theism de-emphasizes God’s righteousness and holiness in the face of man’s sin.  

God is portrayed as a spurned parent or lover who only desires to shower love on people, 

despite the constant refusal of many.  An open theist pastor has no theological basis for 

warning nonbelievers and professing Christians that willful, continual, and unrepentant 

sin will result in God’s holy wrath and righteous judgment. 

3. Open theism de-emphasizes man’s requirement to live righteously and obediently before 

God.  God is portrayed as a lover, friend, or parent rather than as the Lord of all.  An open 
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theist pastor has no theological basis for rejected antinomian tendencies in the church and 

licentiousness in society. 

4. Open theism emphasizes the experiential and mystical aspect of the Christian life at the 

expense of the role the written word plays for the believer.  An open theist pastor has no 

theological basis for convincing a disillusioned or burned out Christian, who believes he 

has “tried God but it didn’t work out,” to return to God’s love. 

5. Open theism de-emphasizes God’s eternal punishment of the wicked.  God’s persuasive 

and pleading love for the sinner to love him, coupled with the insistence that God always 

desires the highest good for men individually and corporately, opens the door to the 

theory of annihilation of the wicked.  An open theist pastor has no theological basis for 

confronting the belief in annihilation of the souls of unbelievers because such an idea 

seems to be a higher good than eternal damnation. 

6. Open theism de-emphasizes sinful man’s universal rejection of God and instead paints a 

picture of man’s fallen predicament in terms of a “broken relationship.”  If man has not in 

fact rejected God in his heart and served other gods (and himself), then it is possible that 

God will have mercy on “good pagans” who never hear the gospel and thus cannot 

become Christians in this life, and permit them to enter his rest upon a hypothetical post-

death conversion.  An open theist pastor has no theological basis for involvement in 

missions and evangelism, or for communicating the urgency of these to others. 

Conclusion 

False doctrine is never completely unprofitable for the Church.  It usually serves as a 

catalytic corrective influence on the extremes toward which classical theism historically has 

tended to drift.  False doctrine also serves as a spark for sharpening theological vagaries within 
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orthodoxy and for answering new questions.  For these we should be grateful.  But we should 

never make the mistake of assigning inherent value to heresies such as open theism’s doctrine of 

the preeminence of God’s love.  For to hold a false doctrine is sin, and to hold a false view of 

God by denying his attributes is a form of idolatry. Our Lord has clearly revealed himself to us in 

his Word through his divine names and attributes.  May the Church of Jesus Christ seek to 

worship the God of the Bible in all fullness, truth, and glory. 
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